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Editorial
ilsa works to provide a service to support teachers who find themselves on
the coalface, and interacting with students who may have a variety of learning
and other issues including mental health issues and anxieties. the editorial in
learn (2016) by our esteemed previous editor jean johnston, treated this
topic extensively.

the mental health issues have not gone away. this fact is reflected in the two
first articles in this, the 2017 issue of learn. the desire to be the best teachers
we can possibly be permeates the remaining articles, be their themes driven ‘top
down’ by policy, or ‘bottom up’ by practice, or even by an amalgamation of
both policy and practice.

helen Byrne’s article addresses mindfulness in schools and lauds the Des for
including mindfulness in the new wellbeing initiative for students and teachers.

helen sets out the overarching benefits of mindfulness for children and young
people such as improved focus, heightened awareness, emotional and
psychological maturity and resilience, improved behaviour and academic
engagements, and lower stress and anxiety. she makes the case for mindfulness
to be embodied in teachers. she kindly provides a recommended reading list for
developing mindfulness in children and young people. 

mental health is the theme of patsy mccaughey’s article. patsy sets out the
sense of fear, uncertainty and unease that many teachers feel around mental
health programmes and their feeling of being ill-equipped to cope with student
distress. the previous editorial of learn (2016) mentions the lack of specific
details in the Department of education and skills (Des) new wellbeing
initiative for students and teachers; it does not provide details on how to develop
or promote resilience, optimism, self-esteem, help-seeking behaviour and other
preventative factors in post-primary schools.

patsy’s article on whole-school positive mental health argues for promoting
teacher well-being, pro-social behaviour, pupil engagement and academic
learning. high on specifics, this article fills in the lacunae in the Des initiative
and shows how, working within school structures, one can develop the capacity
of all major stakeholders, those working directly with the students as well as the
students themselves. he identifies four areas for implementing a programme of
whole school positive mental health and shows clearly how to do so through
awareness raising, efficient communication, capacity building and creation of a
sense of belonging and empowerment.

improvement in teaching practice and supporting learning for all is the theme
of the o’murchu, russell and Bennett article on the instructional leadership
programme. they explore how their work contributes to empowering teachers
to make a difference for each student especially those at risk of not learning.
they set down the key principles and features of the programme that support
inclusive learning, inclusive practice and its position within the current
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educational landscape. the programme recognises the complexity associated
with learning, teaching and assessment which honours and inspires teachers to
be consciously skilled. individual and collective collaborative practice is key. the
programme is concerned with inclusive teaching in a changing complementary
educational landscape, which can be top down (policy driven) and bottom up
(practice driven). the work of these writers reminds and supports teachers and
school leaders that all students have the ability to learn and to engage in
powerful learning experiences. 

this idea is taken up in the moving article by o’halloran & jennings. the
centre for special educational needs, inclusion and Diversity (cseniD) st
angela’s college, sligo and music generation sligo (mgs) describe their
collaborative and strategic partnership to research perspectives and best practice
on special educational needs (sen). researchers and professionals in both
bodies investigated how mgs tutors included pupils with autistic spectrum
Disorders (asD) in music classes through the use of a differentiated music
programme. The Con Tutti Discovering Music Programme was developed to
increase participation of pupils with autism in music programmes delivered by
mgs and to promote quality music education in the lives of pupils with autism.
the authors review of the literature makes clear that there is no evidence that
innate understanding and response to music is different for children with asD
than their peers and that some research indicates that children with asD have
demonstrated particular musical sensitivity and a perceptual preference for
music. 

the authors also mention pupils with asD who have extraordinary musical
talents and outline the benefits and challenges that music learning brings to the
student with asD. their knowledge serendipitously echoes the “consciously
skilled” theme of the previous article “pedagogical understanding aligns with
instructional organisers as those associated with student behaviour and cognitive
development so we can match, for example, what we know about a student with
autism and what we know about autism in general with pedagogical responses
anchored in deeper professional understandings than might otherwise be the
case” (p.5). the positive outcomes have the power to provide lesson accessibility
and reward for pupils with asD. change driven by practice indeed!

concern for emotional wellbeing and intellectual development and achievement
through play is central to the article by ring & o’sullivan. the authors suggest
that convincing all parents of the role of play in their children’s development
through the early years of school represents a route to increased educational
opportunity for these children through the development of higher-order
cognitive, social and emotional skills. the researchers speak of the
transformative power of supporting parent capacity to provide play
opportunities for children. the authors cite policy driven change through
emphasis on play by Des early years education focused inspection (eYei) and
aistear which reassure parents on the value of play for child cognitive, social and
emotional development.

the article on the primary language curriculum in the context of inclusive
education by Ó Breachaín & Drudy describes evidence-based teaching
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approaches that promote language development for all children and teaching
approaches advocated for children with special educational needs and complex
needs. it also briefly describes the evaluation of language skills. 

the final article in this issue is written by myself as the creator of test2r. this
is a scientifically developed early screening instrument designed to identify 5 &
6 year old children who may experience literacy difficulties in their school
careers. the national strategy to improve literacy and numeracy among
children and Young people 2011-2020 and other Des documents have
exhorted teachers to make assessment part of teaching and learning. When
teachers assess children it is important that the assessment instrument they use
does what it is supposed to do. in other words it must be a valid assessment tool.
children may perform poorly for a variety of reasons. there are numerous
theories to explain these difficulties. teachers need to use a broad-based
assessment instrument which spreads the net widely and can assess the many
reasons why children may be less than perfect in their performance. it is better
still if the children are assessed on an instrument which is normed on the
schools’ target population. test2r does just that. it is developed from wide
research into multiple theories of literacy acquisition difficulties, is driven by
Des policy and is born out of the practice of hundreds of teachers who gave
their time and expertise to help develop this irish normed early screening and
diagnostic tool. 

the article provides test administrators with an overview of points on how to
administer and score the tasks of test2r. the manual and scorebooklet for
test2r are already highly specified for that purpose and should be followed
exactly. 

the landscape of educational support provision is in the process of radical and
dramatic change under the terms of the new model. there is a widespread
feeling of disquiet about the new model which takes many forms. teachers have
expressed their fears about a possible reduction in support for children with
sen. it is useful to set out these fears in the hope that they can be addressed 
or assuaged over time by Des action, communication and assurance. the
expressed anxieties are:

i. principal teachers or the individual tasked with the allocation of
resources in school may not have sufficient knowledge of sen to make
correct decisions.

ii. Who in the Des will be over-seeing the allocation of resources and will
these individuals have sufficient knowledge of various conditions to
make informed decisions?

iii. there is disquiet among rural teachers especially, about the role of local
pressure and influence on teachers and principals who are human after
all. “this happens in rural communities”.

iv. a number of teachers have expressed their disquiet about the
administration of the new model. they feel that solid specified
structures should be put in place and procedures clearly laid down in
school policy before any process of resource allocation is initiated.

8                                                                                                                 learn 2017
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v. there is a widespread concern about training in testing and assessment.
there is also concern about how to address the learning needs and
sometimes the specialist knowledge required for the remediation of
certain conditions.

vi. there is uncertainty among teachers as they feel that there has not been
enough communication between various stakeholders.

vii. there is alarm among teachers who have been told that children who
have disabilities that fall into the “complex needs” category will, in most
cases, be in the hse system before school entry, or will be on a waiting
list for a hse children Disability team. they feel this may not be the
case.

viii. teachers are told that assessments are not needed..... so who confirms
the needs of the child? how will teachers learn of the specific teaching
needs of the child without a detailed, informative report?

ix. other worries relate to when children’s difficulties are identified. new
parents and parents who are not well informed may be unable to
recognise their children’s difficulties as they may lack a gauge against
which they can measure their child’s performance. for example, they
may be unaware that their child is performing below the appropriate
level for language, or for gross/fine motor performance. parents are not
in the privileged position of the teacher who can compare a child’s
performance against the hundreds of children they have taught in their
careers. the first time that alarm bells may be sounded is when the child
starts school. some concerned teachers specify that this is the case for
children with asD and Dyspraxia.

x. a related issue is, if these needs are recognised by the school, will the
child get appropriate teaching time without assessment. as one teacher
put it “to date teacher reports have not been accepted when
recommending support for a child. We are not considered professional”!

xi. children may be referred to their local clinic for investigation of a
certain condition. in some clinics children are provided with therapy in
the absence of a diagnosis. e.g. for motor difficulties or Dyspraxia.
Without a diagnosis or specific information to the parent or school, how
can targeted teaching time be provided for this student?

xii. other disquiet relates to the role of the already stretched national
educational psychological service (neps) who are to help plan
programmes suitable for children with sen. teachers are worried about
this supportive role and how neps can get round to all sen needs in
schools particularly where the school has no allocated neps
psychologist.

xiii. other worries are more general in nature about the perceived liaison
difficulty between health and education and consequently the short-fall
between need and provision for the child with sen. 

it is a well recognised fact that times of transition are the times of greatest
anxiety. the two year transition period for the new model is a time when we
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have an opportunity to assess how it is working and to document incidents,
cases and structures where further scaffolding or supports could be put in place
to provide a better service to our children with sen.

teachers who are on the coalface, day to day, often do not have time to access
research. they may not stand in the crosscurrent of academic ideas or other
perspectives in education. therefore, learn as a journal is dedicated to the
interests of our readers. the articles in this 39th volume of learn treat a
variety of subjects, but all have the common purpose of supporting students
who have additional learning needs. ilsa would like to thank this year’s
contributors to learn for their support of our mission in promoting
cooperation between those concerned with learning support and of enhancing
the quality of service of learning support teachers. 

PAULINE COGAN
editor of Learn

august 2017
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Mindfulness in Schools 
– A Tentative Welcome

Helen Byrne

Introduction:
i welcome the Department of education’s new wellbeing initiative for students
and teachers. as a mindfulness practitioner, teacher and teacher trainer, i
particularly welcome the inclusion of mindfulness as part of this initiative. there
is now a huge amount of research in the adult field and a growing body of
evidence in the area of child and adolescent psychology regarding the benefits
of mindfulness (Burke, c., 2010; harnett, p.s. and Dawe, s., 2012). just as
with adults, the development of mindfulness has many potential benefits for
children and young people: it can assist them in developing self-awareness and
emotional and psychological maturity and resilience, a greater capacity for
concentration, better sleep and overall health, and it can help in reducing
anxiety and low mood.  

this happens because developing mindfulness helps us: 

•  to become familiar with the workings of our mind, including the ways
we may either try to avoid or else become completely consumed by
difficulties;

•  to notice when we are getting caught in old habits of mind that re-
activate downward mood spirals or ratchet up anxiety levels;

•  to explore ways of releasing ourselves from those old habits and different
ways of relating to challenges:

•  to notice small beauties and pleasures in the world around us instead of
living in our heads;

•  to be kinder to ourselves instead of wishing things were different all the
time, or driving ourselves to meet impossible goals;

•  to accept ourselves as we are, rather than getting caught up in harsh self-
criticism and self-judgement.  

one of the interesting things is that, in accepting ourselves as we are and in
noticing either how hard we strive or maybe how we sometimes give up very
easily, we actually do better at most tasks, because we see more clearly what
needs to happen and we are more focused and less likely to become
overwhelmed.  

                                                                                                                                 11
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mindfulness involves being present in the moment and responding to whatever
arises with an attitude of compassion.  teaching mindfulness operates on these
two levels: 

1.  teaching children and young people to be more aware of what is going
on in them and around them as is happening

2.  teaching them to approach their own experience and that of others in a
kinder way.  

this deliberate cultivation of attitudes of kindness, consideration and care can
be a challenge, but with the understanding that kindness is attitudinal rather
than emotional, and therefore can be a choice we make, rather than a feeling we
have, most people, including the young people in our care, will choose the kind
option. many teachers who have implemented mindfulness into their classrooms
notice a significant decrease in student behaviour referrals with a corresponding
increase in academic engagement.  

one of the ways that mindfulness achieves these results is that it helps us to
create a space between our thoughts and our actions. poor impulse control is
what lands many of our students in trouble. When they can learn to pause, to
insert a gap before taking action, students gradually develop their capacity to be
a little more reflective and a little less reactive. this allows them to engage more
fully with the task in hand, and to take their lives a little less personally and a
little more seriously!  mindfulness helps us all to wake up to our lives as they are
unfolding in each moment, not at some point in the future, but right now.  

just as with adults, students find that mindfulness gives them a greater sense of
freedom. When they discover that they no longer need to act on every thought
racing through their minds the sense of personal agency arising from this greater
self awareness is deeply empowering. at the end of a 7-week course in
mindfulness i taught in a Dublin community school a 1st year boy with aDhD
reported that the 3rd year boys who always slag him were ‘stunned’ when he
didn’t react to their slagging. “i never realised i had a choice,” he said. “i always
felt like i had to get mad and shout at them. this time i realised i didn’t have
to do that any more and they couldn’t make me angry, it was up to me, and it
felt great.”

14 schools in Baltimore, usa have engaged the services of the holistic life
foundation (http://hlfinc.org/) to embed mindfulness training and practices
into school life, including as part of the detention programme. one of their
schools, the coleman school, now uses mindfulness programs instead of
detention and has witnessed dramatic results: for over two years, the rate of
suspensions at the school has plummeted. (http://www.upworthy.com/this-
school-replaced-detention-with-meditation-the-results-are-stunning).

12                                                                                                               learn 2017
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in developing more positive attitudes towards themselves, students are less
dependent on measuring their performance against others in order to feel good
or bad about themselves and they are more able to acknowledge their own effort
in attempting work. this is very good news for learning support teachers.  We
often see our students’ self-esteem plummet, particularly as they get older and
begin to compare themselves unfavourably with other students who may not
have the level of difficulty they have. seeing themselves and each other more
compassionately leads to greater co-operation and less competition, freeing
them up to do their best with less anxiety about outcome.   

professor Katherine Weare says of the neuroscience of mindfulness “these
changes are not all in the imagination of the meditator. Brain imaging studies
on adults are showing that mindfulness meditation reliably and profoundly alters
the structure and function of the brain to improve the quality of both thought
and feeling (Weare, april 2012).  

mindfulness is a muscle and so it requires exercising.  how it is viewed in the
school from the top down and the bottom up is very important. it must be seen
as a valuable tool in enabling both staff and young people to flourish, to
experience agency in their lives, to learn to speak more honestly, and to listen
carefully and respectfully to others. When seen and valued in this way it can only
benefit our whole school communities enormously. if it is seen as just another
item to be forced into an already packed curriculum it is unlikely to be effective,
as students and teachers will be much less likely to practice it and then they will
miss its life-changing benefits.  

precisely because of the results of the research it is important to manage
expectations. mindfulness is not a placebo and is not necessarily right for
everyone at every time. some people, adults and children, may not be in the
right place to receive mindfulness training.  in any properly run mindfulness
course there is an orientation process to determine that this is the right course
and the right time for each potential participant to engage in mindfulness
training. for example, a person in the grip of severe depression may easily be
overwhelmed by the demands of sitting still with his or her own experience, in
silence. so whoever is teaching the programme needs to allow children to opt
out and the school needs to be able to provide alternative activities for them. it
is useful if there can be at least two adults in the room, the one teaching
mindfulness and another who can support those who don’t wish to be engaged
in mindfulness training.  

i teach in a post primary school and i offer short mindfulness practices to many
of my learning support students. most of them take to it very easily and they
really seem to ‘get’ it, but for one or two the invitation to come to the body can
be too much. the body is not always a safe place and if a child has been sexually
abused, for example, maybe that’s the last place they can feel safe and grounded.

learn 2017                                                                                                               13
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i teach one boy who has already been introduced to mindfulness in a non-school
context and he is convinced that he hates mindfulness.  i do not try to persuade
him otherwise. i am hopeful that some of what the rest of us are doing is sinking
in and that he doesn’t have to be seen to be participating to benefit. While i am
teaching the other children some mindfulness approaches to manage their
anxiety levels, i ensure that he has a book to read or other work of an enjoyable
nature to do, as it is important that he doesn’t feel that he is being punished for
opting out of mindfulness.   

mindfulness is sometimes seen as merely a technique for improving
concentration, or for helping children and teenagers to relax. this is to do it a
disservice. mindfulness is about helping us to be with our experience in a
different way. many of the teenagers i work with are highly stressed – by exams,
by school, by family situations, they may have difficulties with friends or with
girlfriends, they may be experiencing doubts about their sexuality and so on.  if
they identify with only a small part of their capacity they can get stuck in a place
of feeling worthless, or helpless. this can lead to high levels of anxiety and
sometimes depression.  

how wonderful for young people to be given mindfulness as an instrument for
developing self-awareness, self-knowledge and the space and capacity to express
what they are learning about themselves. how wonderful to realise that we have
a far greater capacity than we may think, or than has been modelled to us by our
elders, our parents and our teachers. Because of course stressed teachers and
parents teach young people to be good at being stressed! While a certain
amount of stress is good – without it we couldn’t get out of bed in the morning,
study, sit an exam, balance a budget, plan a holiday etc. – it is the perception
that this situation is more than we can handle that overwhelms us. mindfulness
can really help to puncture this sense of being overwhelmed and connect in with
and build on the resources we already have for managing whatever life throws
at us.   

