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Editorial
Welcome to ILSA’s first Ezine of 2022.
This is a very busy time of year for SEN Coordinators and Special Education
Teachers who are planning for incoming and departing students. With this in
mind, the focus of this issue is on transitions.
Fidelma Brady’s article focuses on transitions from primary to post-primary
school while UCC’s article, featuring their Bright Futures programme, focuses
on preparing for transfer to third level.
Deirdre Dermody introduces her children’s books series, Farm Phonics. This
series is inspired by her work as a SET, supporting children with reading difficulties.
Maria O Donovan outlines her school’s wellbeing programme which is linked to
the Pieta House Amber Flag Initiative and Deirdre Madden’s article urges us all
to use and share free technology to make learning easier.
This edition also features articles on Covid-19 Related Occupational Stress in
Teachers and the Review of the EPSEN Act, which was announced in December.
We are looking forward to the return of our annual Spring Conference, which
was last held in Athlone in 2019. This year’s conference will be held in Rochestown Park Hotel, Cork, on March 25th. Twelve workshops/ seminars will be
offered on the day and will appeal to both primary and post-primary teachers.
Further details of ILSA Conference and online booking can be found on our
website www.ilsa.ie

ILSA is your organisation and we hope it reflects your interests and views, if
you would like to share information, resources and strategies please send them
to bcoady.ilsa@gmail.com for inclusion in the Ezine.
I would also like to invite members to submit articles to our peer-reviewed
journal, Learn. Further information on submitting articles to Learn and Ezine is
available on www.ilsa.ie under publications.
Looking forward to seeing you at ILSA Spring Conference in Rochestown Park,
Cork on March 25th.
Breda Coady.
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Managing the Transition from Primary to Post Primary for Students with
Down Syndrome
Dr. Fidelma Brady
EdD; MA[Ed]; B.Ed; H.Dip[SpEd]
Head of Education
Down Syndrome Ireland
fidelma@downsyndrome.ie
The move from primary to post-primary school can often be difficult for any student with Down
syndrome. The school atmosphere is suddenly quite different – the single teacher classroom is
replaced by a number of classes with many different teachers. In addition to the challenge of managing their own timetable, homework and study, students have to cope with varied subject contents and new teaching methods within the framework of a longer school day. For a student with
Down syndrome, that bit of extra thought, planning and preparation will ease this transition - to
the benefit of both the new arrival and the school.
Goals for Students with Down Syndrome

There are a number of goals to be considered by post primary teachers as the student with Down
syndrome transitions from primary to post-primary school:











To involve the student in all aspects of school life and school routines
To support social independence in school and the development of friendships with peers
To support the development of leisure skills and inclusion with peers in break and
lunchtimes
To encourage, model and expect age-appropriate, socially acceptable behaviour at all times
To provide access to all areas of the school curriculum at a level appropriate for the individual teenager
To recognise the importance of teaching reading and writing daily
To develop speech, language and working memory skills as well as literacy skills
To have clear targets for speech and language work for each teenager and identify how
these can be absorbed into all aspects of the curriculum
To facilitate independent learning and the ability to work and to learn as part of a group
To make full use of computer aided learning, with appropriate software for individual and
group work.

An additional goal is focused particularly on the teachers themselves where teachers must be familiar with the research findings which demonstrate a specific cognitive profile associated with
Down syndrome and adapt their teaching methods appropriately. To do this, teachers should be
aware of the particular strengths and challenges that form the typical cognitive profile of a stu-

dent with Down syndrome.
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Down syndrome is a genetic condition caused by the presence of an extra chromosome 21 in a baby’s

cells. The impact of the additional chromosome 21 varies considerably from child to child as they grow
and develop. Developmental delays will result in children having some level of additional needs but
again, the degree and impact of those needs will be different for each child. Children with Down syndrome develop more slowly than their peers but can make progress in all areas of development. Recurring patterns in the development of children with Down syndrome, when considered as a group,
have been identified and can be considered a Developmental Profile of characteristic strengths and
weaknesses associated with the syndrome. Children can also share some characteristics with children
who have general learning disabilities.
Developmental Profile Associated with Down Syndrome

Learning Strengths

Social Understanding and Social Interactive Skills
 Able to form friendships.
 Can enjoy learning with and from peers.
 Can acquire age-appropriate behaviour and show concern for others.
Non-Verbal Communication



Able to understand and use gestures, eye contact and facial expression.
Usually quick to pick up on non-verbal signs of emotions (anxiety or disapproval).

