
Irish Learning Support Association                                                           Autumn Newsletter 2020 

Revenue Charitable Status No. CHY 11708     1     

 

 

  Feliz Navidad 

 

 
 

           

                        Nollag Shona   

 Merry Christmas   

                       Joyeux Noel                              

   

         Buon Natale    God JUL 

  Nollag Shona     

       Wesolych Swiat                                                                     

          Vrolijk Kerstfeest 

  Frohes Fest 

ILSA Newsletter: 

Inside this issue: 

Editorial 2 

ILSA Supporting its Members 3 

Supporting E.A.L Learners 4 

Collaboratively Supporting 

Children with E.A.L 

7 

Home Languages Matter 13 

Using Lego to Boost Numera-

cy Skills 

17 

PPAD-E 20 

Children’s Books Ireland 

Christmas Project 

21 

Book Reviews 22 

Useful Websites 24 
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Editorial 

 

 

Welcome to the first ILSA Newsletter of the school year 20/21. 

ILSA Committee Members would like to take this opportunity to thank teachers for their remarka-
ble work in returning to schools that were barely recognisable as the ones they left last March and 
continuing to work in challenging situations to remain open throughout all levels of restrictions. 

ILSA’s executive committee have been exploring different ways in which we can support our 
members at this time. 

As you are aware, Ilsa hosts two conferences each year. This year we had to cancel both confer-
ences as well as cancelling our spring conference 2021. 

As an alternative to our conferences, we are currently working on making the presentations, due 
to be delivered at conference, available on our website . Some presentations can now be accessed 
on www.ilsa.ie  

We are also progressing plans that were in place last year, to support special education teachers at 
a regional level. Directors of education centres around the country have been assisting us in set-
ting up ILSA groups. In the present circumstances, we cannot organise face -to -face meetings. In-
stead we are in the process of setting up ILSA online regional meetings. This process has already 
started with Kildare, Blackrock and Dublin West Education Centres. If you are interested in being 
part of this initiative please contact us at www.ilsanationalcommitteee@gmail.com and include 
the name of your local education centre. 

Further information on this process can be found in an article, by Angela Martin of ILSA, on page 
3 of this newsletter. 

In this issue the focus is on teaching English as an Additional Language. Articles from a number of 
teachers working in this area, in both primary and post-primary schools, share best practice. In-
cluded also are articles on using Lego to boost numeracy skills, information on a new post –
primary literacy test, PPAD-E, developed by N.E.P.S and the E.R.C  as well as a review of books 
which will appeal to young readers. 

ILSA is your organisation and we would like it to reflect your interests and views, if you would like 
to share information, resources or strategies that work for you, please send them to 
bcoady.ilsa@gmail.com to be included in the newsletter. 

I would also like to take this opportunity to invite members to submit articles to our peer re-
viewed journal, Learn. Further information on submission of articles to Learn is on the ILSA 
website. 

 

We look forward to meeting you online in the coming months.  

From all at ILSA, enjoy a happy and restful Christmas and best wishes for the New Year. 

Breda Coady. 

Editor 

http://www.ilsa.ie
http://www.ilsanationalcommitteee@gmail.com
mailto:bcoady.ilsa@gmail.com
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 I.L.S.A. Supporting its Members 

 

Shared Knowledge to Support Teachers 

 

Angela Martin. 

ILSA Executive Committee. 

 

I.L.S.A., the 4th largest teacher organisation in Ireland, aims to provide accessible Continuing 

Professional Development (C.P.D) and professional support to Special Education Teachers 

(S.E.T) in Ireland .This CPD will reflect current areas of challenge within the special and in-

clusive education area. Our current initiative is to create learning organisations across the Ed-

ucation Support Centres. These fora will be facilitated by S.E.T s for S.E.T s. Our overarching 

aim is not just to create a platform for teachers in addressing the current challenges but ulti-

mately to equip S.E.Ts with resources, skills and strategies to support their students and ena-

ble them to provide similar C.P.D to their colleagues in school.  

The concept of learning organisations emerged in research literature and is underpinned in 

the D.E.S. Publications; Looking at Our School Framework (L.A.O.S) (D.E.S, 2016) and  

School Self Evaluation (S.S.E) (D.E.S, 2012). These processes are both underpinned by this 

concept. We wish ultimately our teachers to lead and facilitate these learning organisations 

via one of the I.L.S.A supported fora.  

 

I.L.S.A. Supported Learning Organisations will 

• create and support a situated approach to professional learning within these fora 

• encourage a continuous improvement culture within each group setting 

• build capacity among teachers to respond to the diverse needs of students within their 
school 

• promote and increase collaboration and cooperation among teachers and ultimately, among 
schools 

• empower teachers to provide C.P.D within the learning organisations and within their 
schools. This will see further capacity building emerge within schools 

• provide opportunities for teachers and researchers to share insights on teaching and learn-
ing. 