Dr. jill suttie in mindful magazine (march 2017) says: “… teacher stress is not
only a problem for teachers; it can also be a problem for students. stressed
teachers impact students’ stress levels through a contagion effect, and since
student stress impacts learning, this can hurt the quality of education in the
classroom. students learn better in a climate that is more emotionally positive
and less stressful, and past studies have shown a clear link between positive
emotional classroom climates and academic achievement.” (hamre and pianta
september/october,  2005).

Put on your own oxygen mask first:
jamie Bristow, Director of the mindfulness initiative https://www.mindful.
org/author/jamie-bristow/) states: 

14                                                                                                               learn 2017
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“if teachers are to guide practices for children, it’s very important that they
embody mindfulness themselves and have high levels of personal motivation.
this takes time and effort. mindfulness training cannot be delivered from a
script, much like you wouldn’t ask a teacher who can’t swim to teach a
swimming class from a textbook.”  

teachers need first to develop their own daily practice of mindfulness and to
experience the benefits of mindfulness in their own lives, and not just in the
classroom. the best way for teachers to begin this process is to participate in an
8-week mindfulness-Based stress reduction (mBsr) course, the ‘gold
standard’ in the modern mindfulness movement.  Developed by Dr jon Kabat-
Zinn at the university of massachusetts medical center in 1979, this course was
initially designed for clinical populations (http://www.umassmed.edu/cfm/).
over the last 38 years it has been adapted for use with different populations –
those with addictions (mindfulness-Based relapse prevention), with prisoners,
for cancer sufferers, people with ocD, psoriasis sufferers, for people with
recurrent depression (mindfulness-Base cognitive therapy - mBct), for those
with generalised anxiety Disorder, and in its original form, mBsr, with the
general public, to help them deal with the ordinary stresses and strains of
everyday life. 

over the last 20 years or so it has been adapted in various ways for use with
children and young people, at home and in school.  people like susan Kaiser-
greenland (http://www.susankaisergreenland.com), Dr. amy salzman (www.
stillquietplace.com), the mindup programme, which is the brainchild of goldie
hawn’s foundation (https://mindup.org/thehawnfoundation/), the mindful-
ness in schools project in the uK, which has developed the dot B and paws B
programmes for post primary and primary students, and the Bibo programme
currently being developed here in ireland. Bibo stands for ‘Breathe in, breathe
out (https://www.bibo.life/).  

Steps for Introducing Mindfulness in School
in april’s ‘mindful’ (2017) magazine jamie Bristow suggests the following
steps, to which i have added my own observations in square brackets [] and
italics: 

1.  first find a local qualified mindfulness teacher to hold a taster session for
teachers and staff, so that they can get a sense for what it’s all about.  

1.  [I suggest including all staff here, including administration staff, Special
Needs Assistants, caretakers etc..  The Board of Management should be
invited.  It is essential to link with the Home School Community Liaison
Teacher and hold an information & taster session for parents too.  Buy-in
from parents, who are major stakeholders in the school, is vital.]

learn 2017                                                                                                               15
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2.  then, for those who are interested, we’d suggest providing an eight-
week course for teachers derived from mBsr or mBct or another
evidence-based programme.  

2. [This could be provided in school, immediately after school on one evening a
week for 8 weeks. MBSR/MBCT are the gold standard in Mindfulness-Based
courses. They are of 8 week’s duration, 2-2 ½ hours per week, with an
additional full day’s practice between weeks 5 and 7. The course should be
run by a properly trained mindfulness teacher with a long-standing personal
practice. See the Good Practice Guidelines for Mindfulness Teachers, at
http://www.mindfulnessteachersnetworkireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/
2016/03/Irish-Teacher-Guidelines-April-20-2015-1-1-1.pdf  ]

3.  once a cohort of teachers has taken a mindfulness course themselves,
support them to continue with personal practice by organizing half an
hour once a week for sitting together – and/or provide access to apps
and other support materials.

2. [I suggest that part of 1-2 lunch hours a week would be designated ‘mindful
lunchtimes’ and taken in a separate room. The self-selected staff group
could eat their lunch mindfully in silence together and follow it with a
sitting practice. Having 2 lunchtimes would facilitate those who may be on
lunchtime supervision one day allowing them to join their colleagues on the
second day.]

2.  then, if they are inspired to do so, they could undertake teacher
training, to learn how to introduce mindfulness to children. most
mindfulness teacher training programs require a minimum of six months
[some require two years] of dedicated daily practice.  

2. [There is nothing to stop teachers who have a genuine mindfulness practice
themselves sharing aspects of mindfulness with their students without
teacher training. But to truly honour the work and to ensure that
participants benefit, it is important that teachers receive teacher training
before introducing mindfulness programmes to the classroom.]

training staff has many benefits in its own right, and research is currently taking
place into the impact of teachers’ own mindfulness practice on general teaching
quality. 

then teachers need to weave mindfulness into the existing curriculum.  finding
ways to bring mindfulness into the curriculum means to teach in a mindful way.
a lot of the mindfulness programmes that are being taught at the moment are
being delivered by outsiders who parachute into the school and then disappear
again.  that’s ok for now but it’s not sustainable in the long term.  the best way

16                                                                                                               learn 2017

Learn Journal 2017_Learn Journal 2006.qxd  16/08/2017  09:52  Page 16



to teach children mindfulness is to demonstrate it ourselves, by embodying it.
if we relate to the children and young people in our care in non-reactive,
truthful and kind ways, they will learn to do the same far more effectively than
by being taught about those ways of relating.  

Whole-School Approach:
a school mindfulness programme needs to supported and championed by senior
staff, ideally the principal and Deputy principal, and if possible the Board of
management. if only one person is behind it, it will collapse when he/she leaves
or runs out of steam. a half-hearted implementation will be ineffective. schools
can make a joint decision to become more mindful and create some special
environments, for example a prayer room can double as a ‘quiet’ room, to
support the students in undertaking formal practice. 

in the uK the Wellcome trust is investing £8million into researching
mindfulness in schools.  one of its early findings is that mindfulness in schools
is less effective when it happens in fits and starts and is not consistent. it works
best when it is taken on by the whole school community, where a sizeable
number of staff participates in an 8-week mBsr course, where a significant
group of teachers undertakes proper teacher training; where a system of
‘mentoring’ is set up, perhaps utilizing an outside mindfulness ‘consultant’ to
support the staff; and where the whole school moves towards becoming a more
mindful school community.  

of course, as in every walk of life, there will be those among the staff for whom
mindfulness has little resonance and that has to be ok.  people cannot be forced
to embrace something which has little meaning for them. however, it is
important that those people who cannot completely come on board would
agree to supporting the efforts of their colleagues as best they can. it is also
important that the effectiveness evidence that has been gathered is shared with
all staff. for many years our education system has placed the emphasis on
amassing knowledge of the outside world. What mindfulness offers us is the
opportunity to gain knowledge of our internal worlds and of how we relate to
our own experience and how we relate with others.  

the capacity to develop emotional and psychological resilience, openness and
curiosity about ourselves and our experience, empathy with others, self-
awareness and the ability to focus are innate to all of us as human beings. We
may have spent a great deal of our lives practicing not coping very well, and
mindfulness challenges us to begin practising a different way of being, which is
to live in a way that allows us more freedom and space, more choice and,
ultimately, more happiness. these capacities are increasingly believed to be just
as important to our human development as knowledge about how that world
works. the psychologist Daniel goleman, for instance, is a great exponent of
research (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b9yrmpcXKjY) showing that
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self-regulation capabilities are the biggest single determinant of life outcomes.
surely these are the skills and tools that we need to be offering to our students
to help them navigate the world successfully and happily.  
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and any of the following by Dr christopher Willard:

Growing Up Mindful (sounds true, 2016)  co-author, with mitch abblett

The Mindfulness and Teen Depression Workbook  (new harbinger, 2015)

Teaching Mindfulness Skills to Kids and Teens co-editor, with amy saltzman, (guilford
press, 2015) 

Mindfulness for Teen Anxiety Workbook (new harbinger, 2014)

Child’s Mind (parallax press, 2010) 

For more general reading on mindfulness I recommend the following books:

hanh, t.n. (2008). The miracle of mindfulness. reading, great Britain: rider. 

hanson, r. (2009). Buddha’s brain: The practical neuroscience of happiness, love and
wisdom. canada: new harbinger publications inc.�hanson, r. (2013). Hardwiring
happiness: The new brain science of contentment, calm and confidence. new York:
harmony Books. 

Kabat-Zinn, j. (1994). Wherever you go, there you are: Mindfulness meditation in everyday
life. new York: hyperion. 

Kabat-Zinn, j. (2004). Full catastrophe living: How to cope with stress, pain and illness
using mindfulness meditation (2nd edition). london piatkus Books.

palmer, p.j., 1998, The courage to teach: Exploring the inner landscape of a teacher’s life.
jossey-Bass.

Williams, mark & penman, Danny, 2011, Mindfulness: finding peace in a frantic world.
guilford press.

Williams, j.m.g., & Kabat-Zinn, j. (2011). mindfulness: Diverse perspectives on its
meaning, origins, and multiple applications at the intersection of science and the
dharma. in j.m.g. Williams & j. Kabat-Zinn (eds.), Contemporary Buddhism, 12,
(1), 1-18. 

HELEN BYRNE

helen Byrne, B.a., h.Dip. ed., Dip. psych., m.a. (with Distinction) in
mindfulness-Based approaches to social care, health and education from
Bangor university. she trained as a family therapist in the 1990s and has
worked in education as a learning support teacher at post-primary level, as
a visiting teacher to the traveller community and in the community and
voluntary sectors in ireland and the u.K. she co-founded the mindfulness
centre with her colleague josephine lynch in 2008 (www.mindfulness.ie).
they run workshops and courses for the public, for organisations, including
schools, and they offer mindfulness teacher training. they are also the core
teachers on the ucD m.sc. in mindfulness-based interventions.    
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Whole-school positive mental-health
implementation: from aspiration 

to reality.

Patsy McCaughey

“i know how to hug, does that mean i have to start to teach ‘hugging’ … or
whatever you are doing?”, john asked jokingly. he is a young, conscientious,
caring teacher who is open to new ideas, but talk of a mental-health programme
within the school scared him. it wasn’t that he was against it; in fact he was very
supportive, but his response summed up a lot of concerns for teachers. “What
will this require of me? is this not someone else’s job? i haven’t been trained in
this and what if i get it wrong – surely this is serious?” put bluntly: “what if
someone dies because of me?”

at the Creating a Listening School conference (september 2016), tony Bates,
founder of jigsaw, quoted victor hugo in stating that “nothing is as powerful
as an idea whose time has come”. asking people to support building up
students’ positive mental-health and resilience is like pushing an open door and
yet, despite all this positivity, principals, deputy principals and teachers continue
to express a sense of fear. many professionals working with the students within
the school seem to be fearful of what is involved, unsure of what is required of
them, and ultimately uncertain about how to start. the overwhelming sense is
that they are ill-equipped to cope with the distress being experienced among the
student body. 

a recent twitter debate on edchatie by irish teachers (20th march 2017) on
mental-health in schools illustrated this fear with some contributors wondering
if all this was “mission creep”, and expressing worry that they would have to 
“fix issues way beyond our remit” there was also a sense that “slotting [mental-
health education] in as a subject” was not a lasting solution, but rather to “make
every child feel cared for everyday” and building “consistent, caring
relationships & a safe environment, not amateur psychology class”. anecdotally,
these views would seem to be widespread. Yet, there is a willingness among
teachers and schools. the awareness that the students’ emotional wellbeing
needs to be addressed would appear not to have been matched by an available
set of practical and implementable measures. instead of clear pathways to begin
the process to implement change, broad aspirational ‘actions’ have been
provided. Who would not consider developing safe environments that foster a
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sense of belonging and connectedness (Well-Being in post-primary schools,
2013) to be something teachers and educators wish to achieve?

there is evidence to say that a whole-school approach to student well-being 
not only enhances mental-health and resilience but also promotes pro-social
behaviour, pupil engagement, and academic learning (roffey, 2015; noble,
mcgrath, roffey & rowling, 2008). these are all outcomes a school should
wish for, but how can we create a whole-school approach that does not add to
the sense of fear? 

1. Outline of programme.

What a whole-school and embedded approach to the provision of positive
mental-health seeks to do is to work with the existing structures within the
school and develop the capacity of those working directly with the students as
well as with the students themselves. rather than providing box-ticking
interventions that often leave no lasting change (apart, perhaps, from another
flag), embedding positive mental-health requires sustained engagement with all
the stake-holders within the school and its wider community. mental-health
starts with the staff who are the people who will implement any changes. 80%
of teachers in the uK report experiencing stress, anxiety and depression at work,
with over 50% feeling ‘severely’ stressed (nut, 2013). reducing this teacher
stress and providing opportunities for staff to model good behaviour is a key
part of a whole-school programme. involving all the stake-holders, along with
the students will ensure a higher chance of long-term and sustainable effects
(Browne, gafni, roberts, Byrne & majumdar, 2004). 

another important point is that many of the positive strategies and interventions
needed for a healthy school are probably already in existence or being employed
by teachers, staff, parents and students. the aim of any programme is to simply
add, develop and expand the coordination of those areas in which the positive
work is already taking place, not to add another ‘whole-school planning
initiative’. cluster-groups being formed between key people in schools to share
resources, mindfulness classes being provided for staff and students, talks from
outside speakers on how to identify and manage anxiety within the student body
and the staff, and many other initiatives are taking place across the country.
much of the best and most innovative initiatives are being performed by the
same teachers and management who express such fear and worry. 

the process of implementing any programme is broken into four areas. the first
focuses on raising the awareness of, and sharing information relating to, issues
of positive mental-health. the second focuses on ensuring that this information
is successfully received. establishing efficient and clear channels of
communication between and among the stake-holders involved in mental-
health provision is vital to the success of any programme. inefficient
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communication is often at the heart of poor mental-health and, like in any
environment, the lack of communication can engender a sense of isolation,
frustration and a reluctance to change. the third focus is on building the
capacity and sense of efficacy within the student, staff and parent bodies.
through raising the awareness of issues, delivering this information through
clear and efficient channels of communication, each group will develop
increased capacity to identify and manage issues of mental-health. this capacity
will therefore lead to the fourth focus- increasing a sense of empowerment,
involvement and a sense of belonging. 