Visual Processing and Memory



Can learn effectively from visual information.
Sight word reading uses visual skills so often an area of strength.
Learning Needs

Speech & Language Development







Receptive language more advanced than expressive.
Specific speech production difficulties often exacerbated by hearing problems.
Spoken vocabulary delayed but grows progressively.
Tendency to talk in key words rather than complete sentences.
Grammar is often an area of difficulty.
Limited expressive language makes it difficult to express feelings and negotiate social situations.
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Motor Skills
 Low muscle tone and loose muscle joints affect the acquisition of gross and fine motor skills,
especially in the early years. These improve with practice as the child grows older.
Gross motor skills can become an area of strength.

Verbal Short-Term Memory and Verbal Processing Skills
 Specific impairment in ability to process and retain verbal information leads to problems in following verbal instructions, sequencing skills, and remembering rules and routines.

Motivation




Can be hard to motivate, particularly when new skills are introduced.
May display low levels of persistence and a tendency to drop out of more demanding tasks.
Task avoidance may be caused by fear of failure and lack of problem-solving skills.

Additional Learning Needs Associated with General Learning Disabilities
Attention



May have short attention span.
Can find it difficult to focus on relevant aspects of learning situations.

Transfer and Generalisation Skills


Typically have problems applying knowledge and skills in new learning situations.

Retention and Maintenance of Learning




May take longer to master new skills.
Performance tends to be inconsistent – varies from day to day.
Previously learned knowledge and skills often lost – overwhelmed by new learning.

Self-Management Skills

 May find it hard to organise materials, to recognise when to look for help and to check work
for errors.
 Inclined to depend on others for direction and support.

Adapted from: Buckley 2008; Buckley et al, 2001; Fidler, 2005; Lewis 2003; Wishart,2005).
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Previous experience has shown that a smooth transition to post-primary school is greatly encouraged by simple initiatives, such as the student making a few visits to the new post-primary
school with a resource teacher and/or classmate. Also essential to a smooth transition are mutual visits between the student’s primary school resource teacher/ class teacher and the child’s
new educators in post-primary school. Complementary visits in both school environments will,
in particular, provide the post-primary educators with a first-hand understanding of their new
student’s daily routine.

Preparation
What can the Primary School do?


Start planning early, preferably at least in fifth class in primary school.



During the first term in sixth class, visit and agree on the post primary school.



Ensure that a transition plan is included in the programme for the child during sixth
class (as part of their lEP).



Make sure that everyone involved with the child is included in drawing up the transition plan. This includes the relevant primary & post primary staff ; parents/
guardians; and any relevant outside agencies and professionals.



Have a member of staff nominated to deal with transition and liaison with local post
-primary schools.



Foster and develop links with local post primary schools. Get to know them in detail.
What does each school have to offer? What programmes are available? What physical adaptations and resources are in the school?



The nominated teacher should be familiar with the different options for postprimary curriculum, assessment and examinations.



Make contact with the chosen school as early as possible, to allow time for all necessary provisions to be put in place for the child before they begin.



Meet with the parents, and discuss any issues or concerns they may have regarding
the transition process.
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A representative of the primary school should attend open evenings at the post-primary
schools in the area.



Integrate transition planning into the SPHE curriculum during 6th class. Pupils will need to
be taught explicitly about post-primary school and the changes involved. This includes issues such as:







Getting used to timetables and abbreviated subject names;
Moving between classes during the day;
Keep track of the different dates that homework is due, using their
homework journal;
New facilities and routines (using their locker, what to do during lunch
break, the class tutor system, etc.).

Find out as much information as possible about the new school and allow the child to start
a ‘workbook’ or ‘journal’ as part of their transition preparation. It is important that the primary school would provide as much information as possible to the post-primary school.
Such information should cover areas such as:











Details of any assessments carried out and results.
ldentified areas of particular difficulty.
Exemptions granted.
Results of any recently administered tests in literacy and numeracy.
Information on the pupil’s individual strengths.
Information on the pupil’s individual needs and any strategies. that may
have been successful in addressing these.
Level of additional teaching support received in primary school.
Level of SNA support received.
Details of the curriculum studied - were any adaptations made?
Relevant information on the child’s social skills and behaviour.