 

Each meeting will be hosted by an Education Support Centre. One meeting will be held each 
school term. Once established, a feature of each meeting will be the sharing/highlighting of 

• good practice 

• evidence-based interventions/strategies 

• resources relevant to areas of special and inclusive education. 

 At each stage of development and growth these learning organisations will be supported by an 
I.L.S.A member.  
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Simple Strategies to Help Support EAL Learners in Primary Schools  

 

Catríona O’Reilly –  

Principal, Our Lady of Good Counsel GNS    

I am fortunate to be a Principal in a school community that has connections with more than 25 

countries around the world. Most of our pupils are born in Ireland and identify as Irish, but the re-

ality is that many of them are acquiring English as a second, third or fourth language. It is im-

portant at the outset to acknowledge what skilled linguists these children are. We need to celebrate 

the languages they already speak rather than seeing their lack of English as a deficit or a special 

need. We also need to acknowledge the challenges that acquiring English as an Additional Lan-

guage (EAL) bring for these learners, their families and their teachers.   

  

Through our many years’ experience of working with EAL pupils and their families, the team at our 

school has found and developed simple strategies that work for us, and I am happy to share some 

of them with you here.   

  

Communication with Parents/Guardians  

• Learn a few basic words in first languages.  When a parent hears a staff member using even a 

single word in their home language, it makes them feel welcome and valued and there is 

recognition that someone in their child’s school has made an effort for them.      

  
 

 

 

 

• Use plain language. Any written communications need  to be in plain language and as jargon 

free as possible. Consider using Google Docs to translate notes or bulletins.  

• Translators. For some conversations, it is advisable to have a trusted translator present to en-

sure that there are no misunderstandings on either side. As far as possible, try to avoid having 

older siblings or the children themselves translating as the subject of the conversation may 

not always be appropriate for them to hear.  

• Visual cues. Make use of visual cues in notes that are being sent home e.g. a calendar and a 

clock for Parent/Teacher meetings and for the meetings themselves a visual clue to each sub-

ject area or smiley faces to indicate how the child is progressing.   

• School Website. Consider putting a translate button on your school’s website so that parents 
can read newsletters, Class Blogs, etc. in their home languages. This also enables family and 
friends around the world to link in with what is happening in the school. There are endless 
possibilities for all pupils with this particular function, e.g. identifying and mapping the flags 
of other countries, drawing graphs of the number of hits from each country, etc. 
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Communication with pupils.  

• The Primary Language Curriculum’s (PLC) emphasis on the transfer of skills between lan-

guages is significant and in the context of the PLC, the value of the children’s first languages 

should not be underestimated.  

• Use visual cues and books. Visual timetables in classrooms are useful for all pupils. Providing 

dual language books in class or school libraries indicates that the school values all languages, 

not just English or Gaeilge.  

  
• Put up posters in first languages. Children are delighted when they see words or phrases in 

their first languages displayed around the school and in the current circumstances; they help 

to reinforce public health messages.  

       

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Tap into staff expertise. Staff members may have hidden talents when it comes to languages 
so make use of all the skills that are available to you. These days when so many of our young-
er teachers have spent time travelling, it is not unusual for them to be able to speak a few 
words in lots of different languages.  

 

• Ask older pupils what their English language priorities are. It may be as simple as learning 
how to talk to their peers and or how to understand the teacher’s instructions in class. Start 
with the child and put the focus on where he/she wants to be.  

 

Staff training  

• Expertise. Target appointing a teacher who has expertise in this area. It will give you and 
your staff confidence in the support that you can provide.  

• Continuous Professional Development (CPD). Use the expertise of staff members. Teachers 
trust and listen to their colleagues and there is nothing better than in-house professional de-
velopment. We all know that the most important factor in a child’s learning at school is the 
quality of the teaching, so it is worthwhile investing time and effort in staff CPD in this area.  
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Cultural Awareness  

• As Irish people with a teanga iontach of our own, we are very aware that language cannot be 

separated from culture. Developing an awareness of the cultural backgrounds of our EAL pu-

pils is important, for instance, children who have Arabic as their first language instinctively 

read from right to left. Check out this link for some great tips on cultural awareness:   

• https://www.hants.gov.uk/educationandlearning/emtas/supportinglanguages   

• Acknowledging difference by exploring common themes also enables pupils to feel included, 

e.g. through the month of November, focus on the theme of light and fire. Look at how differ-

ent cultures and faiths around the world use light and fire to celebrate – bonfires, Diwali, the 

Jewish menorah, etc. Photo. Other themes that lend themselves well to a cross-cultural ap-

proach include Pilgrimage, Food, Feasts and Festivals and Places of Worship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Involving EAL families in the life of the school  