2. Awareness raising and information sharing.

there are several ways in which awareness raising can help promote mental-
health. to establish a shared understanding of the language around positive
mental-health and emotional well-being, interventions that increase knowledge
about identifying and managing anxiety must be delivered. there are a many
resources available such as aware’s Beat the Blues campaign that introduces
fourth or fifth years to the ‘coping triangle’, or the Friends for Life- Youth
programme for first to third year, the .B mindfulness for schools programme,
or the irish programme On My Own Two Feet to name just four, provide
students with an accessible language to identify and manage anxiety. 

a key component of awareness raising is imparting a good knowledge of the
supports that exist for young people. the support structures within each school
can differ (the guidance counsellor, Year head, class tutor, form teacher
etc.), so providing a clear understanding of where the student can go to is vital
to allow the student access the appropriate supports when they are required.
providing clear information on the graduated pathways, processes and systems
of support for students can assist in a more efficient support structure (and
ultimately reduce the long queues outside the guidance counsellor’s office).
additionally, parental understanding of the roles of each staff-member within
the student support team allows issues of emotional well-being to be dealt with
expediently by the appropriately trained person in the school. staff can also
provide an outline to and awareness in parents of typical periods of anxiety and
stress within the school year. sometimes, simply knowing who and when to
contact, and what is the most appropriate method of communication can reduce
anxiety among students, parents and staff. 

this is not limited to the supports within the school. repeated, clear, and
conspicuous sharing of information about external services will also ensure that
the students have a good knowledge of what is available to them. jigsaw
provides a self-referring adolescent mental-health service almost nationwide,
while the ispcc, aware, pieta house, Bodywhys and many others provide
different types of supports. Knowing where and how to access supports should
be not only for students, but a good knowledge of the most appropriate
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supports available to adolescent and adults should be known by teachers and
parents also.

not all forms of awareness raising need to be directly about mental-health.
other forms of information sharing that can have an indirect impact on positive
mental-health include guidance on the appropriate use of social media or the
anti-bullying inputs available within the sphe curriculum, for example. these
can provide an understanding of where threats to positive mental-health exist
and also allow for an open discussion to be had on the ways to best manage
these threats.

research indicates that interventions that raise awareness of the diversity within
the school can also improve the overall mental-health of the school. the
national healthy school programme in the uK (2006) found that a key aspect
of mental-health and well-being within the school is the practice around
diversity and the challenging of stigma or prejudice around ability, disability,
gender, race, sexual orientation, and socio-economic status. raising awareness
and ‘normalising’ additional needs such as asD, aDhD, DcD, Dyslexia,
Dyscalculia, Downs syndrome, etc. can reduce stigma that might exist within
the student.

providing information and building capacity in this area is also important for
staff. research in england has found that programmes to reduce any stigma
around mental-health were limited by teacher anxiety who believed they lacked
the necessary expertise and were worried that it was beyond their remit (cooke,
King & greenwood, 2016). providing information about additional needs,
offering cpD and training that focuses on teaching methodologies best suited
to students with additional needs, and making explicit the boundaries that all
students and staff should maintain at all times, can alleviate potential teacher
anxiety. simple strategies such as utilising annual awareness days or using books
and films can facilitate safe spaces within which to constructively discuss issues
that might otherwise cause fear and uncertainty for students, staff and parents.

3. Efficient Communication

for information to be successfully imparted, there is a need to ensure clear and
efficient channels of communication are developed. in a recent survey of a
Dublin school 78% of teachers considered communication as the single biggest
obstacle for positive mental-health. there are a number of ways that effective
communication between the students, staff and parents can impact positively on
mental-health within the school. for the school to successfully impart and
disseminate the correct information, and thus raise awareness about any area of
mental-health, it is important that this is communicating clearly. some schools
have emails, phone numbers, notice-boards, and texts to relay information
between staff and to parents. making the channels of communication

learn 2017                                                                                                               23

Learn Journal 2017_Learn Journal 2006.qxd  16/08/2017  09:52  Page 23



transparent, consistent and clear will reduce anxiety, promote information
sharing, help build capacity, and develop a feeling of being heard.

as outlined above, fear is a core barrier to mental-health provision.
management’s ability to communicate the vision and programme in a way that
brings people with them is vital to its success. management, as the change-
makers, need to articulate the “knowledge of the why of change, namely moral
purpose” (fullan, cuttress, & Kilcher, 2005). communicating how to build
capacity, recognising the process of change and pre-empting the challenges that
it will create, and encouraging others within the school to take ownership of the
process, needs to be done clearly and consistently if it is to allay the fears of the
staff and ensure its successful delivery.  

it is also important for all stake-holders to articulate and communicate the
importance of positive student mental-health.  management need to be seen to
provide fullan’s “moral purpose” and to consistently place it at the centre of its
work. noble et al. (2008) consider that whole-school approach to student well-
being needs to place the “learner at the heart of educational endeavours” and
this includes what “people communicate and how they do it”. the expectation
is to get to the point with student well-being that, as jimmy o’connell,
guidance counsellor at st peter’s, Dunboyne at the creating a listening
school conference described, you are tripping over it.

4. Capacity-building

as the school raises awareness and increases the level of information relating to
mental-health being shared through clear and efficient channels of
communication, there should be an increase in the understanding of how best
to deal with mental-health issues. capacity-building and self-efficacy in relation
to identifying and managing mental-health issues is what any programme should
hope to achieve. across the three groups – students, parents and staff – the
development of capacity through a greater level of understanding and awareness
that is communicated efficiently should create a mutually beneficial dynamic.
capacity building is defined as any strategy that increases the “collective
effectiveness of a group to raise the bar and close the gap of student learning”
and that this should occur at the individual level and also at the collective level
(fullan, 2006). 

the first area in which capacity must be built is knowledge and competencies.
While the my World survey (2012) found that 70% of irish adolescents are
coping well, have positive self-esteem, and display positive help-seeking
behaviours, that still leaves almost 30% having experienced a series of mental
disorders in the past year (Who, 2017). interventions within the school should
aim to build capacity within students, parents and teachers so as to identify
issues of mental-health, and to manage those issues through strategies or help-
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seeking behaviours. providing opportunities to gain skills throughout the six
years of post-primary school by way of external talks and programmes (e.g.
aware’s Beat the Blues; friends Youth programme; On My Own Two Feet;
mentoring; mindfulness) will develop the skills with which to manage the issues
of anxiety and stress or the confidence to access the appropriate supports, thus
reducing any sense of isolation. 

capacity building in this area is not limited to students. research has found that
secondary school teachers felt that they lacked the confidence and the necessary
skills to implement a mental-health programme (askell-Williams, lawson, &
murray-harvey, 2007). for teachers and parents, being able to identify
symptoms and signs of poor mental-health in themselves, and in the student,
can allow for the most appropriate supports to be put in place. people learn best
through doing, experiencing and reflecting. By consistently developing a
shared-language around positive mental-health and providing opportunities to
engage with it, the capacity to utilise these skills, when an issue arises, is built.

those who are driving the change in culture within the school must also build
capacity in resources. paying lip-service to the idea of embedding positive
mental-health within the school, but at the same time not being prepared to
change timetables, incorporate new initiatives, or provide time for additional
training and cpD will stymie any programme and any sense of ownership.
management must build motivation by developing capacity within the staff and
through tangible changes in the approach to mental-health for the entire school
community.

capacity building is also not limited to within-school activities. seeking to
access additional supports and opportunities to develop “lateral capacity
building” (fullan, cuttress, & Kilcher, 2005) can also assist in embedding
mental-health within the school. one way to do this is through the use of
cluster-groups. those who are driving this programme, the “change-leaders”
(fullan, 2006) from schools in the same geographical locality can share
resources, share successful strategies and discuss common obstacles, coordinate
events, and discuss issues of mental-health pertinent to the community.  using
a multi-domain approach (i.e. family/ individual, school and community), has
been found to make mental-health provision more successful (Browne, et al.,
2004). it is important to recognise the position of the school within its locality
and how issues of mental-health can impact on the whole community. another
important way to develop lateral capacity is through the engagement of external
agencies. there are many charities which offer school-based initiatives and there
are other governmental supports available through national educational
psychological service (neps), national Behaviour support service (nBss),
national council for special education (ncse) and professional Development
service for teachers (pDst).
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5. Belonging and Empowerment 

the final area of focus which will develop an embedded culture of positive
mental-health and emotional well-being is in a sense of belonging and
empowerment. frederickson (2009) showed that the promotion of positive
feelings such as feeling calm, being heard and supported actually can increase
creativity and problem-solving skills. research indicates that a sense of
marginalisation and exclusion is a risk factor for adolescents and for adults, and
conversely, that student involvement and participation boosts positive mental-
health (engels, aelterman, van petegem, & schepens, 2004). Building social
capital is achieved by allowing each group to feel heard and develop a sense of
belonging, participation, trust and reciprocity (mental-health foundation,
2010). to develop this sense of belonging and empowerment, there needs to be
a belief in the ability to change and shape the collective identity. creating a sense
of belonging is a social action that engenders a sense of empowerment through
participation. this process requires an active participation of the individuals in
the programme in gaining understanding, knowledge and skills that will enable
them to have a sense of control over their lives (Barry, 2007).

Developing belonging, connectivity and empowerment can be achieved a
number of ways. the first is through the use of questionnaires, seeking out the
opinions of the stake-holders and, vitally, publishing the findings. it is important
that there is sense of successfully shaping change through the answers provided
and making sure it is not simply a gesture. utilising the psychological
knowledge and services available through neps can offer a way by which the
appropriate questionnaire and measurement tools can be accessed. 

the school council is often an under-utilised mechanism for developing a sense
of belonging for students. recognising its importance and celebrating its
functions and input to the school is a simple mechanism for raising student
involvement. similarly, with the parent-bodies, providing regular updates and
communication about events and mental-health interventions can help manage
concerns and fears. initiatives that seek to draw the parent body (particularly the
fathers) into a greater level of positive involvement will also serve to increase a
sense of belonging.

Whole-school activities such as awareness weeks (Diversity Week, friendship
Week, positive mental-health Week) that celebrate all aspects of school life can
also encourage vertical interaction throughout the year groups and the staff.
any initiatives that positively involve the whole school or that create positive
connections between year groups, such as peer mentoring, can develop the sense
of togetherness and belonging. 
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6. Challenges:

successfully embedding positive mental-health in a school is not possible within
a single year; experiences shared at the Creating a Listening School conference
placed the process at between three and four years. the four areas detailed
above take time and are interrelated and dependent on each other. to establish
a school where the stake-holders feel empowered requires collaborative and
participatory practice (Barry, 2007). putting in sufficient resources and building
capacity requires planning and consultation, and each school’s needs are unique.
consultation is key to understanding what the school requires and providing
opportunities for involvement. fullan (2006) considers motivation as being
what it all boils down to. any attempts to circumvent the process can cause
motivation to dissipate. spending the first year listening, consulting on the
specific needs of the school, building the moral purpose, and working on multi-
domain approaches will ensure motivation is maintained.

there is a multitude of interventions and programmes available, a week does not
go by without at least two emails arriving offering inputs to improve the
school’s mental-health. Knowing which one is worthwhile can be daunting and
confusing. it is important to remember that there are plenty of excellent
programmes that do not require any money to be spent. utilising the
knowledge and experience of those around (e.g. neps, management in other
schools, jigsaw) can be very helpful in this regard. it is important to take time
to research the different well-being programmes that exist and assess, as best
one can, which aspects would be suitable for each school community. 

to move forward successfully, recognising the good work that already exists
within the school and listening to the students, parents, and staff who are doing
very positive work is a good place to begin. take time to ask the johns in your
staffroom what they have been doing well, what they need to improve, and
involve them in making the changes. this programme seeks to embed a culture
of positive mental-health within schools through four different but interrelated
areas. By raising awareness of the issues around positive mental-health for all
stake-holders within the school through clear and effective channels of
communication, and providing opportunities to build the capacity of students,
parents and staff through knowledge, competencies and resources, the school
can encourage participation, empowerment and belonging. john was anxious
and may not quite have understood what positive mental-health was all about,
but what he did show was a willingness to reach-out and embrace the idea. the
desire and recognition of the importance of positive mental-health exists.
ensuring that that willingness is translated into an embedded culture based on
awareness raising, effective communication, capacity building, and developing a
sense of empowerment and belonging is what this programme seeks to provide.
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The Instructional Leadership
Programme and its contribution to

supporting learning for all

Finn Ó Murchú, Joan Russell and Barrie Bennett

1.0 Introduction
i found the programme excellent and it has really helped my teaching. i think i
was probably doing fine in the classroom but i think i will be better in the
future. it’s good to try to keep improving. (teacher participant in instructional
leadership programme, 2017)

as we write this paper we must keep in mind that a range of policy-related
initiatives are converging on the concept of what is understood by ‘learning for
all’ in the context of ongoing improvements in practice; Looking At Our Schools
and Circular 0014/2017 (Des, 2016, 2017), Cosán (teaching council, 2016)
and the PISA Report on Students’ Well-Being (oecD, 2017). such attention ‘to
try to keep improving’ is due in part to the good work already being undertaken
in schools and to the growing awareness of just how central the teacher is to the
quality of learning and the learning experience that each student encounters on
a daily basis. currently 99.2% of our primary- and post-primary aged students
attending mainstream schools (Des, 2016). combined with an ever increasing
understanding of the diversity of student profile in all classrooms, including
special schools, we contend that now, more than ever, we need to understand
how best we can support teachers to support each other to support our
students.

The purpose of this paper, from a practical perspective, is to illustrate how
the Instructional Leadership Programme in Ireland (2006-present)
supports professional learning for inclusive learning as captured in the
phrase ‘supporting learning for all’. While we are aware that our project
continues to grow and attract increasing attention (for example, Des school
inspection reports and Irish Times, A teaching revolution that makes the classroom
come alive 12/1/16) we know it is not perfect and our purpose here is not to
advocate for our programme. equally we don’t seek here or in our work to
advocate a certain way of teaching or leading, but rather to explore how our
work contributes to empowering teachers to make a difference for each and
every student in their classroom. in particular, as is evident from the first
encounters with Barrie, our focus is on attending to students who are at risk
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of not learning. on any given day for any number of reasons a student or whole
class may be at risk of not learning and therefore the centrality of the teacher
once more comes into sharp focus.

the programme we are engaged in was initially guided by the contribution of
Barrie who as associate professor of education in ontario accepted finn’s
invite, then as senior inspector for special education, to come to ireland in
2007 and work with schools. joan, in her then role as education officer with
cork education and training Board (etB) (then vocational education
committee) was central in establishing the process in 2008 and continues to be
central in establishing and embellishing the programme across post-primary and
further education sectors, with the assistance of a small steering committee.
currently this voluntary not-for-profit programme has been accessed by over
25% of all post-primary schools and 15% within the further education sector

1
. 

the first section of our paper will be devoted to the key principles and features
of the project that support inclusive learning. the second section looks at key
features of the programme with an eye to inclusive practices. the third section
focuses on how the programme is positioned within the context of the current
educational landscape. We conclude with a review of our progress to date and
the work that remains to be re-visited or undertaken with specific reference to
supporting learning for all.

2.0 Programme principles that support learning for all
from the outset of our efforts we did not nor do not seek to ‘programme’ or
‘instruct’ individuals or schools in ‘what to do’. our intent is to provide a
repertoire of evidence-based actions that can be drawn upon in a context-
sensitive, appropriately collaborative and ultimately intentional manner. We seek
to professionalise teachers and leaders by asking for a renewed focus on teaching
and leadership that attends to all learners and indeed all teachers. We concur
with thomas good (2010) “teachers are professionals and need information
about practice that they can use to make decisions; they do not need to be told
what to do” (p. 56). 

our programme is guided by Barrie’s near 40 years involvement in teaching and
the insights accrued in merging curriculum, assessment, instruction, knowledge
of how students learn and theories of change and systemic change (Bennett,
2010). such insights pay attention to the categorisation of instruction such as
the range of concepts, skills, tactics, strategies and organisers that can be used
to frame what we do and why we do it. such categorisation in turn allows for 
a more nuanced understanding of the artful and scientific complexity of
instruction. this key feature will be addressed in more detail in the next section.

1
exploratory discussions are underway with the primary school sector. Within the
Youthreach sector 19% of centres are involved in the programme
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We believe that inclusive classrooms have a better chance of occurring when
teachers perceive themselves as members of inclusive staffrooms and therefore
we believe in the potential that is collaborative practice. furthermore, we believe
in the interdependence between collaborative practice and change wisdom.
from that perspective we are not in competition with any other professional
learning opportunities that teachers can access and indeed we see our success
when our programme is aligned with other actions, either explicitly or
otherwise. our focus is on how best to ensure learning for all and as teachers we
recognise the importance of judicious lowering of ego so as to heighten and
enhance learning. 

We also contend that too often it seems there can be a lot of attention given to
what needs to change and not enough to understanding change itself. our work
draws heavily on concerned-Based adoption models (cBam; hall & hord,
2014) where we recognise that change is a process requiring a sensitive metric
that measures progress in a timely and intelligent manner. in understanding
change we acknowledge the work of others in this regard. patterson, purkey and
parker (1986) discussed the importance of systems in their text Productive School
Systems for a Non-rational World. they noted that school staffs might ‘go it
alone’ but argue that the power to make a difference is at the level of the
organization.  