Primary schools are not permitted to pass on confidential information (psychological reports,

tests results, reports) to the post primary school without first obtaining parental permission.
However, it is very important that all relevant educational information is passed on to the new
school to ensure a smooth transition and allow the school to make appropriate provisions. It is
worth bearing in mind that just because a child has qualified for resources at primary level does
not mean these same resources will automatically transfer from primary to post primary school.
New applications must be made for each student at post primary level.
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What can the Post Primary School do?


Ensure that there is a positive school climate for all incoming first years, including
a comprehensive anti-bullying policy.



Make parents welcome and try to dispel any worries or feelings of negativity.
lnvite parents, pupils and staff of primary schools to open evenings.



Have a fun open day at the school for all proposed pupils.



Nominate a staff member to co-ordinate transition.



Meet with the teachers from the primary school and the students’ parents.



Carefully review any reports received from the parents.



Consider the entrance exam/transition test - how does it cater for pupils with
SEN?



Apply early for resources for each student with SEN to avoid any gaps in service
provision upon arrival.



Plan the timetable and subject choices for pupils with SEN.





Does their timetable need to be adjusted?
ls it necessary to reduce the number of subjects?
During the initial weeks of post-primary school, many students will experience
tiredness while adjusting to the new, longer school day.



When adapting to a new routine, consistency is important. Try to avoid any major
disruptions to the timetable and daily routine of incoming students until such a
point where it is felt that they are well settled.

Strategies for a Successful Transition


It is vitally important that the student meets all members of the post primary
school staff.



The student needs to develop familiarity with the layout of the new school lunch area, hall, library, toilets, classrooms etc.



The student will need to practice the correct route into the school - which gate?
Which door to use?
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It is a good idea to provide a map of the school buildings and grounds for the student and their parents. This map should be colour coded, if possible.



Make sure that the student is familiarised with routines in the post-primary
school.



Visits to the post-primary school should cover assembly and break times as well as
different subject classes, etc.



Many pupils with Down syndrome settle very quickly once they understand the
rules and routines.



Information should be issued to the primary school and to the student’s parents
on class / school rules, uniforms, P.E. arrangements, etc. as early as possible.



Information should also be issued on any clubs and extra-curricular activities available in the post primary school.



Decide on practical issues such as lunch:





Do students bring a packed lunch?
Is there a canteen?
Do students buy lunch from the local shops?
Which is the best option for the student with Down
syndrome?

Additional Information
Down Syndrome Ireland has developed a sample transitions workbook for students
and it is available to download on our website, www.downsyndrome.ie
We have excellent resources and seminars available for free viewing and download on our
website https://downsyndrome.ie/support-detail/education-professionals/

Acknowledgement
We acknowledge the work of Professor Sue Buckley, Down Syndrome Educational Trust UK,
which continues to provide inspiration in paving the way towards an inclusive educational experience for teenagers with Down syndrome.
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COVID-19 Related Occupational Stress in Teachers.