• Be proactive. Our local public library worked with us to develop an annual introductory visit 
to the library for our Junior Infants and their parents. What Mum or Dad can resist an invi-
tation from their five-year-old to come to school with them? The visit provides an ideal op-
portunity for parents to learn about all the facilities on offer in the library, including the 
check-out machine that operates in many different languages! The Partnership Schools Pro-
ject has been another avenue to include EAL parents in the life of our school in a meaningful 
way. Based on feedback from these parents, we produced a Shape and Space dictionary, and 
developed a follow-on from Aistear, which we call Coiscéim, for our First and Second Clas-
ses.  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EAL learners can challenge, enrich and inspire our school communities.  Good luck with your 
journey.    

https://www.hants.gov.uk/educationandlearning/emtas/supportinglanguages
https://www.hants.gov.uk/educationandlearning/emtas/supportinglanguages
https://www.hants.gov.uk/educationandlearning/emtas/supportinglanguages
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A Tale of Two Halves 

Collaboratively Supporting Children with English as an Additional Language (EAL) 

 

By Aoife Merrins 

 (Primary Teacher & Full-Time PhD Scholar of DCU IoE) 

 

Supervised by Dr. Gillian Lake 

 

Introduction 

In recent years, Ireland has witnessed significant increases in the number of pre-school and pri-

mary school pupils speaking a foreign language in the home (CSO, 2016; 2011). This now mani-

fests in many Irish classrooms in the form of linguistically diverse educational contexts. Interna-

tional research shows that children who speak English as an Additional Language (EAL), other-

wise known as English Language Learners (ELLs), are at-risk of academic failure due to a lack of 

English academic language proficiency (August & Shanahan, 2006; Cummins, 2000), while Irish 

research indicates that their teachers lack knowledge on how best to support ELLs in diverse class-

rooms (Gardiner-Hyland & Burke, 2018; Murtagh & Francis, 2012). It is imperative that there is 

now intervention for both ELLs and their teachers to ensure that academic language can be fos-

tered confidently and competently. I propose that Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal, a bilingual English-Irish 

oral narrative programme, can support ELLs with narrative language development in junior infant 

classrooms. This article provides the context for this programme introduces the interactive pro-

gramme components and concludes with key tips for collaborative language instruction in main-

stream and support settings.  

 

Background 

The initial conceptualisation of Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal stemmed from a preliminary small-scale 

masters research study (Merrins, Kazmierczak-Murray & Perkins, 2019) and was further devel-

oped in light of the current educational climate, including: the growing population of ELLs (CSO, 

2016; 2011), the need for ELLs to develop academic language proficiency to support comprehen-

sion (Petersen, 2011), the consistent scarcity of appropriate professional development opportuni-

ties for EAL teachers in the Irish educational context (Devine, 2005; Gardiner-Hyland & Burke, 

2018), and the introduction of the integrated Primary Language Curriculum, which recognises 

and encourages linguistic diversity and cross-linguistic transfer (DES, 2019). 

 

Oral language is central as a medium for classroom communication (Riley, Burrell & 

McCallum, 2004) and as a bedrock for literacy skills (Powell, 2018). For this reason, oral language 

development is the overarching aim of Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal. The bilingual structure of Tell-a-

Tale | Inis Scéal is intended to capitalise on ELLs’ linguistic strengths when learning a third lan-

guage (Irish), those being broader linguistic repertoires, better metalinguistic awareness and 
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enhanced language learning strategies (Cenoz, 2013). Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal also presents 

a timely opportunity to trial bilingual narrative pedagogy as a method for implementing the inte-

grated Primary Language Curriculum, while providing professional development for teachers to 

explore, and enable, the acquisition of the English and Irish languages. 

 

The integrated Primary Language Curriculum (DES, 2019) is arguably the greatest re-

sponse to linguistic diversity in the Irish education system to-date. In contrast to its predecessor, 

there is language teaching uniformity, concise learning outcomes and differentiation tools for 

more precise catering of diverse learners (NCCA, 2015; 1999a; 1999b). Nonetheless, the time-

consuming, labour-intensive progression continua are less well-received by Irish teachers, who 

want to understand more about how to support heritage languages in the classroom (NCCA, 

2018). Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal can capitalise on the integrated approach to language instruction 

while also providing teachers with professional knowledge and programme plans to support their 

work with diverse language learners. 

 

While the development of the integrated Primary Language Curriculum is most welcome, 

the amalgamation of the Language Support Teacher role as a Special Education Teacher is not. 

Speaking EAL is not a special educational need and merging the support for EAL into this frame-

work only further embeds the ‘deficit’ view that is frequently afforded to such pupils (Lucas, Ville-

gas & Martin, 2015). However, an opportunistic view asserts that this amalgamation provides a 

fresh platform for meaningful and purposeful provision of personnel depending on class circum-

stances, which is pertinent given that previous language support teaching allocations have been 

inconsistent, devalued and unsupported (Devine, 2005; Wallen & Kelly-Holmes, 2006). Tell-a-

Tale | Inis Scéal can be delivered by collaborating mainstream and support teachers within the 

junior infant classroom, thereby adhering to the integrated Primary Language Curriculum and 

capitalising on the autonomy afforded to schools with the deployment of support teaching per-

sonnel.  