We, as authors, clearly agree that the classroom is where the ‘rubber hits the
road’; however, involving a few teachers in a few schools or all teachers in a few
schools is not ‘the finish line’. the ‘finish line’ is an ideal that implies all students
learning in an endless and collective effort to get all teachers in all schools to
continually improve instructionally. that implies educators in the system
creating a learning organization that can deal with the relentless press of change,
and make realistic efforts to achieve, the oft said but not so oft achieved goal of
learning for all. currently, our take on ‘change’ and by implication inclusive
learning, is that ‘educators in positions of influence’ (with few exceptions)
collectively prefer to write, research, and talk about the pieces of change rather
than enact the ‘puzzle’ of change systemically over time … hence the lack of
research on systems successfully sustaining change over time. finland (salhberg,
2011) and the Durham Board of education (Bennett & green, 1995) would be
examples of those exceptions. in addition such work on systemic approaches
rarely focuses on the actual systemic implementation of instructional
innovations over time, nor the quality of instruction during that time.  

in the next section we will describe the programme in more detail and explore
the instructional innovations associated with our programme over time. this
strikes at the very heart at what we do and whether what we do actually makes
a difference for learners. 
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3.0 Some Key Features of the Instructional Leadership Programme that
support inclusive learning
the first key feature of the programme is that it is generic and not aligned to a
particular subject nor indeed category of need. it is founded on the concept that
‘good teaching is good teaching’ where ‘what is essential for some is good for
all’ (hargreaves and Braun, 2012). By this we understand the need to have in-
depth knowledge of identified needs/strengths and the values that lead to how
such knowledge is sought (if at all) and used once accessed (to teach or to
explain away the need to teach). however, acquisition of knowledge, even with
the best of intentions, is not enough and we in turn as professionals are charged
with having an in-depth knowledge of our own pedagogical role so as to
support the learning we wish to take place.

a second key feature links the transformative dimension for our students with
that of our teachers. the programme promotes the involvement of the school
principal with two staff members who over time, as a small community of
practice (Wenger, 2014), are willing to share their learning with colleagues and
build capacity in their own context. the workshops involve the skill training
model (joyce and shower, 1980, 1982, 2002). this constructivist model
involves the presentation of theory/information, demonstration, practice and
feedback in the workshop. the workshop process is 2½ days twice a year for two
years. teachers return to their schools and initially work in their classrooms, and
with their colleagues who attended the workshops. the topics for the
workshops focus on a variety of instructional methods that the research directly,
or indirectly, shows as impacting student academic and social learning.

importantly, teachers are asked not to go back and ‘do’ workshops or ‘training’
for staff in their school until they ‘played’ with the innovations sufficiently that
they felt they could share the innovation and effect it was having in their
classroom. one common mistake principals make is to have teachers come back
to school and have those teachers present to staff before those teachers have had
the opportunity to ‘play’ with the innovation. having teachers go back and
work at the innovation first (with the support of the principal) allows other staff
members to see examples of student work and to have their questions answered.
increased use of team teaching has been used to good effect in supporting such
practice, though we still need to do more on building in-school capacity and in
sharing students’ work within schools and upon return to workshops organised
by the programme. table 1 lists some of the methods used in the workshops 
and the key is how teachers select from a variety of skills, tactics and strategies
to invoke instructional concepts and organisers. (for a more in-depth
understanding of the topics see Bennett and rolheiser 2000).
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Table 1. Partial List of Workshop Topics from Work on Instructional
Intelligence*

Instructional Strategies (most complex and most powerful): concept
attainment, concept formation, jigsaw, academic controversy, team
analysis, 5 Basic elements, teams games tournaments, mind maps and
concept maps

Instructional Tactics (mid complexity and moderate power): place mat, think
pair share, four corners, 2/3 person interview, snow Ball, one stray rest
stay, ranking ladders, fish Bone diagrams, venn diagrams

Instructional Skills (least complex and least powerful): framing Questions,
Wait time, responding to students responses, sharing the objective and
purpose of the lesson, providing feedback

Instructional Concepts (can’t do but must be invoked): inclusion, safety, hope,
social justice, resilience, trust, team teaching, accountability, checking for
understanding, guided and independent practice, modelling, assessment for
learning

Instructional organizers: Bloom’s taxonomy, multiple intelligence,
Differentiation, Brain research, research on autism etc.

Classroom Management: six genres of skills to respond to student escalation

*note that the above are integrated and often occur at the same time or are stacked one
after another – much more complex than it appears 

an additional feature of the programme that aligns with inclusive teaching is a
recognition of the complexity associated with learning, teaching and assessment.
a complexity that both honours and inspires teachers. fig 1 below is an example
of this complexity as revealed in ‘as simple’ an act as questioning. firstly we
assume content knowledge and knowledge of students is a given. We progress
to four key aspects, safety, levels of thinking, framing the question and
responding to responses. as the diagram outlines there a range of factors that
need to be kept to the fore if questioning is to achieve the goal intended. that
said, the diagram could be extended to include the impact of teacher’s responses
to each effort, vis-à-vis classroom management, sense of belonging and how this
influences the safety element of the lesson. nor indeed is attention given to the
diversity of learners and learning styles in the class, i.e. students who prefer not
to answer in public, are uncomfortable putting their hand up, students who
need more/less wait time or the myriad of other factors such as the relationship
with the teacher and the relationships between students in class. once the
complexity is honoured so too is the profession and this in turn enhances the
desire to improve in a manner that may be ‘essential for some but good for all’
(hargreaves & Braun, 2012).
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fig 1.

Bennett, 2016.

as can be seen an emerging focus on being ‘consciously skilled, rather than
merely accidently adequate’ (Bennett, 2010, p. 87) is a central feature of the
programme. reflection on, in and of practice is supported by the acquisition of
a language that allows for both reflection and subsequent action, crucially at a
collective as well as individual level. Where deemed of use, students can be
encouraged to reflect upon their actions and how they enable or hinder their
own and their peers’ learning. such reflection and (re)action can be undertaken
at an individual or collective level (i.e. more than one teacher, subject
department, whole-class level or across an entire year group or school). please
note we understand collaboration to be determined by the learning experiences
and learning outcomes for students and not simply measured by teachers’
perceptions of the experience. such a pedagogical understanding aligns with
instructional organisers as those associated with student behaviour and cognitive
development so that we can match, for example, what we know about a student
with autism and what we know about autism in general with pedagogical
responses anchored in deeper professional understandings than might otherwise
be the case.
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linked to such a focus is an awareness of where one is at collectively and
individually in implementing change. this is not an insignificant point when, as
teachers, we struggle sometimes to see if we are making any progress and on
occasion may not be able to see any developmental pathway forming for either
student or ourselves. table 2 below outlines the role concerned-Based
adoption model (cBam) can play in supporting our understanding of
ourselves within the context of how good we are at using new methods and how
or when they impact on our learners (Ó murchú, 2014). this is an important
point when we consider confidence levels and concepts associated with identity
among mainstream teachers. such teachers often require support in addressing
the emotional as well as practical demands in seeking to be an inclusive teacher
(talis, oecD, 2013; griffin & shevlin, 2011). in short, cBam offers a level
of comfort for teachers where they can map there progress in a more nuanced
and practical way.

Table 2. CBAM Levels of Use (this also applies to students)

non-use: the teacher is not using the innovation

orientation: the teacher attends a workshop to understand, practice the
innovation 

preparation: the teacher is planning to transfer the innovation to their
classroom

mechanical: the teacher starts using it, but the implementation is not
effective

routine: the teacher is now a smooth user of the innovation

refined: the teacher is now a sophisticated user of the innovation

integration: the teacher is merging multiple innovations

refocusing: the teacher is searching for new ideas
(note: little to no benefit on student learning until routine and higher levels of use are

achieved.)

cBam/levels of use is presented and discussed with the participants on the
programme and assists participants in positioning their efforts within the process
of educational change and engage in wiser evaluation (both self and collective)
along the continuum of improvement.

in the next section we will explore how the programme supports current actions
associated with the promotion of inclusive learning in our schools and
classrooms.
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4.0 The current educational landscape.
in the past year a number of policy decisions have been undertaken which range
from a tangential to central role for inclusive teaching. of note is the new
resource model which focuses much more on the school’s enrolment profile
(Des circular 0014/2017, 2017) rather than on identified individuals.
Weightings in determining such allocation see the movement towards inclusion
as a broader term than special needs and where the focus is nuanced in attending
to learning needs over singular interpretations (and funding) as based on
disability. such action brings us back to understandings around students at risk
of not learning and schools now having greater autonomy in responding to such
needs. But schools need pedagogy as well as autonomy.

although policy is designed to inspire practice we should remember that policy
in itself is often inspired by practice. the instructional leadership programme
offers a range of options for schools to consider and, most importantly keeps,
the spotlight on pedagogy and how it might be implemented and assessed
within classrooms and within/across schools. it gives practical choices and
expression around actions that honour concepts such as inclusion and social
justice. this complementarity aligns with Des inclusion guidelines from 2007
and most recently Guidelines for Post-Primary Schools: Supporting Students with
Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools (2017). With such input by the
instructional leadership programme teachers can make learning happen within
frameworks, and associated concepts like those listed above, and as represented
by junior cycle reform including Key skills across levels 3, 2 and hopefully,
soon to come, level 1. 

another key development in ireland recently has seen the renewed focus on
School Self Evaluation 2016-2020 and Looking at our Schools (LAOS) 2016.
these very useful policy publications chime with our understanding of the need
for teachers to ‘contribute to building whole-staff capacity by sharing their
expertise’ (laos, p. 17). of note is that such commentary was observed by
chief inspector harold hislop when he gave the keynote address at the first
national conference of the instructional leadership programme in 2012. even
then the instructional leadership programme was seen to be significant in
promoting collaborative practice among teachers and school leaders. in the
more recent document attention is also given to efforts that ‘empower staff to
take on and carry out leadership roles (p. 17). that point is significant given the
growing importance of leadership as required by many ‘sen coordinators’ in
our schools and the potential that lies in ‘leading from the middle’2. in this
regard our programme offers space to consider not only pedagogy but how best
to lead capacity building among staff in a manner that draws on change wisdom
and allows for sustained development within schools. that said, we should not

2 see hargreaves, a. & Braun, h. (2012). Leading for all: Final report of the review of the
development of essential for some, good for all: Ontario’s strategy for special education reform
devised by the Council of Directors of Education. toronto, ontario
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forget that inclusion-generated actions like team teaching offer a reciprocal or
win-win opportunity for our programme to be rolled out within schools. to
paraphrase hegarty’s (2007) wry observation, special education often comes to
the rescue of other initiatives. in turn we can see how cBam, as outlined
previously, can add weight, validity and common sense to how best and when
best to evaluate our actions.

that point is also not lost on another key emerging development in ireland,
Cosán: Framework for Teachers’ Learning (teaching council, 2016).

the teaching council is clarifying that teachers’ learning is an ongoing
process. teachers know that they need to continue to learn as professionals
so that they can empower students to be the best learners they can be (p. 3).

our programme is designed to do likewise and is indebted to teaching council
Director tomás Ó ruairc for his steadfast support. joan is a past member of the
teaching council and Barrie has presented at fÉilte and tomás has spoken
at, and frequently about, our programme. We also note the collaborative
dimension to cosán, and in keeping with cosán’s stated goals, we see the need
for teachers to have a sense of belonging not only to their school but also to
their profession. Where such exists the promotion of belonging among students
and especially those on the fringes has a better chance of being addressed and a
better chance of succeeding. 

5.0 Conclusion 
collectively we have worked hard to apply/enact key ideas related to promoting
inclusive learning in our schools and classrooms. our project continues to
evolve and we are aware of the many challenges we face including, for example,
the challenge of transfer from the workshops to the school so as to build
capacity within schools, extending our understanding of how best to engage
with primary colleagues and the ongoing efforts to adopt a more interconnected
understanding of our work across the educational landscape. teachers with
joan’s support have established networks, both formal and informal, across the
country and we continue to work with the Des inspectorate and support
services most notably the national induction programme for teachers (nipt),
but also the junior cycle for teachers (jct), professional Development service
for teachers (pDst) and special education support service (sess). our
programme is self-financing, has a waiting list for new schools to be involved
and is recognised internationally as witnessed by our guests from australia,
canada, england and germany at our recent international conference.

in the context of promoting learning for all, we like to think that our work
reminds and supports teachers and school leaders that all students have the
ability to learn and the right to experience powerful learning experiences when
in our class. our shared value system in the promotion of learning for all is
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reinforced and reinvigorated by meeting with each other and by our shared
focus and hope to become more instructionally intelligent. as stated at the
beginning ‘it’s good to try to keep improving’ and honour Ken robinson’s
(2016) observation that ‘life is your talents realised’.
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‘Look at us together’
Including pupils with autism 

in music classes

Ailbhe O’Halloran and Fiona Jennings

Introduction
the centre for special educational needs, inclusion and Diversity (cseniD),
st. angela’s college, sligo and music generation sligo (mgs) formed a
collaborative and strategic partnership in february 2015 in order to research
perspectives and best practice on special education needs (sen). the
partnership was formed specifically with regard to the delivery of music
programmes for pupils with sen engaging in mgs programmes. this article
focusses on the data gathered during the first year of this partnership which
involved investigating how mgs tutors included pupils with autistic spectrum
Disorders (asD) in music classes through the use of a differentiated music
programme. the Con Tutti Discovering Music Programme was developed to
increase participation of pupils with autism in music programmes delivered by
mgs tutors and to promote quality music education in the lives of pupils with
autism. Con Tutti is a musical term meaning all together (Brown, 1987). 

Review of the literature
asD is defined by differences in social and communication interactions together
with repetitive and restricted behaviours including sensory sensitivities
(american psychiatric association, 2013). there is no evidence that innate
understanding and response to music is different for children with asD than
their peers (Welch and ockelford, 2009). some research indicates that children
with asD have demonstrated particular musical sensitivity and a perceptual
preference for music (thaut, 1988) which facilitates increased attention to
musical stimuli (Kim, Wigram and gold, 2008). research has evidenced that
pupils with asD can have extraordinary musical talents such as, superior
identification and labelling of pitch (Bonnel, mottron, peretz, trudel, gallum
and Bonnel, 2003), enhanced sensitivity for pitch direction (heaton 2005) and
heightened detection of changes in pitch contours (heaton, hudry, ludlow
and hill, 2008). 

learning music may have potential benefits for the child with asD. music can
be an important channel for the gathering of information and communication
for children with asD (ockelford, 2013). it can facilitate increased social
interactions in school and the community despite the social skill challenges of
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individuals with asD (shore, 2003). music can provide individuals with asD
an opportunity to develop a special interest and a skill in which they can excel
(ockelford, 2013). although it is accepted that no one approach is suitable for
all pupils with asD, it is possible to identify a range of strategies and approaches
which have been useful in music education and it is recognised that all pupils
with asD will benefit from a music education that is systematic and sustained
(Welch and ockelford, 2009). learning music can be challenging, however, for
the individual with asD due to difficulties relating to sensory sensitivities,
understanding abstract concepts, communication, co-operating in a group
situation and concentration (Department of education and skills/north West
regional special educational needs partnership (Des/nWrsenp), 2004).  

Research Methodology
an exploratory case study approach was employed in two asD specific classes
attached to two primary schools catering for pupils aged five to ten years. the
sample participants included three mgs tutors, three class teachers, two
researchers from cseniD and the pupils with asD. this approach facilitated
the use of a wide variety of data collection tools (cohen, manion and morrison,
2011) including structured observations, focus groups and reflective journals.
Quantitative data was analysed using microsoft excel (2013). Qualitative data
was analysed using codes that had been identified prior to research (male,
2016). this analysis enabled interpretation of the data and exploration of the
context. 

Findings
the findings are presented under the following themes,

•  Differentiation
•  structure 
•  Development of communication and social skills through music

Differentiation
the music tutors recognised the importance of identifying and analysing the
individual strengths and needs of the pupils as the basis for planning for
differentiation. they implemented the Con Tutti Discovering Music Programme
and employed differentiated strategies during the lessons to meet individual
needs and to respond appropriately to the pupils.