Abstract
Background
Sporadic school closures and a shift to online teaching have resulted in significant work
changes for teachers in Ireland during the COVID-19 pandemic. Such rapid changes are
likely to compound other personal or family stressors resultant from the pandemic.
Method
This study examines occupational stress levels during COVID-19 among a national sample
of 245 teachers in Ireland using the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory as the main outcome
measure.
Results
Moderate or high levels of personal burnout was reported by 82% (n=202) of the sample
and 79% (n=193) reported work burnout. COVID-19 related adverse effects were reported
by teachers on physical (43%) and mental health (67%), with deterioration in eating (34%),
sleeping (70%) and alcohol use (33%). 100 (42%) participants felt unable to keep safe at
work. Low levels of job satisfaction were present (66%), negatively correlating with burnout scores (rs= -0.405, p<0.01). 142 (58%) teachers had seriously considered changing jobs
in the previous 6-12 months.
Conclusion
Plans for continued educational access for students must urgently include interventions
optimising the occupational environment and resources for teachers. This is necessary to
prevent the deleterious impact of personal burnout on teacher wellbeing and to minimise
the likelihood of increased staff turnover, early retirement and adverse impacts on teaching quality relating to work burnout.
Keywords: Teachers, Burnout, COVID-19, Occupational Stress, Mental Health.
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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic, declared by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in March 2020,
significantly changed work practice in an effort to mitigate against viral spread. Ireland’s lockdowns
were sudden and severe, and considered among the longest lasting and most restrictive globally.
Citizens were asked to work from home with only work categories designated as essential continuing to allow in person work. The essential workforce faced the everyday uncertainty around the
infection status of co-workers or public, with fears of infection and/or transmission to others1. High
levels of psychological distress, anxiety and depression were reported in some settings2. Both the
pandemic itself as well as the associated and changing restrictions contributed to a state of acute
stress for many2.
During the pandemic, teachers experienced unprecedented and sudden changes in their work
practice. Schools were ordered to close with immediate effect from March 12th, 2020, and proposed reopening timelines were extended in an unpredictable manner as the pandemic evolved.
As teachers grappled with the sudden change in teaching format and without any specific Department of Education guidance, teaching moved online. There was early recognition of the stark disparity between student’s access to this format of teaching. Numerous factors including at the most
basic access to screens and Wi-Fi in the home, together with variability in student/parent IT skills
significantly disadvantaged certain students. Moreover, teachers’ willingness to engage with this
format of teaching varied considerably3.
For the first time since the foundation of the state examination system, Junior Certificate exams
were cancelled, and the Leaving Certificate examinations postponed and ultimately cancelled, with
a lack of clarity over alternative assessments and marking systems. Phased reopening of schools
occurred, and this introduced an uneven playing field, with some teachers being allowed return to
a somewhat normal working day, others continuing teaching online from home. Many teachers,
who were parents, had to make appropriate plans for their own children. Teachers expected to
return to work were fearful for their safety, or the threat of their potential exposure to the virus on
vulnerable family members. The threat of industrial action arose, and public sentiment was divided
on how best to support teachers yet ensure educational provision for students 4. The removal of
teachers from a priority group to receive early vaccination and designation within the standard
vaccination category with vaccination access based on age, despite forced exposure to face-to-face
work and perceived high-risk environments, led to increased teacher dissatisfaction, stress and
threats of strike action by teachers5.
Teacher stress if not managed can result in numerous negative consequences including loss of job
satisfaction, reduced effectiveness in teaching and can even result in burnout 6. In the international
classification of diseases 11th revision (ICD-11) Burnout is defined as “a syndrome conceptualized
as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed”9. Symptoms of
burnout include depleted energy or exhaustion, mentally distant from one’s job and reduced professional efficacy9.
The aim of this study is to examine occupational stress and burnout in teachers in Ireland during
COVID-19.
Methods
Following ethical approval, ref:LS-19-103-Minihan-McNicholas (UCD ethics committee, November 2020) email invitations were sent to all members of the Irish Learning Support Association
(ILSA) and the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO). A second recruitment strategy consisted of sending study information to principals of a number of schools (n=101), randomly selected
from the department of education website, and stratified to include representation from mainstream primary, special primary and post-primary, with an invitation to participate.
13
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A study specific online questionnaire was devised, along with a paper and pencil option. 74
questions used either a 5- or 6-point Likert scale response, with 8 questions offering free text
response options. Demographic information included participant’s gender, age, and number
of years working in education. General work-related questions were asked relating to job
satisfaction, current work ability, stress reduction training, and desire to remain in teaching.
COVID-19 study specific questions included COVID-19 status, access to PPE, impact of COVID19 on workload, physical and mental health were asked. The Copenhagen Burnout Inventory
(CBI), a validated measure of burnout (BO), was the main instrument used. The CBI has three
subcategories examining personal burnout (6 questions), work-related burnout (7 questions),
and student/pupil related burnout (7 questions). All questions use a 5-point Likert scale response ranging from Always/Very high degree, Often/high degree, sometimes/somewhat, seldom/low degree, Never/almost never. Higher scores indicate higher burnout, scores <50 are
considered to reflect no/low BO, 50-74 moderate BO levels, and scores >75 high/severe BO.
IBM SPSS v25 software was used for data analysis. Categorical variables are presented in
terms of frequency (n) and percentage (%). Kolmogorov-Smirnov tested normal distribution
fitness of continuous variables. Student t-test was used for comparison of continuous variables with normal distribution, with the non-parametric equivalent, Mann-Whitney U test.
Pearson-χ2 and Fisher's exact tests were used examining categorical variables and Spearman’s
correlation test conducted to examine potential associations between Burnout and other variables. A one-way ANOVA was used to examine various categorical variables with total burnout as the dependent variable. Bonferroni post hoc test was used to examine differences between the groups. Significance level was set at p <.05.
Results