 

Introducing a Novel English-Irish Oral Narrative Programme 

The Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal programme has been designed, developed and delivered as part of a 

PhD study (Merrins, 2020). It provides a child-centred, interactive and engaging language learn-

ing experience for monolingual, bilingual and plurilingual junior infant pupils to improve their 

oral narrative language skills. It adopts daily dialogic shared reading of six weekly traditional tales 

in English and three fortnightly traditional tales in Irish (see figure 1 below).  
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© Merrins 2020 
Figure 1: Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal Delivery Timeline 

Tell-a-Tale is delivered through collaborative small-group instruction by mainstream and sup-

port teachers, while Inis Scéal is delivered independently by the mainstream teacher using whole 

class instruction. Inis Scéal implementation is purposely delayed by one week to allow for expo-

sure to the English version of the story during Tell-a-Tale.  

 

The Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal programme uses storybooks from the Ladybird Picture Books Collec-

tion and An Gúm. There is a limitation here in that the English and Irish versions of the tradi-

tional tales differ somewhat, and this should be given due consideration when seeking to provide 

uniformity of instructional experiences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal Storybooks 

 

Both Tell-a-Tale and Inis Scéal complement one another in many ways, namely by employing 

shared reading of the same content in English and Irish, using similar resources to further sup-

port vocabulary, grammar, phonological awareness and comprehension skills development, 

while occurring within the mainstream classroom over a six-week period. 
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Tell-a-Tale 

Typical Tell-a-Tale lessons include whole class shared reading, small-group language activities 

and a whole class plenary. The pictures shown illustrate books from the Ladybird Picture Books 

collection and a series of resources from Twinkl.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Tell-a-Tale Structure  

 

Shared Reading 

Each week begins with a new traditional tale. Every day, the mainstream teacher reads that tradi-

tional tale, engaging the children in pre-planned questioning throughout, which ensures an inter-

active and dialogic shared reading experience.  

 

Language Activities 

Once the mainstream teacher has read to the class, the support teachers intervene to collabora-

tively facilitate children’s engagement in small-group activities. Each teacher (mainstream & sup-

port) works with the same group of children (6 – 8) within the mainstream classroom over a six-

week period. The small-group activities last for twenty minutes. They include vocabulary, phonol-

ogy, grammar and comprehension tasks to develop children’s oral narrative language skills. Key 

resources to support narrative retell include the role-play retell props and narrative sequencing 

images (see figures 2 & 3 below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Tell-a-Tale Role-Play Retell Props 

Shared  Reading 

10 minutes 

Mainstream Teacher 

Whole Class 

Dialogic Approach 

Language Activities 
20 minutes 

Mainstream & Support 

Teachers 

Small Group 

Vocabulary Grammar 

Phonological Awareness & 
Comprehension Activities 

Plenary 
5 minutes 
Mainstream Teacher 
Whole Class 
Review/Retell 
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The role-play retell props include lollipop stick figures, small-world figures, cone figures, masks, 

realia and puppets. They rotate from one group to the next on a daily basis, which ensures that 

the children never tire of the same narrative content. These resources enhance the imaginative 

aspect of narration, with the children often assuming character roles as part of a group narrative 

retell and citing characters’ lines when playing with the props. All of the above items were sourced 

from Twinkl or Amazon.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Tell-a-Tale Sequencing Images 

 

The sequencing images were taken from the storybooks to support accurate narrative retells. 

There are paired sequencing images sets to enable peer-to-peer interaction and collaborative oral 

narrative retell. The images are colour coded to enable teachers to choose three / four different 

coloured sets for three / four pairings in their group. This quickens the ‘tidy up’ process at the end 

of each day and it ensures that sequencing sets do not get mixed up when spread out on the table.  

 

Plenary 

At the end of every Tell-a-Tale lesson, the children recall and retell the story with their main-

stream teacher as part of a whole-class conclusion. Digital images of the narrative are displayed 

on the whiteboard to guide this narrative retell process.  

 

Inis Scéal 

Typical Inis Scéal lessons are instructed in an entirely whole class approach. This approach recog-

nises the pre-communicative, communicative and post-communicative phases, beginning with 

language activities, followed by shared reading, and further extending new learning throughout 

the school day. These books pictured below are from An Gúm.  
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Tréimhse                       
Réamhchumarsáide        
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Cothú Spéise                
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Dul siar 

Leathnú na Foghlama 

Figure 6: Inis Scéal Structure  

 

The role-play retell props from Tell-a-Tale can be recycled during Inis Scéal which further in-

creases the transferability and complementarity of Tell-a-Tale and Inis Scéal as a bilingual oral 

narrative programme. 

Key Tips for Collaborative Language Instruction in Multilingual Settings 

Having trialled the delivery of Tell-a-Tale | Inis Scéal with 11 teachers (3 mainstream & 8 support 

teachers) and 70 junior infant children in three linguistically diverse junior infant classrooms, I 

propose the following strategies for collaborative language instruction in junior primary class-

rooms. 