Differentiation and catering for all pupils in the class – that’s something I think
we’ve done quite well in the last few classes in particular (tutor (t) 1).

the tutors reflected on the challenges of matching content to individual needs
and of developing the pupils’ understanding of abstract concepts and emotions.
it was noted that it was best to introduce skills gradually and to use repetition
to build these skills.
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It’s ok to repeat, repeat, repeat. You’re not under a certain timeframe; you’re
just catering to their individual needs (T2).

the tutors utilised a range of strategies and activities. attention was stimulated
through the use of a Mystery Box that varied in content from week to week but
was consistent in its use. multisensory approaches were identified as being
appropriate. the inclusion of physical activities within sessions ensured pupils
were motivated. two separate activities, one involving a parachute and another
with ribbons were particularly engaging for pupils. these activities also
developed complementary gross motor skills and social skills. it was recognised,
as sessions developed, that the order of the activities was important so that a
number of sitting and listening activities did not follow each other as they were
particularly difficult for some pupils. activities that appealed to pupils’ sense of
humour were popular. the tutors incorporated the pupil voice in the lesson and
they were observed adapting lessons to include suggestions for the pupils in the
music lesson. 

Structure
the tutors identified that the use of structure and visuals contributed to the
success of the programme. the physical environment was structured to meet 
the needs of the music session through a circular seating arrangement. every
music lesson followed a consistent structure (table 1). the order and content
of activities changed from week to week but the constants of: Welcome and Hello
Songs, Mystery Box, and Goodbye Song remained. 

Table 1: structure of sessions.

Structure of lessons

Welcome and hello songs

song singing

mystery box

instrument/rhythm

relaxing activity

goodbye songs.

one tutor reflected on how the use of music or a sung phrase between activities
helped in the transition for the pupils.
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the music lessons were clearly structured and were suited to the use of visual
strategies. the tutors found the use of schedules helpful in providing the pupils
with an understanding of the content being delivered and the progression of the
class. Breaking the music lesson into manageable chunks and presenting these
in a visual format supported the tutors, as well as the pupils. the tutors used
consistent language when referring to the visual schedule, which was supportive
and reassuring for the pupils, let’s check the schedule, the schedule says it’s time for.
the tutors also used a visual turn-taking rota in conjunction with the visual
schedule. this reinforced turn-taking, created independence and was enjoyable
(and) empowering for the children (t1). the tutors used visual supports such as
pictures and objects that were aligned with the content of the music lesson.
these visual supports were often minimised and replicated in the visual
schedule. abstract language, such as, feelings were also made concrete through
the use of visual supports that were created by the tutors for the music lessons.
the use of visuals to support verbal input supported the pupils understanding
of the content. 

Developing communication and social skills through music
the pupils exhibited a range of communication abilities. as a result tutors
planned for pupil responses to be given in varying formats. those who were
verbal were encouraged by varying sentence lengths. concrete choices were
given to some, for example, Which instrument was played? visual actions were
expected from others, such as, putting body parts on a snowman. in early
sessions questions were addressed to the full group which meant that a few
pupils tended to dominate. the strategy of using a pupil’s name before the
question was introduced by tutors to encourage responses from less vocal pupils.

They all have different levels in their communication. They’re all very different
and some need more encouragement than others.  Some need to be pulled back
and others need to be encouraged (T3). 

the tutors were challenged by the varying communication levels. they adapted
their own speech patterns and encouraged the use of consistent vocabulary.
tutors used specific language and reduced sentence length to meet individual
communication needs. for some pupils this meant reducing verbal instructions
to two word utterance for example ‘Henry3, ball’. for others it meant giving
two step instructions for example ‘Ian, first put the instruments in the box, then
check the schedule’ (t1).  the tutors worked together to ensure that consistent
language was used across activities. in the early lessons a range of vocabulary was
used interchangeably during activities, for example, ‘slowly’, ‘gently’, ‘quietly’
were all used during an activity focussing on tempo. this was seen to be
challenging for the pupils who were being asked to match a word to an activity.
Key terms were identified and applied consistently and repeatedly across lessons

3 all names have been changed
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to ensure understanding and generalisation. the development of pupil
vocabulary was supported through the matching of the vocabulary to functional
actions. it was especially important when teaching abstract concepts, such as,
emotions, tempo and pitch. 

the tutors also placed an emphasis on encouraging communication by the
pupils. the use of the Hello Song allowed each pupil to be addressed
individually. all pupils appeared to enjoy this moment and understood that 
a greeting was being made to them. as the Con Tutti Discovering Music
programme developed the tutors recognised the increasing levels of communi-
cation by the pupils. tutor three reflected on this development on a number of
occasions.

Brian was much more verbal today and offered a new action for the bumble 
bee song.

Lots of language being used even by those who are generally quiet.
Kim seemed to be using a lot more language today (t3).

the pupils with asD presented with challenges in the area of social skills. the
tutors recognised the importance of developing relationships with the pupils.
one pupil, con excluded himself from a music lesson. however, the tutor still
included him in the Hello Song. another pupil, cian excluded himself from
nearly all of the lessons up to lesson seven when he joined the group without
any hesitation. lesson eight in one school proved to be a turning point for the
tutors and their relationship with the pupils.

Children who would never use eye contact were connecting with us as tutors –
amazing (t2).  

During initial lessons it was observed that the pupils interacted with the tutors
but were not interacting with each other. the lessons provided opportunities for
the tutors to model relationships and develop relationships with and between
the pupils. the rota system was influential in the development of relationships
between the peers; cian reached out to a peer, con, who had positioned himself
outside of the group with the encouraging words, ‘Come and join us Con. It is
Josh’s turn next’. the use of the rota system reinforced the importance of turn-
taking for the pupils and also taught the pupils to wait, observe and listen to
their peers. 

Even Adam had decked quite quickly one week that he had counted himself
down the rota and they’re there, so I’m next. He said … ‘they’re all away and
so it’s my turn’….He had already scheduled his turn in his head being aware of
his peers which is something that I’ve never seen. It sounds so simple but it’s such
a huge step (T2).
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activities chosen by the tutors encouraged the development of social skills. a
parachute was used regularly; it reinforced the concept of team work and having
fun together for the pupils. another activity used by the tutors was for the pupils
to pass their ribbons to the person on their right, encouraging sharing and
communication with the individual next to them. a pupil, con, commented
‘look at us together’ during a turn-taking activity. When appropriate, they created
opportunities for pupils to take turns on equipment in pairs. they noticed
examples where the pupils turned this into a shared experience.

….. Owen with Anna with the chime bars. That was lovely because they were
delighted that they shared the chime bars. She sat that side and they were to play
it at same time but they decided, ‘you play that bit and I’ll play this bit’. They
worked lovely as a team and they were really pleased about it as well (T1). 

the tutors also noticed a number of examples of the pupils opting to sit or work
together collaboratively. 

Con and Bob were sitting together on one mat this week we went in and that
was amazing, first of all to see them sitting together so closely. Children who
would normally like to be separate and in their own space were like, we’re going
to share a mat today. It’s a tiny mat and I thought ‘how are they going to do
this?’ but they loved it and Con put his arm around Bob (T2).

the primary aim of the programme was to teach musical concepts to the pupils,
however the tutors observed that the social and communication skills of the
pupils also improved. 

I consider that a lot more peer to peer interaction took place …. we wouldn’t
really have highly considered that because the children can isolate themselves
sometimes. That was a learning curve and to see how they responded after a few
weeks and that was great and very rewarding as well (T2). 

Discussion
the dyad of impairments outline specific characteristics of asD. however it is
vital that individual differences are considered when teaching pupils with asD
(Dunlop, tait, leask, glashan, robinson and marwick, 2009). research has
identified the number of ways that differentiation can occur in order to make
the lesson accessible and rewarding for pupils with asD (charman, pellicano,
peacey, peacey, forward and Dockrell, 2011). Differentiation can occur when
teachers adapt presentation modes, use visual strategies (charman et al, 2011;
Darrow, 2009), vary level of participation of pupils, (Darrow, 2009; Bell, 2008)
individualise outputs from pupils, make changes to the environment (Darrow,
2009), explore the musical interests of pupils and focus on strengths and needs
(Bell, 2008). the use of specific strategies and methodologies are necessary
when working with pupils with asD (parsons, guldberg, macleod, jones,
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prunty and Balfe, 2009). these include a need to plan for the individual, use
asD specific methodologies, structure the environment and use functional
approaches to managing behaviour (iovannone,  Dunlap, huber and Kinkaid,
2003). these may however not be part of the natural teaching personality style
of the teacher (jordan, 2008). the tutors in this research were challenged to
adapt their teaching styles and strategies to meet the needs of pupils in asD
specific classrooms. 

the tutors developed an awareness of the importance of structure for their
music lessons. the environment was structured through the use of a circular
seating plan which encourages social skills (ockelford, 2009). the use of visual
supports has been demonstrated to be vital in assisting the understanding and
development of skills in pupils with asD (Krantz and mcclannahan, 2010).
the tutors used a range of visual supports including, visual schedules, turn-
taking rotas, visual cues and behaviour supports. given the range of abilities in
the music class, it was necessary for the tutors to use ‘purposive differentiation’
(charman et al, 2011, 23) to increase learning, encourage participation and
inclusion. the tutors concretised abstract language and emotions through the
use of visuals and functional activities. a spiral approach was necessary to
reinforce and build on prior learning. all pupils were enabled to participate in
the lesson, achieve success and demonstrate their learning according to ability
and communication style.

pupils with asD often experience difficulties in understanding abstract
concepts, communicating with others and social interaction (Des/nWrsenp,
2004). the tutors observed similar challenges in this study and their responses
to the pupils’ needs facilitated growth in these areas. they found that there
needed to be a greater emphasis on functional activities rather than introducing
abstract theories and content. the tutors reflected on the knowledge gained by
the pupils during the programme including tempo, song singing, pitch and
rhythm (ncca, 2007). teachers need to adapt their natural communication
style to meet the needs of the pupil (jordan, 2008) in order that learning can
occur. the tutors in this study accomplished this by reducing their sentence
length and using a pupil-name-first strategy as appropriate to individual needs.
pupils with asD may have differing verbal abilities and may face difficulties
understanding implicit, ambiguous language (apa, 2013). the tutors became
aware of their use of language and the need to modify language and to use visual
supports to aid understanding (hourigan and hourigan, 2009). Difficulties
with social interaction is a key challenge for pupils with asD (jones, Baker,
english and lyn-cook, 2009). music classes have been demonstrated to
promote social interaction with peers and tutors (simpson and Keen, 2011) and
have been described as an ideal setting for pupils with asD to strengthen their
social skills (hourigan and hourigan, 2009). a key element in this research was
the development of relationships between tutors and pupils and between the
pupils themselves. jones et al (2009) identified the building of relationships as
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a key standard in working with individuals with asD. Welsh and ockelford
(2009) describe how teacher pupil relationships can grow through music. this
reflects good practice identified by charman et al (2011) who describe the
strong relationships with pupils as the starting point for their learning and well-
being. 

Conclusion
the Con Tutti Discovering Music Programme benefited the pupils with asD. it
supported the development of their musical, communicative and social skills.
this was facilitated through the use of a variety of evidenced based strategies
employed by the mgs tutors. individual needs were accommodated through
purposive differentiation.
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Only Four Parents Mentioned ‘Play’:
Implications from a National School

Readiness Study in Ireland 
for Children’s Learning in the 
Early Years of Primary School 

Emer Ring and Lisha O’Sullivan

Abstract
this paper is based on a national evaluation of concepts of school readiness
commissioned by the government in ireland. the research adopted a mixed-
methods approach comprising face-to-face interviews with pre-school educators
(n=9); pre-school managers (n=9); junior infant teachers (n=7) and primary
school principals (n=7); telephone interviews with parents (n=30) and an online
survey distributed to 500 pre-schools and 500 primary schools, eliciting a
response rate of 29.6% and 23.8% respectively. many similarities emerged
between participants’ school readiness concepts. however while 97% of pre-
school educators and 98% of primary respondents referred to promoting
learning through play, only four parents mentioned play. this paper focuses on
parents’ concepts of school readiness and suggests that engaging with parents in
relation to the value of play for children in the early years of primary school
represents an underutilised resource in supporting children’s learning and
development. 

Introduction
internationally the benefits of high quality early years’ education continue to be
articulated in terms of the social-emotional, cognitive and academic aspects of
learning and development for children and the wider benefits for families and
society (schweinart et al., 2005; heckman, 2013; melhuish et al., 2015;
o’sullivan and ring, 2016). 

the role of play in supporting children’s intellectual achievement and emotional
well-being is well-recognised and confirmed in research (Whitebread and
o’sullivan, 2012). critically, limiting the time allocated to play has been
criticised as impacting detrimentally on children’s development, which
potentially creates ‘inequality’ of educational opportunity for some children
from their first engagement with education (palmer, 2009; house, 2012).
Based on the findings of the research in relation to parents’ understanding of
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the role of play in children’s early years’ education, the authors suggest that
convincing all parents of the role of play in their children’s development
through the early years of primary school represents a route to increasing
educational opportunity for all children. 

Play and School Readiness
a range of studies has examined and identified the factors that influence school
readiness and children’s school outcomes. according to ring et al. (2016),
these factors include race (Duncan and magnuson, 2005); socio-economic
status (mcmunn et al., 2001; Duncan and magnuson, 2005;); gender (son et
al., 2013); health (janus and  Duku, 2007); family structure (ramey and
ramey, 1999; Duncan and magnuson, 2005) and parenting (ucD geary
institute, 2012). critically, parenting and the home learning environment have
been identified as more important for a child’s development than either parental
occupation or education (sylva et al., 2004).  

a range of specific features has been linked with a child’s school readiness and
include initiative, engagement, persistence, enthusiasm, curiosity and co-
operativeness (fantuzzo et al, 2007). an increasing corpus of research indicates
that these dispositions can be effectively developed through play (Whitebread 
et al., 2009; fisher et al., 2011). play is intrinsically motivating and allows
children to experience control over their learning resulting in deeper levels of
engagement and persistence as children are more likely to persist when goals are
meaningful and self-chosen (Deci and ryan, 2008). play, essentially, creates a
natural ‘zone of proximal development’ enabling children to set their own level
of challenge and function at their highest level (Whitebread and o’sullivan,
2012). through focusing on ‘means’ over ‘ends’, play creates a low risk context
for children to try out novel behaviours and combinations, which in turn
supports the development of higher-order cognitive, social and emotional skills
(Bruner, 1983; Whitebread, 2012). socially shared processes are particularly
important for early learning (Whitebread et al., 2009). When children play 
co-operatively they have opportunities to articulate their own thoughts and
feelings and to practice perspective-taking skills as they develop shared
understandings and mutual goals (Whitebread et al., 2009). critically when
children demonstrate initiative, engagement, persistence, enthusiasm, curiosity
and co-operativeness they are practicing self-regulation which is now considered
a better predictor of academic success than more traditional measures of intelli-
gence (mcclelland, et al., 2013; Whitebread et al., 2015). clearly empowering
parents to support and encourage their children’s play has the potential to 
pay dividends in terms of children’s immediate and long-term educational
outcomes. 

Methodology
a rigorous methodological approach was adopted for this research study,
incorporating a sequential exploratory model, which facilitated multi-
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perspectives and meta-interpretations of the findings (ring et al., 2016). this
paper focuses specifically on the thirty telephone interviews conducted with
parents of children attending pre-school. in selecting pre-schools for
participation in the study, details of primary schools in ireland, were obtained
from the Department of education and skills (n= 4,201) and a stratified
random sample of primary schools selected using the stratification criteria in
table 1. below. having established the stratified random sample, a purposive
sampling technique was then applied (cohen et al., 2007; gideon, 2012). 

Table 1: Stratification Criteria for Sampling of Primary Schools

School Location Grouping 

1 urban primary school located in an area of socio-economic
disadvantage

1 urban irish language medium primary school

1 urban mainstream mixed-gender primary school

1 urban special school for children with disabilities

1 rural mainstream mixed-gender primary school

1 rural mainstream primary school in an irish language
speaking area

1 rural mainstream single-sex primary school

each participating primary school was invited to provide the names of two
feeder pre-schools and fourteen pre-schools were invited to participate in the
research, with ten agreeing to participate. parents of children who were due to
commence primary school in the following september were asked to indicate
their consent to participate in a telephone interview through an information
letter distributed by the pre-schools. 