• Co-Teaching Structure:  

 Employ a six-week block of daily intensive instruction 

 Minimise the teacher-pupil ratio through small-group instruction 

 Spend twenty minutes using daily in-class support for junior infant oral 

narrative retell instruction 

• Co-Teaching Procedures: 

 Read daily using an interactive style that discusses the story as it unfolds 

 Encourage children to assist with the narration of the story as the week 

progresses 

 Adopt predictable and repetitive language learning routines  

 Use colourful, concrete resources 

 Explicitly model the objective i.e. narrative retell by using consistent model-

ling prompts 

 Promote paired activities as part of the small-group strategy  

 Collaboratively reflect on, and discuss, key strategies and approaches that 

are useful throughout intervention  

 

If you are interested in finding out more about this programme, please email 

aoife.merrins@dcu.ie or follow its progress on Twitter https://twitter.com/TaT_InisSceal or In-

stagram https://www.instagram.com/tell_a_tale.inis_sceal/. 

 

*Please note that a full reference list for this article is available upon request* 

mailto:aoife.merrins@dcu.ie
https://twitter.com/TaT_InisSceal
https://www.instagram.com/tell_a_tale.inis_sceal/
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Home Languages Matter.   

Narrell Byrne,  

EAL Coordinator at Mount Sion CBS Secondary School, Waterford.  

  

Home languages really do matter.  

  
A home language is the first language we learn to speak and is generally the language of our par-

ents and community. Our home language defines who we are where we come from, it is our identi-

ty, and it shapes our mentality. It is the LANGUAGE we use to think, to dream, and to feel emo-

tions, it is our inner voice.  

  

Most of our memories have home language words in them. Jokes are funnier, songs more beauti-

ful, stories more engaging, when expressed in our home language.  

  

Our home language gives us confidence, makes us feel secure in new or strange surroundings.   

  

Seeing and hearing one’s home language can make school a much safer place for a new EAL learn-

er. When a teacher provides space for their home language, s/he conveys to a student that their 

identity, culture and heritage are valued, upheld and enriched.  

  

By using the learners’ home language, schools can help EAL learners navigate their new environ-

ment and bridge their learning at school with the experience they bring from home.  

  

Dalta le Teanga, Dalta le hAnam-  A student with a home language is a student with a soul.   

  

All attempts to connect with a student through their home language are attempts to connect di-

rectly to their heart, to capture their mind, to make a human connection. A student who feels their 

home language is respected and their cultural identity is affirmed is more confident and willing to 

take risks and participate in class.  

  

In addition to these social-emotional benefits, there is undeniable and growing evidence that the 

home language of EAL learners is of considerable benefit in the development of their academic 

identity and overall educational success.  

  
Research shows that students learn better and faster when they also learn through their home lan-

guage, rather than being limited to learning only through English.  

Knowledge, concepts and skills acquired in a learner’s home language can be positively transferred 

during the process of second language acquisition.  

The Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis, Cummins (1978)  

By allowing students’ home languages in our classrooms, students get the chance to strengthen 
their social, cognitive and academic skills.   
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Strategic use of home languages can help students develop a deeper understanding of content 

while also serving as a facilitative tool to learning English.   

  

This enhances the EAL learners’ chances for a successful school career and integration into the 

wider society, without losing the connection with their home languages, families, cultural back-

grounds and knowledge.  

  

To teach to the whole student, we must embrace who students are and welcome all the resources 

and learning tools they bring to the table. We must recognise students’ multilingualism and take 

action to give space to these languages in the classroom.  

  
Show, through your words and actions, that all the languages of the students in your classes are 

equal in value and status.   

• Greet students in their home language.  

• Encourage students to answer roll call in their home language.  

• Say goodbye and thank you to a student in their home language.  

• Vary the language of greeting and roll call weekly, fortnightly or monthly.  

• Ensure that the home language of every student is visible in classroom displays.  
• Invite EAL learners to create multilingual signs for the classroom. This is an effective way of 

ensuring that EAL learners are included in decision making, and active in the life of the 
school. These signs in turn send a message that all languages are welcome and a normal part 
of school life.  

• Learn, talk, and ask your students about their languages and cultures.   
• Seek opportunities to incorporate their languages and cultures into your class lessons, pro-

jects, and celebrations.  
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If there are students in the class who speak the same home language, create authentic opportuni-

ties to allow them to draw on their home language to successfully collaborate and make mean-

ingful contributions.  

 Allow home language buddies to  
• Clarify or discuss key concepts with a classmate who speaks the same home language.  

• Reflect upon the task at hand and negotiate an appropriate response with a classmate 

who speaks the same home language.  

• Discuss or fill in a K-W-L about a particular topic with a classmate who speaks the same 

home language.  

• Quick-write as much as they can in a short amount of time about a particular subject or 

topic with a classmate who speaks the same home language.  

• Brainstorm (discuss or write) ideas around a particular subject with a classmate who 

speaks the same home language  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

K-W-L, quick write and brainstorming activities can also be completed individually if a home 

language buddy is unavailable.  

 Allow EAL learners to make good use of their home language whenever possible.  

 Encourage EAL learners to:  

•  Read materials in their home language, to build background, increase reading skills, or 
clarify concepts.   

• Make notes in their home language.  

• Draft work in their home language - translate to English  

• Research a topic in their home language- present in English  

• Read a task in English - answer in their home language  

• Annotate in their home language - present in English  

• Create a product in English -present in their home language (or vice versa)  
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These strategies will help the EAL learner say what they want to say without limiting themselves 

to the language they already know in English. The fact that you don’t speak their language is irrel-

evant. What is important is that you acknowledge a student’s home language and recognise that it 

is a valuable learning tool for them.  

  

Allow EAL learners greater access to lesson content by providing students with keywords in their 

home language. Keywords can be displayed in the classroom, taken down from the board, printed 

off, emailed to students, or all of the above!  

  

Carefully chosen visuals and video clips can help an EAL learner understand context and make 

the fullest possible use of their prior knowledge and language skills. Did you know YouTube v

ideos can now be translated into more than 300 different languages? Clips can be used to pre 

teach a topic, during a lesson, to support homework or as a revision tool.  

  

These are just some of the many ways subject teachers can use home languages to support EAL 

learners in post -primary mainstream classes.  

  

I hope that you are able to adapt these resources and use them to complement the approaches 

you already use to meet the needs of the students with whom you are working.  

  
Further details and links can be found at  
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter  

 Go raibh maith agaibh  

Narrell  

https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
https://padlet.com/narrellbyrne/homelanguagesmatter
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Using Lego to Boost Numeracy Skills 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

                                                                                                                           Symmetry using Lego®  

 

My first experience of using Lego® to enhance learning was when I attended a summer course in 

Mary Immaculate College entitled ‘Teaching and Learning with Lego® Education’. It gave me an 

insight into the Lego® Education world and I just thought that it would be fantastic if I could in-

corporate even a fraction of this into my teaching day. We looked at LEGO® WeDo, Mindstorm 

EV3 and the 4C’s approach to Lego® Education. This course was largely Robotics based, but it did 

encompass some nice practical activities that could be easily incorporated into the classroom.  Af-

ter much consideration about what would work for me in my classroom, I decided that I would 

need to be practical in my approach to Lego® Education. It had to be affordable, realistic, and ac-

cessible for all learners. 

I began using Lego® more frequently in the classroom over the following few years. I saw this 

concrete material as a way of supplementing my teaching and helping to engage each child in their 

learning experience. My starting point was to create individual goodie bags of Lego® material for 

each child in the class. It included three key things. A mini base plate board, a handful of random 

Lego® pieces and a miniature Lego® figure. With new Covid restrictions in mind, individual kits 

were of paramount importance. I imagined a classroom where the children could use this Lego® 

kit to supplement their Literacy, Numeracy, Gaeilge and STEM education. 

It was really important to set out clear expectations for the class. I began by showing the children 

the Lego® Story video. It set the scene for our Lego® exploration and it captured the children’s 

imagination. From there we had a class discussion about how we were going to incorporate our 

Lego® kits into our Numeracy, Literacy and STEM lessons. The children were excited and enthu-

siastic about the journey we were about to embark upon. Through all this enthusiasm I did won-

der would this concrete material just be a flash in the pan. Would the children lose interest after a 

couple of weeks? But they did not lose interest. It is still one of the most exciting things about their 

day.  

While Lego® can be used for free play and exploration. I do place emphasis on how we incorpo-

rate it into our lessons in a meaningful and structured way. Lego® has been proven to be an excel-

lent tool for teaching maths skills and concepts. I was happy that I could use this material to sup-

port key mathematical skills.   

Given that I teach 1st and 2nd class, an important skill at this level is number knowledge and num-

ber line work. The children very simply had to create all the numbers on the number line from 0-

10. This activity aided number revision and number knowledge. The pupils in my class were not 

only creating imaginative pieces, but they were also consolidating learning.  
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We moved on from this simple activity to make number lines, an invaluable piece of equipment in 

my classroom. The children created a number line using their Lego® pieces. The particular ad-

vantage of this was that it helped the children to physically see that all important “jump” or “count 

on” movement on a number line, utilising the characters to jump while counting. This skill can 

sometimes be a difficult one for young children to master. This is a far more engaging method than 

simply using fingers or paper number lines. The clear, physical step from one block/colour to the 

next also lessens the chance of children not counting on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Number line using Lego® 

 

Some of the Lego® Maths challenges that we have completed include counting, number line ex-

ploration, 10 frame work, Number families, Place value, Addition with Regrouping, Tens and 

units, Symmetry, Estimation, Fractions, Patterns, Shapes, Length, Time and Data.  