While cognisant of concerns in the literature regarding the ‘unnatural nature’ of
telephone interview conversations (irvine et al., 2012), telephone interviews are
particularly useful in research involving parents in view of the possibility of
flexibly scheduling interviews. the semi-structured interview schedule is
detailed in table 2. below.
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Table 2. Semi-Structured Telephone Interview Schedule Conducted with
Parents

School starting-age
1. at what age do you think children should start school?
2. What effect would a later starting age have on a child’s school-

readiness?

School-readiness
1. how do you decide whether your child is ready for school?
2. What would be the most important factor?
3. What factor would stop you from sending a child to school?
4. What do you think would be the most important factors for early

childhood educators?
5. What do you think would be the most important factors for early

childhood teachers?

Expectations about pre-school and starting school
1. What do you expect the early Years setting to do to help your child

be ready for school? 
2. Do you expect them to speak to you about your child being ready

for school? 
3. is there any way you would like to be more involved?

Getting ready for school at home
1. What could you do to help your child be ready for school at home?

Community
1. Do you think that services and supports in the wider community

have a role in preparing children for school? (e.g. parent and toddler
groups, libraries, sports facilities, sports clubs, family support
services, english language support services?)

Concerns
are there any areas of concern?

Looking forward
What is your child most looking forward to in school?

Other points
are there any other points you would like to discuss about school-readiness?

Thank you for your interest and your time.
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Data were analysed through the use of nvivo (Qsr international, 2013)
software and employed a comparative approach, comprising nine discrete cycles,
in which categories were derived from the data through a process of inductive
reasoning informed by theories, themes and concepts that emerged from the
literature review, as well as additional related themes that were significant to the
project’s focus of inquiry. 

Research Findings
parents’ responses indicated that their concept of school readiness was linked to
the children’s development of self-care skills; children’s social and emotional
maturity and the ability of their children to make friends and interact with other
children. parents referred to the importance of children being able to ‘ go to the
toilet themselves, wash their hands’, ‘hang up their coats’, ‘open their lunch boxes
and manage their school bag’. all parents expressed concerns in relation to their
children’s future friendships as encapsulated in the words of one parent, ‘the
academic side comes after [emotional readiness] … it’s more important that the
child is secure and has the ability to mingle and make friends … it’s down to the
emotional maturity of the child’. 

parents articulated specific concerns about their child starting school in relation
to large class sizes, bullying, and the level of teacher care and supervision in the
junior infant classroom. parents also expressed concern about the availability of
supports for children with specific health or special educational needs. generally
parents hoped that their child would be ‘happy getting along with the other
children and not stressed in any way’. particular concerns were expressed in
relation to times when children were less rigorously supervised. however,
parents did appreciate that ‘in the best school in the world, children can’t 
be supervised at all times’. five parents specifically referred to bullying and
according to one parent ‘bullying is a big thing … everyone is really conscious of
bullying … it affects children and you hope that my child wouldn’t be a bully or be
bullied’ with one parent noting the importance of children being ‘more or less
able to stand on their own two feet … they would be able to fight their corner and
that kind of thing.’

twenty-one of the thirty parents interviewed, mentioned the need for children
to have acquired pre-academic skills such as knowing letters, numbers and
sounds and being able to hold a pencil and write, before starting school. parents
variously suggested that children should know ‘all the letters of the alphabet’,
‘words and numbers’ and ‘be able to hold the pen and write’. one parent believed
her child was ready for school because ‘she knows her numbers. She can spell her
name. She can nearly write her name’. the focus articulated by parents in
relation to prioritising the development of pre-academic skills for children in the
early years suggests that parents would benefit greatly from support in
understanding the central role of play in supporting children’s emotional well-
being, self-regulation, gross and fine-motor skills in addition to emergent
academic abilities. 
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Conclusion
the impact of parents’ beliefs, attitudes and commitment to education on
children’s school success is often underestimated by parents themselves (arnold
et al., 2007). supporting the development of parents’ capacity to provide play
opportunities for their children at home has the potential to be transformative.
many of the school readiness skills, emphasised by parents such as as managing
basic self-care, competence with peers, emotional resilience, the ability to
articulate themselves and the capacity to learn independently require self-
regulation, which is most effectively nurtured in contexts which are playful
(Whitebread, 2013). additionally children also engage in a range of important
emergent literacy and numeracy behaviours when they play (Wolfgang et al.,
2003; nicolopoulou, et al., 2015). earlier research suggests that when parents
perceive play as a learning context, they are more likely to support play in the
home (fisher et al., 2008).  in this regard, increased engagement with parents
around the role of play in learning can also lead to learning becoming multiply
entrenched and reinforced (fisher et al., 2011.). Aistear, the Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework provides a robust framework for teachers to reassure
parents of the value of play for the  social, emotional and cognitive aspects of
their children’s development (national council for curriculum and assessment
(ncca), 2009). in this context also the focus on play by the Department of
education and skills in its early-years education focused inspection (eYei)
places play firmly on the agenda. our responsibility now as educators is to share
the value of play for children’s learning and development with parents. 
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The Primary Language Curriculum
in the context of inclusive education

Conall Ó Breacháin and Fionnuala Drudy

This article is based on a presentation made at the Irish Learning Support
Association (ILSA) Spring Conference 2017. It places the Primary Language
Curriculum (DES, 2015) in the context of inclusive education and looks at the
research that identifies key components in language development as reflected 
in the Primary Language Curriculum (2015). It describes evidenced-based
teaching approaches that promote language development for all children and
examines current trends in teaching approaches advocated for children with
special educational needs. It looks at how the Primary Language Curriculum
(2015) supports children with complex needs and finally it briefly describes
approaches to assessment that evaluate the language skills embedded in the
curriculum.

Introduction 
the literacy and numeracy strategy (Des, 2011) called for the development
of a new curriculum for literacy, stipulating a time-frame for development and
completion and some recommendations in terms of structure and content. the
following year the national council for curriculum and assessment  (ncca)
commissioned the publication of three significant research reports that would
inform the content of this curriculum. in late 2015 the primary language
curriculum was published and its implementation was due to commence in
primary schools across the country in the school year 2016/2017. in
developing the primary language curriculum (2015) the ncca has attempted
to develop a framework that would support a wide range of children with
diverse needs, including children with special educational needs (sen). the
curriculum recognises that language learning is a developmental process
whereby each child engages at his/her own individual rate and provides a
continuum to support differentiated learning. Within this context, this article
seeks to examine how the primary language curriculum (2015) supports the
teaching and learning of oral language for children with special educational
needs.

Inclusive Education:
international developments in inclusive education have influenced education
policy and curriculum in ireland from the early 1990s. the report of the
special education review committee (serc, 1993) recognised the rights of
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children to receive an appropriate education and recommended a continuum of
provision for children with sen that would cater for the diversity of those
needs. the education act (1998) and the education for persons with special
educational needs (epsen, 2004) provide a legal obligation for schools to
provide for a diversity of needs. since the enactment of this legislation, or parts
thereof, the landscape of our classrooms and the subsequent increased diversity
challenges teachers to meet the learning needs of all children of varying abilities.
recent Department of education and skills publications and policy seeks to
identify and support the needs of children with special educational needs
(Department of education and skills, 2007) and seeks to organise resources 
and appropriate supports based on educational needs (national council for
special education, 2014). the primary language curriculum (Department of
education and skills, 2015) represents a significant landmark in irish education
with particular significance for inclusive provision. it has been developed as ‘a
curriculum for teachers of all children of all abilities in all school contexts’
(primary language curriculum, Department of education and skills, 2015, 
p. 6). 

An Inclusive Curriculum 
two distinct but compatible accounts of language acquisition underpin the
primary language curriculum: an emergentist view of language development
and the interdependence hypothesis, or the common underlying proficiency
model (shiel, mcgough & archer, 2012).  the former attempts to account for
the acquisition of a child’s first language; the latter is focused predominantly on
second language learning. this ‘coming together’ of two complex theoretical
positions is a first for irish education and it signifies a significant shift in thinking
about language for teachers in ireland. the emergentist account of language
acquisition is of particular significance in relation to inclusive education as it
provides a theoretical framework for a language curriculum that can ‘support
the development of a diverse population of young children, including children
of different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, children whose development
may be inhibited by social/environmental circumstances and children whose
development may be compromised by particular biological and/or environ-
mental conditions, resulting in special educational needs’ (shiel et al., 2012, 
p. 63) 

Drawing on the work of Bloom and lahey (1978), Wiig and semel (1984) and
cole (1995), the curriculum is underpinned by a conceptual model of language,
articulated in terms of the interactive and interdependent components of
‘listener-speaker-communicator skills’ (which focuses on the conventions of the
listener-speaker relationship), ‘content and structure of language’ (including
semantic and syntactic knowledge), and ‘language use’ (with explicit focus on
the pragmatics of language). this model manifests in the curriculum documents
in the form of the ‘elements of language learning’ – the overarching conceptual
paradigm which describe the ‘essential language learning’ across the three
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strands of oral language, reading and writing (Department of education and
skills, 2015).  the elements provide significant potential to deepen teacher’s
understanding of the language learning process.

the work of Bruner (1983) and halliday (1993), as well as researchers such as
tolchinsky (2004), owens (2012) and peterson and mccabe (1992) amongst
others, are drawn upon to illustrate the nature of language development in the
early school years and the rich corpus of research combines to provide a detailed,
complex tapestry of the linguistic elements that cumulatively and progressively
culminate in young children’s language growth. this work manifests in the
curriculum documents in the form of 14 learning outcomes for oral language
and the associated developmental continuum. in describing the concepts,
dispositions and skills that children are expected to develop over a two-year
period, the learning outcomes support teachers in targeting essential aspects of
language development.  

Within the components of the language system children will display different
strengths and needs. children with autism display varying levels of difficulty
regarding aspects of communication such as joint attention to topic (shiel et al.,
2012). Deficits in vocabulary, syntax and the ability to use abstract language are
prevalent among some children who are deaf and hard-of-hearing (marschark
and spenser, 2009, cited in ncse, 2011). a recent study conducted by the
national educational psychology service (neps) reported that children
commencing junior infants in schools supported by the Deis programme
(Delivering equality of opportunity in schools) have significantly lower
vocabulary development than the national average (neps, 2015).

in developing language skills for some children with communication difficulties,
the curriculum recognises that communication takes many forms, from non-
verbal and verbal to print-based and digital media. there is a recognition,
therefore, of the multi-modal nature of augmentative and alternative
communication (aac) and provision of a range of techniques to support and
enable communication, such as picture exchange communication system
(pecs), Braille and sign are advocated (shiel et al., 2012)

Language Development
While the emergenstist perspective acknowledges some similarities in the
sequence of language acquisition at a global level (Bates and goodman, 1999)
research points to significant variation in the rate of growth for all critical
components of language (shore, 1995). the extent of evidence in this regard 
is so significant as to refute any notion of a ‘universal, maturational timetable
account of early language development’ (shiel et al., 2012). this challenges the
view that language develops in the same way for all children.  

the concept of language learning as a developmental process in which each
child engages at his/her own individual rate is reflected strongly in the primary
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language curriculum. the progression continua, used in conjunction with the
learning outcomes, help teachers use their own judgment and experience to
identify where children are in their language learning journey. teachers are
therefore supported in identifying the next steps in the individual child’s
language development and crucially, can be helped to create learning
experiences appropriate to the child’s particular developmental stage. the
progression continua and the use of the progression steps alongside the learning
outcomes can therefore assist teachers in planning for differentiation in their
classrooms.  the continua are intended to be supportive, not prescriptive or
definitive, and the manner in which teachers engage with them is likely to vary
from context to context, from class to class and particularly in an sen setting,
from child to child. this inherent flexibility can account for the variation in
language development, which is documented in the literature – any notion of 
a strictly linear, step by step application of the progression steps would be
reductive, overly-simplistic and ultimately inappropriate. 

Supporting Language Development
given the centrality of oral language as a prerequisite for reading, writing and

access to cross-curricular learning (cregan, 1998) it is imperative that teaching
and learning approaches are identified that harness and develop children’s
language skills. socio-interactionist theories of language development suggest
that language emerges through ‘adult-child interactions in contexts of mutual
attention and intention in which each participant influences the nature and
quality of the communicative exchange’ (shiel et al., 2012 p. 126). this is
consistent with the emergenstist perspective which views both child and adult as
central to the process of language learning, eschewing an historical one-sided
interest in the role of the care-giver. the child acts on innate cognitive
structures, but only through appropriate communicative interactions are these
realised.   

Dialogic teaching approaches are grounded in vvgotsky’s notion of teaching
directed to the child’s ‘zone of proximal development’ (vvgotsky, 1978),
whereby ‘finely tuned utterances provide both the appropriate level of challenge
to the child’s current level of functioning and the model for the next level of
competence which the child must achieve’ (painter, 1996 in shiel et al, 2012,
p. 149). supportive strategies, provided by the adult, can include prompting,
imitation, repetition, modelling, recasting and expanding. When engaged in
meaningful communicative interactions these strategies help to scaffold the
child’s learning. 

alexander (2008) identifies four main approaches to support teachers in
developing dialogic teaching in their classrooms; the use of open questions,
informative feedback, extended contributions and exchanges which deepen lines
of enquiry. inherent in the learning outcomes in the primary language
curriculum are concepts, dispositions and skills that challenge teachers to create
and nurture dialogic classrooms to support the development of key skills in
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learning to reason, discuss, argue, and explain as well as respond.  approaches
to developing dialogic classrooms are described in a range of support materials
for teachers which accompany the online curriculum.  

research has illuminated the fact that inclusive practice involves the use of
support in the classroom, the ways in which teachers respond to the individual
differences in children’s learning during whole-class teaching, the choices
teachers make about group work and how teachers utilise specialist knowledge
(florian, 2008). the primary language curriculum promotes such inclusive
practices by supporting teachers to plan for differentiation, and to provide
appropriate learning experience for the diverse needs of children in their
classrooms. the curriculum affords rich collaborative opportunities for class
teachers and special education teachers in mainstream schools to work with a
shared focus on developing specific skills outlined in the learning outcomes and
to plan for the next steps in the children’s learning journey. this has positive
implications for children with special education needs.

Teaching Approaches for Children with complex needs 
the importance of being cognisant of the combined implications of both
syndrome-specific knowledge and the developmental perspective on the
communication and language strengths and needs of children with disabilities is
emphasised in research conducted on specific syndromes (shiel et al., 2012).  it
suggests that a continuum of appropriate communication and language teaching
strategies can apply to children across diagnostic categories. it can thus be
assumed that adaptations to generic strategies by degrees of deliberateness and
intensity of teaching are effective for other syndromes (Kennedy et al, 2012).
however, some syndromes such as autistic spectrum disorders (asD) may
require distinctive group-specific pedagogies for literacy (Kennedy et al, 2012).
this reflects the commonality-differentiation of pedagogy approach advanced
by norwich and lewis (2001) whereby pedagogic needs are described as those
that are common to all, those specific to a defined group, and those unique to
an individual. this provides a useful model for including children with sen in
all school settings supported by a differentiated curriculum, teaching approaches
that match the learners needs, and targeted interventions.

research underpinning the curriculum advocates naturalistic interventions,
which are embedded in natural classroom activities, for children with a range 
of disabilities including children with severe intellectual disability, Down
syndrome, cerebral palsy, Williams syndrome, autism, specific speech and
language impairment and children described as having significant physical
disabilities (shiel et al., 2012). these include explicit teaching, matching the
child’s topic of interest in contexts which are highly motivating, quality adult-
child interactions and goal-orientated teaching. in addition, it recommends
interventions that are drawn from both behavioural learning principles and
social-interactionist theory such as prompting, reinforcement, time delay,
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shaping, fading, modelling, questioning, recasts and expansions and topic
supporting and topic elaborating strategies. responsive environments are
advocated whereby children receive responses to their actions, have the
opportunity to respond to the actions of others and take the lead in interactions
(Ware, 2005). the strategies chosen need to be adapted and differentiated,
taking the child’s individual characteristics as a learner into account. 

the primary language curriculum supports all children, including children in
special schools, to progress and work towards the learning outcomes at a rate
and a pace appropriate to their abilities and to have this learning recognised. the
learning outcomes describe expected learning for all children ‘when due
account is taken of individual abilities and varying circumstances’ (Department
of education and skills, 2015). the progression continua break down the
learning outcomes across a number of milestones, from ‘early a’ to ‘h’, mapping
out the journey that children of a wide range of abilities will take on their way
towards a learning outcome. the recent addition of the ‘early a’ milestone and
the sen pathways, which describe learning and development for children with
complex needs, provide a clear vision of a language learning journey appropriate
to the needs of children whose progress can be difficult to recognise. the sen
pathways and progression continua support teachers in planning the next steps
in teaching, learning and assessment for children with complex needs.  