With older children it is also possible to explore many other areas within the Maths Curriculum. 

These include Weight, Multiplication, Area and Perimeter, Square numbers, and Angles.  

Activities like these could be used in many ways. For example, they can be used as an opening to a 

lesson, as a lesson finisher, a lesson extension, a stand-alone mini lesson and of course in a Special 

Educational setting.  
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  10 Frame using Lego® 

     
   

The benefits of using Lego are abundant and easy to see in the classroom and the SEN setting. 
Lego® work builds social skills and teamwork, communication and language skills, problem solv-
ing skills, spatial awareness and creativity and experimentation. Moreover, it can be an aid to in-
troducing and consolidating concepts that can engender frustration and anxiety. I feel strongly 
about its value in developing frustration and anxiety management skills and perseverance levels. 

How does Lego® support the children’s learning and more specifically how does it help children 

with special needs?  To answer this question, I straight away think about the learning environ-

ment in my classroom. Is it a happy place? Can each child feel like they have a safe and secure en-

vironment free from stress and anxiety? Is it a fun place where their imagination is celebrated? 

Do they have a creative outlet? Do they have concrete materials readily available to them to assist 

their learning and bridge that gap of understanding?  All the answers to these questions are a big 

YES!     

 

 

 

 

     Telling time using Lego® 

 

 

As a teacher, I think it is important to use concrete materials for learning in the classroom. I be-

lieve that no two children are the same. They each approach their learning in a different way. I 

also believe that all children, and particularly children with SEN, have different learning styles. 

To cater for this, including a concrete material like Lego® can bridge that gap for the kinaesthetic 

learner who requires hands on materials while still appealing to the more able child in terms of 

enhancing interest and engagement. 

Using Lego® to help with Numeracy is also a considered to be constructive play. While children 

have plenty of opportunity to play in the infant classroom through Aistear. I often think that won-

derful play-based approaches to learning can get lost as the children get older and progress in 

school. I think play is an important aspect of school and using Lego® as a means of carrying on 

that element of play can only lead to great things for our young learners.  

  

You will find more information about how to incorporate Lego® into your classroom at my Webi-
nars through the Laois Education Centre. www.laoisedcentre.ie 

http://www.laoisedcentre.ie
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Post Primary Assessment and Diagnostic-English test.     
( PPAD-E) 

 
The PPAD-E, a standardised test recently designed by N.E.P.S and The E.R.C, is a screening and 

diagnostic tool for assessing literacy skills in Irish post-primary Schools. 

 

It tests  

Spelling 

Reading Comprehension 

Writing samples 

Reading speed  

Word reading 

 

Features of PPAD-E; 

Used to screen for literacy difficulties and to assist in diagnostic assessment, monitoring and 

evaluating progress. 

Support the RACE, DARE and exemption from Irish process. 

Both its administration and scoring is specifically designed to be suitable for teacher use. 

Has a software application that converts raw scores to standard scores and generates individ-

ual and summary group reports.  

Process of assessment is directly linked to intervention 

 

The accompanying manual contains a range of suggestions, devised by N.E.P.S, outlining evi-

dence based S.E.T interventions and approaches that are linked to individual student profiles as 

well as guidance about in-class support/differentiation for subject teachers. 

Access to free online training videos for teachers is also available. 

This teacher training will be supplemented by on-going support from NEPS  

Further information available at ppad-e@erc.ie  and erc.ie/ppade 

 

 The interventions noted above are based on the 2019 edition of the NEPS publication, Effective 

Interventions for Struggling Readers, a freely available on-line resource designed for Irish 

schools available at https://www.education.ie/.../Literacy-Resources/NEPS-Resources.html 

mailto:ppad-e@erc.ie


Irish Learning Support Association                                                           Autumn Newsletter 2020 

Revenue Charitable Status No. CHY 11708     21     

Children’s Books Ireland Christmas Project. 

 Elaina Ryan. CEO. Childrens Books Ireland. 

 

6,000 books to be gifted to children in direct provision centres, hospitals and homeless ser-

vices across Ireland by Children’s Books Ireland, the Arts Council and KPMG. 

All books are by Irish authors, illustrators or publishers – giving a much-needed boost to a 

sector that has suffered greatly this year. 

The Books Make Things Better reading guide highlights Irish children’s books published in 

2020. Children’s Books Ireland encourages families to use the guide to find the perfect 

book for the young readers in their lives, and to shop local and buy Irish this Christmas.  

 

This December, Children’s Books Ireland is gifting a bedtime story to children all over Ireland as 

they face into a difficult Christmas. With the support of the Arts Council and KPMG, 6,000 Irish 

books will be gifted to children and young people in centres of direct provision, hospitals and 

homeless services nationwide. There are over 2,100 children in direct provision and over 2,500 

experiencing homelessness. With the help of charity partners – including Barnardos, Focus Ire-

land, Children in Hospital Ireland, and St Vincent de Paul – books will be gifted to children and 

families across the country so that they can share a bedtime story this Christmas. 

This partnership follows on from the highly successful KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards 

earlier in the year which marked the beginning of a three year collaboration between Children’s 

Books Ireland and KPMG. 

A recent survey conducted by Scottish Book Trust revealed 92% of respondents agreed that read-

ing is important to them in times of stress or anxiety and 98% agreed that reading supports their 

wellbeing. Respondents also mentioned reading to escape as a child when they were in difficult 

situations. 

 

CEO of Children’s Books Ireland, Elaina Ryan, said:  

‘All over Ireland there are children who do not own a book, who may not have a culture of read-
ing at home or who need cheering up when things are really tough. We know that books can 
make things a little bit better and brighter for them by bringing the joy of reading to children 
who need it most.’ 
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About Children’s Books Ireland:  

 

Children’s Books Ireland is a charity that supports artists, provides high quality information and 

recommendations to adults who influence children’s reading, and advocates for equal access to 

the joy of reading for all children, regardless of their circumstances. Children’s Books Ireland is 

the go-to organisation for coverage of children’s books across various media including Ireland 

AM, InTouch magazine and RTÉjr. 

This year Children’s Books Ireland, with the support of its partners, has donated over 16,000 
books to children and young people in direct provision centres, schools, hospitals and homeless 
services across the country, and is aiming to bring the joy of books into even more young lives in 
2021. Members of the public are invited to #GiftABook to child in need by visiting 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie/donate and donating €12 today. 

 

Book Reviews  

 

 

 

 

 Go, Johnny, Go !  

 by Paul O’Flynn.     

 Ages 7-13 

 

This book tells the story of how Johnny Sexton became one of Ireland’s greatest rugby players. 

Johnny, the hero of the book, dreamed of playing rugby for Ireland from an early age. 

He enjoyed great success at schoolboy level but failed to get into the Leinster Rugby Academy. 

He didn’t give up. He went on to play for Leinster. However his greatest ambition was to play for 

Ireland, a dream he realised when selected ahead of Irish legend Ronan O Gara in 2009. His 

hard work and resilience paid off. Johnny was awarded the ultimate honour when named World 

Rugby Player of the year in 2018.  

Go Johnny Go takes readers to pitches, dressing rooms and team talks, not just in Ireland but all 

around the world. 

The book is written in short sentences using a simple font, typeface and layout with key infor-

mation in bold type. 

The book will appeal to readers with dyslexia and to reluctant readers; it will encourage many 

young readers to continue to engage in reading for pleasure. 

http://www.childrensbooksireland.ie/donate
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A little bit EXTRAORDINARY.  
 
     By Esther Robinson  
                                               Illustrated by Grainne Knox. 

 
   A little bit EXTRAORDINARY is a book in which Juliette, a young girl with Downs’ syndrome, 

shares her feelings, hopes and dreams with her readers while highlighting the importance of in-

clusion in schools and communities. 

 Readers will learn about Down’s syndrome, its causes and what makes children with Down's syn-

drome special, yet the same as other children. 

This beautifully illustrated book provides visual context for the story which is written in rhyme, 

e.g.                        Please do not think I do not know what to do. 

                                    I want to chat and spend time with you. 

The book begins with a simple, but scientific, explanation of the causes and traits of Down’s syn-

drome e.g. 

                                    People are made of cells that are very, very small. 
                                    These cells decide if we will be short or tall. 
 
 It is written in an accessible, engaging style which explores the issues of bullying, difference and 

exclusion while celebrating difference and kindness.   

 

In the final page of the book, the author includes 16 discussion ideas for parents and teachers to 

share with children. The questions/ideas are designed as helpful prompts to open a discussion 

with children on issues they may encounter e.g. bullying, inclusion and difference. These ideas 

can easily be used by teachers and parents to open conversations around issues raised in the book. 

Guidance on how to use the questions is provided by the author, Esther Robinson, a qualified, ac-

credited holistic therapist 

 

Esther Robinson was inspired to write this book having seen her brother experience years of ex-

clusion from his peers as a result of a rare medical condition. But it was meeting a young girl at 

her child’s school that was the inspiration for Juliette, the narrator of A little bit EXTRAORDI-

NARY. 

This award winning book is ideal shared reading for parents and children and for teachers and 

pupils in lower primary school classes.  
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Useful websites. 

https://ncse.ie 
 
https://esci.ie 
 
https://childrensbooksireland.ie 

https://erc.ie 

https://accesscollege.ie/dare/# 

https://examinations.ie/?=en&mc=ca&sc=ra 

https://elstaireland.com/ 

https://ncse.ie
https://esci.ie
https://childrensbooksireland.ie
https://erc.ie
https://accesscollege.ie/dare/#
https://examinations.ie/?=en&mc=ca&sc=ra