Assessment of Oral Language: 
research suggests that performance assessments involving observation in a real
life situations are a useful approach to evaluating children’s language learning
(shiel et al., 2012). Decisions are made by checking performance against criteria
rather than average performance of children of a similar age. tools such as
anecdotal notes, language samples, checklists, rating scales and rubrics can be
useful. standardised criterion-referenced tools are recommended for children
with disabilities (shiel et al., 2012). these tools need to be used in conjunction
with knowledge of the key skills that children need to acquire and how these
skills, attitudes and dispositions develop. as stated, the learning outcomes
identify these skills and the progression steps give an indication, in broad terms,
of how they develop. the curriculum can therefore support teachers’ ongoing
assessment for learning through scaffolding their thinking when observing
children in a variety of language learning contexts.

the research also recommends that assessment tools used are linked to the
curriculum taught and suggests that the components of the language system be
incorporated as an approach to identify aspects for assessment (shiel et al.,
2012). these include the listener-speaker relationship, content and structure of
language and language use. these components are incorporated into the
learning outcomes and the progression continua hence provide important
reference points for teachers to plan for, and make judgements about, children’s
language learning at the stage of development, and to decide on the next steps
in teaching and learning. 
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Conclusion
this article sought to position the primary language curriculum in the context
of the development of inclusive education in ireland and examine its role in
supporting children with sen. the framework underpinning the curriculum is
based on the emergentist view of language development which takes account 
of a diverse range of children. the developmental approach to language
acquisition, which recognises that the rate of language development is different
for many children, is reflected in the progression continua and supports
differentiated teaching and learning for all children in all school contexts.
teaching approaches and learning experiences provided through development
of concepts, dispositions and skills described in the learning outcomes are
promoted through support materials that espouse evidence-based approaches
and pedagogies that meet learning needs that are common to all, specific to 
a defined group, and unique to individual children. there is therefore
considerable potential with this curriculum to support children with special
educational needs and it represents a significant milestone for inclusive
education in ireland. 
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Training in the Administration 
and Scoring of TEST2r 

Pauline M. Cogan

TEST2r is an evidence-based and reliable classroom assessment tool for teachers
in the first years of primary school which is firmly grounded in current theories
of literacy acquisition. cogan & mcananey (2012) provide the policy context,
theoretical bases, and the developmental path for test2r. it explains the 7
factor structure of test2r and the criterion study which indicated its strong
predictive nature. since 2012 test2r has been validated in 29 schools. it 
has also been normed on 800 five and six year olds in 200 irish schools.
furthermore an electronic reporting system is now in place and resources for
intervention have been identified. many teachers have been trained in the
rationale, administration procedures and scoring of test2r. there is a demand
for training countrywide. therefore, this article seeks to provide a brief written
account of the administrative procedure of the screener and Diagnostic tasks
and how to score them. this information already exists in the test2r kit, but is
drawn out here to further support teachers.

the 3 three physical items needed for administration of test2r are:

1.  manual (for exact procedures to be followed)
2.  visual stimulus Booklet (for focusing child attention and thinking)
3.  individual scorebooklet (for child responses and teacher scoring)

When scorebooklets are purchased there is a unique identifying number
(uin) provided for each scorebooklet. this becomes the identifier for each
child for the purposes of data entry to the electronic database. the child is
identified in the database only by that TEST2r number. the TEST2r data is
secure and anonymous. .

test2r is divided into two sections: 

•  screener and
•  Diagnostic tasks
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the screener tasks are:

1.  letter Knowledge: upper and lower case
2.  rhyme recognition oddity
3.  phonetic spelling
4.  copying
5.  rapid automatised naming (ran): Digits

the Diagnostic tasks are:

6.  letter sound array
7.  alliteration oddity
8.  alliteration: initial sound matching
9.  timed rhyme generation

10.  Digit span
11.  non-Word repetition
12.  initial phoneme Deletion
13.  final phoneme Deletion: real Word remaining
14.  final phoneme Deletion: real non-Word remaining
15.  non-Word reading
16.  spatial memory
17.  finger localisation
18.  rapid automatised naming (ran): objects

SCREENER TASKS

Task 1 – Letter Knowledge: Upper and Lower Case
the letter Knowledge task seeks to assess the child’s long-term associative
memory. it examines how well the child can provide the link between each visual
letter (grapheme) displayed in the visual stimulus Book (vsB) and its verbal
label, be it the letter name, letter sound or word/character for a letter.

twenty-fiveupper case and 25 lower case letters are presented in the vsB. the
capital i and lower case l are not examined as 64% of all children from the pilot
study confused these. (to include them would have invited false positives or
evidence that there is a problem when there may not be). therefore, the
maximum score for upper case letters is 25. the maximum score for lower case
letters is 25. the overall maximum score is 50.

in each letter category (upper or lower case) the child is presented with each
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group of letters from the vsB. the child should always been assessed according
to his/her experience with letters. Therefore, if the presented letters in the
TEST2r VSB are different in appearance to what the child has learned,
then the letters should be changed to suit the child’s experience (e.g.
putting a line on the top of the capital J or putting a ‘tail’ on lower case
letters. following the administration procedure the child is given credit whether
s/he provides a letter name, or letter sound or a word/character that begins
with that letter: the teacher records on the child’s scorebooklet with an x to
indicate which category of response is given. for example, responding to M, if
the child says the /m/ sound, the teacher puts the x under the letter sound
and gives a score of 1 in the 6th column. if the child responds ‘Muh’ for the
letter M, give a score of 1 in the 6th column because the child has provided the
correct verbal association which corresponds to the letter M.

however, Muh is an impure sound because an ‘uh’ is joined on to the /m/
sound. therefore, the teacher records the Muh under the column marked
impure/incorrect response and resolves to teach the pure sound /m/ without
the ‘uh’. this correction is done by placing the back of the hand under the chin.
for consonant production, if the jaw presses down on the back of the hand then
the sound is being produced impurely. this impure sound production can
compromise children’s reading and spelling and should be corrected.

Task 2 – Rhyme Recognition Oddity
the rhyme recognition oddity task seeks to assess the child’s ability to hear
large sound units at the end of words, to compare it to large sound units at the
end of other words and to recognise when a final large sound unit is different
to those of other presented words. it is a test of sound segmentation as it
requires the child to shear off the vowel and final consonant unit from the
word’s initial sound. as well as being a test of rhyme recognition and rhyme
oddity through segmentation, it is also a test of short term memory for large
sound units.

in this task the teacher presents and points to the pictures in the vsB for the
demonstration, practice and test items. the administration procedure is
followed exactly. the child hears the word for each picture in turn. these
pictures are named a second time and the child selects the picture that does not
rhyme. for the Demonstration and 3 practice items, tutoring is provided
following the exact text in the manual if the child’s response is incorrect. only
the test items are scored 0 or 1. the maximum score is 9. the child’s score
should be entered on the clipboard icon. tutoring is not permitted in test
items. Discontinue testing after 5 consecutive incorrect or absent responses.

Task 3 – Phonetic Spelling
it is well known that children can write words which they may not be able to
read. the phonetic spelling task assesses the child’s ability to map speech sounds
onto corresponding letters. this is a test of prototypical or emergent spelling
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(an encoding test). following the administration procedure exactly, the child is
presented with one word at a time and in the context of a sentence is invited to
write each word as best s/he can on the appropriate line and page of the child’s
scorebooklet. the child is permitted to make another attempt if s/he is unhappy
with the first attempt.

the scoring guidance is set out at the end of the administration task procedure
in the manual. the scoring structure is set out in the child’s scorebooklet just
before where the child has made his/her written attempts.

While the words are rather long and apparently difficult it is the scoring
procedure which is important and makes this task so powerful in its prediction
capacity. 

looking at the child’s spelling attempts the scorer looks at each word spelled in
terms of:

•  how many consonants are present?
•  how many vowels or vowel digraphs are present?
•  is the syllabic structure correct?

for example in spelling the word referee the scorer focuses on the
consonants written by the child and transfers them to the scoring system in the
previous page. one mark is given for each consonant present. an f or v is
acceptable as they are both produced on the lip (in roughly the same place) 
but the v is voiced (vocal chords are working) but the f is not. for consonants
the maximum marks for referee is 3. in the word principal and
fireplace, when scoring consonants the alternatives for S are C or Z. these
are viewed as legitimate and are scored 1.

in the word sKateBoarD, the alternative consonants k or c are permitted.
in cereal c or s are permitted.

the scorer looks at what vowel (s) are presents in the child’s attempt. Vowel
sounds are marked very generously as this is a very difficult aspect of
spelling. in the scoring system i have given examples of what a child might do
and get credit for. there are many other ingenious various of the vowels which
a child can produce. they may write Rufurea etc. credit must be given for all
vowel attempts.

remember to be generous with vowel scoring and accept letters or letter
combinations that can represent a vowel sound.

the opposite is the case where scoring for syllabic structure. here, syllabic
structure is right or wrong. referee has 3 syllables. if 3 syllables are present
then give a score of 1. 
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if more or less than 3 syllables are present, then the score is 0.

syllabic structure means there is a vowel in each syllable. When determining the
score for consonants, add all scores for consonants and enter the score in the
2nd last column for consonants (max 23). similarly add all scores for vowels and
enter the vowel score in the 2nd last column for vowels (max 13). When
determining the score for syllabic structure add all the scores of 1 earned and
enter into the last column for syllabic structure (max 5). add all sub-scores and
enter total in the clipboard icon (max 41).

While the phonetic spelling task is ongoing it is important to note the child’s
preferred hand (writing hand). this should then be registered on the child’s
scorebooklet at the top of task 17 – finger localisation.

Task 4 – Copying
the copying task assesses the child’s motor control, hand-eye coordination
and ability to see detail. ability to see detail is not used by the brain for just
copying. it is a skill which is important for differentiation between letters (e.g.
C/G, E/F, A/H, b/d, q/p, i/j etc.) and many other perceptual processes. it
is also a test of a child’s voluntary movement ability. (can the child stop drawing
a line in one direction and change to another direction? – i.e. inhibition skill).

the administration procedure must be adhered to exactly and the child is
advised to try to make the drawings the same size and shape as the presented
drawings in the vsB.

the child’s copying attempts are made in the Workbook pages of the
scorebooklet towards the back. the teacher tutors the child in what is required
on the Demonstration/practice items only. no other drawing or tutoring is
permitted by the teacher.

the test administration procedure must be followed exactly. a flap attached to
the back cover of the scorebooklet is placed under each page to reduce the
transfer of imprint on to the next page. the child uses a separate page for each
item to be copied. a second copying attempt is allowed if the child feels
unhappy with the first attempt.

Note. it is difficult to specify in words the requirements for what would earn a
score of 1 in copying each item. the scoring guidelines in the teacher manual
represent an attempt to help teachers with their decision to grant a score of 1 or
0. under no circumstance does a teacher need to use a set square or a ruler, or
spend more that 20 seconds on each scoring decision. this is essentially a page
turning exercise. if the child makes a good job of drawing a straight line (item
1) and it is nearly 7cms long then that child has earned a score of 1 for good
pencil control. if a circle (item 5) is not quite joined or if there is a bit of
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overshoot or undershoot then a score of 1 is given. if the circle with the
protruding line goes on for a couple of centimetres then the score is not given.
however, if it protrudes 1½ to 2cm this is ok. similar leeway is given for other
items. common sense and page turning is what scoring this task involves.

a score of 1 is given for each item. the total for the copying task is entered on
the clipboard icon.

note: if the teacher has not already done so, the child’s preferred hand for
copying is noted and registered in the child’s scorebooklet at the top of task 17
– finger localisation.

Task 5 – Rapid Automatised Naming (RAN) Digits
the ran Digits task is a test of the speed at which the child can access the name
of a digit in long-term memory. recognising a digit and giving it its verbal or
word label is one skill, but doing so automatically is what is required for smooth
processing of printed material. to recognise and name a digit the child must be
able to integrate the details of the digit and then find its name, where it is
located in long term memory and name it. this involves recognising the detail
of line, slope and junction and recognising the digit by sight and name. thus,
the digit 6 has an orientation/inversion relationship with 9. the digit 2 has an
orientation/inversion relationship with 5 etc.

the ran Digit task presents 40 randomised printed digits (1 – 5) on a card in
the vsB to the child who is, firstly, required to name the digits at leisure.
pointing is discouraged. the child is later required to name the digits as fast as
s/he can while being timed.

the task administration procedure should be followed exactly. if the child does
not correctly name the top row of digits in the familiarisation phase, it is clear
that s/he does not know all 5 digits. therefore the task should be discontinued.

if the child has named the digits in the familiarisation phase, even with some
delays or loss of place, the test administrator may help the child with naming
digits or finding his/her place if s/he gets lost. (at best with a time penalty).

the next phase is the rapid naming phase which is timed in seconds. at the
end of the ran digits task in the manual there is some important pre-scoring
information and the scoring system. this information relates to how to help
with

(a)  loss of place
(b)  scoring/registering an incorrect digit name
(c)  a non-response to name a digit
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it also involves information about breath control in the child. the time required
to name 40 digits is noted in the scorebooklet. for every error in naming the
digits noted in the particular cell in the grid there is a 5 second time penalty. for
every non-response when the administrator is required to provide the name of
the digit after 5 seconds (recorded in the appropriate cell in the grid) there is a
5 second penalty. if the child loses his/her place 3 times then a tracking card is
used. this is cut off the back cover of the scorebooklet. the naming task is
restarted using the back cover flap which now becomes a tracking card. tracking
card use carries a 10 second penalty. all these penalties are noted and summed
in the appropriate boxes in the scorebooklets i.e. naming time for 40 digits +
the number of error penalty x 5 seconds, plus the number of non-responses x 5
seconds + 10 sec penalty tracking card if used, is recorded in the ran Digits
total score in seconds.

the scores are now entered into the test2r database. instructions on how to
access the database are provided with the test kit on purchase. 

This ends the Screener Tasks

When the child’s scorebooklet uin and age is entered along with the child’s
screener scores a colour coded report will be generated based on a comparison
between these scores and the norms for the child’s age. this report will assign
a colour to the results for each task. 

it will be green if the child has mastered the task skill. it will be reD if the
child needs further teaching at that skill. if there is reD in the screener report
progression to the Diagnostic tasks is advised to gain an in-depth knowledge of
that child’s literacy subskills.

those who receive an all green report do not need to proceed to the
Diagnostic tasks.

note: text is also provided on the report in the event that the school does not
have a colour printer.

DIAGNOSTIC TASKS

Task 6 – Letter Sound Array
this task assesses long-term associative memory for grapheme-phoneme
correspondence. it represents a drilling down of task 1 and checks how well the
child knows the 26 single sounds of the alphabet. Knowledge of the short vowel
sounds is required. this letter knowledge is necessary for decoding unfamiliar
words and for spelling (encoding from a word’s sound to its written form).
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Important Note
the child should always been assessed according to his/her experience with
letters. Therefore, if the presented letters in the TEST2r VSB are different
in appearance to what the child has learned, then the letters should be
changed to suit the child’s experience (e.g. putting a ‘tail’ on lower case
letters). the letters are presented from the vsB, page by page and the child is
required to provide the sound for each letter. the administration procedure
must be followed exactly. for the letter f if the child provides a pure sound /f/
then a score of 1 is given and recorded in the appropriate column in the score
booklet. if the child responds /fuh/ then the /fuh/ impure sound is recorded
under the appropriate 2nd column and a score 0 if 1 is given because somehow
this is what the child has learned. s/he has made the correct (although impure)
long-term phonological association between the letter and its sound. By
recording the impure sound the teacher will have a record of what may prove to
be an impediment to decoding or spelling for the child. this impure sound
should be tackled as soon as possible according to the method described under
task 1 letter Knowledge upper and lower case. if the child provides an
incorrect sound for the letter, than a 0 is given. if the child gives the name of
the letter, try to elicit the letter sound. a letter name is recorded in the
incorrect/impure column and a 0 score is given. there is no discontinue rule
in this task as knowledge of letters are examined.

Task 7 – Alliteration Oddity
alliteration knowledge is an important point in phonological awareness
development because it represents the child’s first exposure to the skill of
phoneme segmentation. the process of alliteration requires the child to be
aware of a sound at the beginning of a word which is similar to the sound at the
beginning of another word. it requires the child to shear off or segment the
initial sound of each word and recognise if they are similar or different. in the
alliteration oddity task the administration procedure must be followed exactly.
four illustrations are presented and named in turn twice by the administrator.
the child is required to identify the odd one out, verbally or by pointing. the
correct choice is printed in deeper blue to the other items. the Demonstration
and practice items all permit tutoring in the case of an incorrect response. the
test items do not permit tutoring. maximum score is 10. the child’s test score
is entered ont eh clipboard item.

the task is discontinued in the event of 5 consecutive incorrect or absent
responses.

Task 8 – Alliteration: Initial Sound Matching 
this task is considered more difficult than the previous task as it requires the
child to recognise the two (target) items which begin with the same sound and
to reject the other two items which are different (i.e. distractors). again the task
requires the child to be aware of an initial sound in a word which is similar to

76                                                                                                               learn 2017

Learn Journal 2017_Learn Journal 2006.qxd  16/08/2017  09:52  Page 76

Heffernon
Sticky Note
remove 0 
remove if

this should read 

and a score of 1 is given

Heffernon
Sticky Note
insert the words all 26 
reads
of all 26 letters

Heffernon
Sticky Note
insert the words
in the scorebooklet
reads
is printed in the scorebooklet in deeper

Heffernon
Sticky Note
change  eh to the word the


Heffernon
Sticky Note
change the word Item to Icon

Heffernon
Highlight
move this after the word items
reads
items (i.e. distractors) which are



the initial sound of another word. it requires the child to shear off or segment
the initial sound of each word, and to recognise their similarity or difference.
adams (1990) puts great importance on this level of phonological awareness
development.

the administration procedure must be followed exactly. the correct choice is
printed in deeper blue to the other items. the Demonstration and practice
items all permit tutoring in the case of an incorrect response. test items do not
permit tutoring. task 8 is discontinued in the event of 5 consecutive incorrect
or absent responses. the child’s score is entered on the clipboard icon.
maximum score is 10.

Task 9 – Timed Rhyme Generation
Knowledge of rhyme is complex and extends over a long period of development.
points along the phonological awareness pathway of rhyme include:

(a) Knowledge of nursery rhymes
(b) auditory discrimination of minimal pairs of large unit sounds at the end

of words being the same or different {cat v mat (same) as opposed to
cat v can (different)

(c) rhyme recognition
(d) rhyme recognition oddity
(e) rhyme generation
(f) timed rhyme generation

Within each of these points there are many concepts to be mastered both
linguistic (i.e. concepts of same/different as well as phonological analysis of
minimal pairs i.e. cat, mat, as opposed to multiple items i.e. cat, mat, rat, car).

the rhyme levels (b) to (d) above are considered easier because the child is
provided with a limited field of items to consider. however in category (e) the
child is required to do multiple processes:

(i) listen to a stimulus word
(ii) shear off the rhyme part of the word (i.e. the vowel and subsequent

consonant if there is one)
(iii) hold the rhyme segment in phonological short term memory
(iv) While simultaneously scanning the horizon of his/her long-term 

verbal memory (an unlimited field) for a word or words which, when
analysed/segmented, are chosen as valid matches for the stimulus
rhyme.

the timed rhyme generation task is the most difficult level of rhyme
awareness as it assesses the child’s ability/flexibility and automaticity in
advanced parallel phonological processing under pressure of time.
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a point of interest here for teachers is the following: there are children who do
not yet understand the concept of rhyme, phonics/phonological awareness.
they are not yet ready for phonics, which is a language devoid of meaning or
language at the metalinguistic level. When required to provide a word which
rhymes with pen they may say pencil or crayon. this tells the teacher that the
child is processing language at the semantic level or the level of meaning, which
is an earlier stage in the child’s linguistic and literacy development. if the child
provides semantically related words, then the task is discontinued after the
practice item.

the administration procedure should be followed exactly. here the child is
presented with a stimulus word and is required to produce a sequence of
rhyming words and non-words within 30 seconds. tutoring is required in the
practice items in the event of an incorrect or absent response.

for ease of recording if the items produced are correct rhymes then the
administrator records only the initial sound as a record of what the child said.
these initial sounds are counted to provide the score for the item.

if the child gets stuck on a loop saying the same words, the administrator stops
the watch and says that a point is given for every different rhyming word that is
said.

the number of generated items which rhyme with Wall are added to the
number of generated items for pen. this total is divided by 2 to produce the
average timed rhyme generation score. this is the score entered into the
database. 

Task 10 – Digit Span
the Digit span test assesses the child’s short-term phonological memory. the
child is required to listen to an orally presented sequence of digits and to repeat
them in the order presented. the administration procedure should be followed
exactly. it is very important to present each digit at the rate of one per second.
the task seeks to tax the child’s phonological short term memory. short term
phonological memory is developmental in nature. it is important for language
learning but it is limited in capacity; it can remember a limited number of 
items. short term memory capacity grows with age. it is also limited in duration
as the memory trace (or engram) fades after a number of seconds unless it 
is extended by rehearsal. in this task the number of items in a sequence is
gradually extended. the task is discontinued when the child has reached his/her
limit. the discontinue rule states that the task should be discontinued when the
child incompletely or incorrectly repeats both digit sequences at any one
level. 

Task 11 – Non-Word Repetition
the non-Word repetition task is a measure of phonological short term
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memory (gathercole and Baddeley, 1989). it is also thought to be a measure of
how clearly phonemic information is laid down in teh child’s brain (muter &
snowling, 1998).

here the child is presented orally with non-words which are gradually increasing
in length. the child is required to repeat the word clearly and without delay.
the administrator notes/transcribes only the incorrect or partial repetitions.
special care should be taken to note vowel and consonant blend repetitions. no
tutoring is permitted. the sequence on non-words to be presented are set out
in the child’s scorebooklet.

there are 15 levels with two non-words at each level. a perfect word repetition
earns 2 points. a repetition with 1 error earns 1 point. a repetition with more
than 1 error earns 0 points. the maximum score is 60. this task is discontinued
when tWo consecutive levels of WorD pairs have earned a 0
score. 

tasks 12, 13 and 14 comprise a suite of segmentation exercise which graduate
in difficulty. they follow, essentially, the same pattern. 

Task 12 – Initial Phoneme Deletion
this is essentially a segmentation task. here the child is presented with words,
each of which has an initial consonant blend. the child is required to ‘hear’ the
phonemes of the initial consonant blend and retain the second consonant while
deleting the first. the words which remain may be a real or a non-word. the
task is timed while the child is processing each item. the administration
procedure must be followed exactly. credit is given if the correct response is
given within 10 seconds. there are two opportunities to get practice item 1
correct. if it is correct on the first attempt practice item 2 is attempted. if item
1 it is still incorrect or absent after its repetition then there is a simple
explanatory phase before proceeding to practice item 2 which follows the same
pattern. 

the practice items are timed and scored but not included in the test item total.
if the child responds incorrectly over both practice items and their repeats, then
the task should be discontinued. 

for each of the 5 test items there are 2 scores. there is a score of 1 for each
correct response. there is also a time score for each response. the score of 1 is
earned if the correct response is provided in 10 seconds or less. a score of 0 is
given if a correct response is provided after 10 seconds has elapsed. this delayed
but correct response is noted in the comments box. from this the
teacher/administrator will know that the skill has been developed but is not yet
automatic. 
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in summary 2 scores are recorded:

(i) the total number of correct responses within 10 seconds 
(ii) the average time for correct responses 

Task 13 – Final Phoneme Deletion: Real Word Remaining
this is also a segmentation task. here the child is presented with words. each
word ends in a consonant. the child is required to ‘hear’ the final consonant
and delete or shear it off while retaining and saying the initial consonant and
vowel. the word which remains is a real word. the task is timed while the child
is processing each item. the administration procedure must be followed exactly.
credit is given if the correct response is offered in 10 seconds or less. a score of
1 is earned. there are two opportunities to get practice item 1 correct. if it is
correct on the first attempt then practice item 2 is attempted. if item 1 is still
incorrect or absent after its repetition, then there is a simple explanatory phase
before proceeding to practice item 2, which follows the same pattern. the
practice items are timed and scored but not included in the test item total.

if the child scores 0 over both practice items and their repeats then the task is
discontinued.

Task 14 – Final Phoneme Deletion: Non-Word Remaining
this task is essentially similar to the previous task. however, following
segmentation, the word which remains is a non-word. conceptually, this is
difficult because there is no “address” in the brain for a non-word.

here the child is presented with words. each word ends in a consonant. the
child is required to ‘hear’ the final consonant, delete or shear it off while
retaining and saying the initial consonant and vowel. the word that remains is
a non-word. the task is timed while the child is processing each item. the
administration procedure must be followed exactly. credit is given if the correct
response is offered in 10 seconds or less and a score of 1 is earned.

there are 2 opportunities to get practice item 1 correct. if the item is correct
on the first attempt then practice item 2 is attempted. if item 1 is still incorrect
or absent after its repetition, then there is a simple explanatory phase before
proceeding to practice item 2, which follows the same pattern. the practice
items are timed and scored but not included in the test item total. 

if the child scores 0 over both practice items then the task is discontinued.

for each of the 5 test items there are 2 scores. there is a score of 1 for each
correct response. there is also a time score for each response. the score of 1 is
earned for each item if the correct response is provided in 10 seconds or less. a
score of 0 is given if a correct response is provided after 10 seconds has elapsed.
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this delayed but correct response is noted in the comments box. from this the
teacher/administrator will know that the skill has been developed but is not yet
automatic. 

Task 15 – Non-Word Reading
non-Word reading involves pure phonological decoding and phonological
short term memory. in non-Word reading the child is required to convert the
letters (graphemes) on the page into a phonological code and blend them to
produce words.

in the vsB there are 5 practice items which follow the simple consonant-vowel-
consonant (cvc) configuration. the child is required to decode and blend at
least one of these words in order to progress to the test items. 

the test items are set out in levels of difficulty. the first 4 levels use the cvc, cvcc,
ccvc and ccvcc configurations. the final group of words are bi-syllabic in nature.

a score of 1 is given for each test item which is decoded and blended. self-
correction is permitted. credit is not given if the whole non-word is not
produced. incorrect attempts are noted above the word in the scorebooklet. 

Decoding of test items is discontinued after 10 consecutive incorrect or absent
responses. the maximum score is 25. the child’s non-Word reading total
score is entered on the clipboard icon.

Task 16 – Spatial Memory
this task requires short-term visual memory, attention allocation and
concentration. it is culture-fair, ostensibly language free and can be suitable for
children who are shy or otherwise reticent or poor at using language.

this task requires the child to watch carefully while the test administrator points
to a gradually increasing sequence of locations on a linear grid, at the rate of 1
place per second. the child is required to replicate the sequence by pointing to
each place in turn.

the sequence to be administered is set out in the levels on the child’s
scorebooklet.

the administration procedure should be followed exactly. tutoring is permitted
in the practice items. it is not permitted in the test items.

Task 17 – Finger Localisation
the young baby’s lips, mouth and finger-tips seem to be programmed for
learning about the world. the finger tips continue to be an important channel
for exploring and learning about the world. the finer tips are loaded with micro-
structures (which look like drawing pins if viewed under an electron microscope).
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these are linked to the part of the brain that can process line-slope, line junction,
surface texture, edge and curve. When a child uses plastic letters/digits and
follows the line or curve of a letter/digit or uses/traces line or curve of a
letter/digit, or uses/traces sandpaper letters/digits, it is those micro structures
which feed the brain which interprets and recognise the actual item.

the micro-structures work by vibration caused by finger tips coming in contact
with or being drawn across the item. it is known that some children have
reduced finger-tip sensation which can compromise learning. the task also
requires attention and concentration. 

the finger localisation task involves drawing an unpared pencil across the
child’s finger pad and then asking the child to point with his free hand to the
finger that has been touched.

there are 3 phases in this task. 

phase 1 is where fingers are touched using an unpared new pencil on the child’s
preferred hand first. (the preferred hand will have been noted on the top of the
finger localisation task procedure since tasks 3 & 4). then fingers are
touched on the non-preferred hand.

phase 2 involves the child looking away while the finger is touched with an
unpared pencil. then, using his/her free hand, the child looks and points to the
finger that has been touched.

phase 3 involves the child looking away while the administrator, using 2
unpared pencils, simultaneously touches 2 fingers on the child’s preferred hand
first. the child then points to the touched fingers in any order.

the 3 phases and sequence of fingers to be touched are set outint eh child’s
scorebooklet.

for phase 1 the child sits at the table in the usual way and is able to view and
point to the finger being touched. 

phases 2 & 3 require the child to look away. therefore, the child is placed
seated, with preferred hand turned up and arm stretched out on the table on a
continuous line with his/her shoulder. the direction in which the child faces
depends on the preferred hand. When the non-preferred hand is required then
the child is seated facing in the opposite direction. in all cases the child may look
when pointing to the touched finger.

the sequence of fingers to be touched on the preferred hand and non preferred
hand are detailed in the child’s scorebooklet. this is for ease of practice and test
item administration. a score of one is given for each finger, or fingers correctly

82                                                                                                               learn 2017

Learn Journal 2017_Learn Journal 2006.qxd  16/08/2017  09:52  Page 82

Heffernon
Sticky Note
add an s
change recognise to recognises

Heffernon
Highlight

Heffernon
Sticky Note
this should read 
out in the child's

Heffernon
Sticky Note
insert a hyphen
non-preferred



identified. the maximum score is 20. the child’s score is entered on the
clipboard item.

Task 18 – Rapid Automatised Naming (RAN): Objects
When an individual reads a word s/he must find a verbal label for the word in
long-term memory in order to say the word. it is well known that slow naming
of objects can occur in children at risk of literacy difficulties. these children tend
to be searching for their words or use a technique of ‘talking around’ the word
(e.g. a bicycle that doesn’t go anywhere = an exercise bike). their naming errors
can also be phonological shadows of the required word (e.g. volcano for
tornado). in our everyday lives we can experience difficulty known as the “tip
of the tongue” phenomenon. We know that the word or phrase is in our brains,
somewhere, but we have momentary difficulty in accessing it. some struggling
readers experience this on a regular basis.

task 18 involves presenting a card to the child showing 20 pictures of objects
which do not have alternative names.

the test administrator establishes that the child can name each object. this is
called the familiarisation phase. the object names are set out in a grid in the
child’s scorebooklet.

if the child does not know the correct name for an object the child should be
tutored and taught the correct name. When the name is not known and must
be tutored then the task should be suspended for 30 minutes to ensure that the
new word (s) is/are entered in the child’s long-term verbal memory.

the next phase is to inform the child that s/he will be naming the card of items
TWICE as quickly as possible and that the test administrator will be using a
stop-watch in order to time it.

the second time naming the objects is represented on the child’s scorebooklet
as second read through on the word-grid. in the manual at the end of
ran:objects there is a page of pre-scoring information with which the test
administrator needs to become acquainted. this relates to what to do in the
event of:

(a) the child losing his/her place

(b) incorrect naming of an object – a naming error which is marked as E
in the word error grid where it occurred (first or second read
through)

(c) non response to name an object – marked as N in the grid where it
belongs

(d) Breath control
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pointing is discouraged. children should not place ‘the’ or ‘a’ before the object
name as this will add to the time score. When the child has finished naming the
card (20 items) once, the test administrator draws the child’s attention by
pointing to the top of the card and it is named again as quickly as possible (40
items in all). a low score specified in seconds is a good performance.

for every naming error or non-response there is a penalty of 5 seconds. in the
case of a non-response the test administrator simply provides the word after a 5
second delay. naming time, naming error penalties and non-response penalties
are entered into the appropriate boxes in the scorebooklet. 

if the child loses his/her place 3 times then the tracking card (previously used
in task 5: ran Digits) is used and a 10 second penalty is entered in the
appropriate box. these 4 items are then added to acquire the ran objects
total score in seconds.
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