245 participants responded; due to the anonymous nature of the study it was not possible to determine a response rate. 224 (89%) participants were female, the mean age of the
sample was 44 (range 22-66, SD 10.23). Most respondents had been teaching for 20 years
(range 1-44, SD 10.45). Female teachers were overrepresented in this sample in comparison
to the national teaching population (79%).
Job satisfaction decreased for 161 participants (66%) since COVID-19 onset, with 135 (55%)
rating their current work ability worse than their lifetime best (table 1). 84 participants (34%)
did not feel valued in their job. The majority (n=142, 58%) had seriously thought about changing jobs in the last 6-12 months. 98 participants (40%) felt they did not have anyone in their
organisation or school they could talk to about work-related stress. Just over half the participants (53%) reported presenteeism, which is defined as occasions when they should have taken time of for illness but did not10.
Working during COVID-19
220 participants (90%) stated their overall workload increased during the COVID-19
pandemic, with a rise in student contact/demands reported by the majority (n=175, 74%)
(table 2). Participants indicated there was either no change in staffing levels (n=176, 72%) or
they were reduced (n=28,12%) and reported reduced academic/student learning support
(n=52 22%).
Perceptions as to adequate access to PPE were mixed, 98 (42%) reporting adequate access
and 83 (34%) inadequate access. Almost half, (n=112, 46%), reported inadequate information
was provided on COVID-19 from the Department of Education. 100 participants (42%) lacked
confidence in their ability to remain safe while at work and 109 (65%) felt they had not received the necessary support from occupational health.
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Changes in Physical and Mental Health During COVID-19
Respondents reported changes in both physical and mental health during COVID-19 (Table 3).
101 participants (43%) stated their physical health deteriorated while 159 participants (67%) stated
there was a deterioration in their mental health. Deterioration in physical (n=78, 37%) and mental
health (n=136, 59%) of family members was also reported. Adverse effects on eating were reported
with both an increase (n=80, 34%) and decrease (n=71, 30%) described. In addition, a reduction in
sleep was noted by 170 (70%) with increased alcohol consumption reported by one in three participants (n=77, 33%). Just over half the participants 125 (52%) reported an increase in exercise habits. A
slight majority of participants, 126 (52%) reported a likelihood of changes continuing.
The Copenhagen Burnout Inventory.
The total mean (SD) burnout score was 54 (15.39) indicating moderate burnout (BO) levels
overall, with student related BO mean lower (35, SD 20.60) than either personal (65, SD 18.39) or
work-related (61, SD 18.40) burnout (Table 4). Overall, 202 (82%) teachers reported moderate or higher levels of personal burnout and 195 (79%) work-related BO. These high levels contrasted with student related BO, rated by 59 (25%) respondents to be moderate or high.
There was no significant difference in mean total burnout scores by gender (U=1986, p=.918). Neither
age (rs= -0.45, p=.484) or years’ experience (rs=0.24, p=.736) correlated with burnout. There was a significant negative correlation between total burnout score and having someone to talk to (rs= -0.284,
p<0.01), feeling valued in your job (rs= -0.529, p<0.01), and perceived job satisfaction (rs= -0.405,
p<0.01). Furthermore, there was a positive correlation with total burnout scores and intention to
change job (rs= 0.475, p<0.01).
One-way ANOVA
Using an analysis of variance there was an association with higher total burnout scores in
teachers who felt unable to stay safe in work (p<.001) and those lacking adequate access to PPE
(p<.001). Both adverse effects on physical and mental health were related to higher BO levels
(p<.001).
Discussion
High rates of personal and work-related BO were found among a group of 245 teachers. Reduced job satisfaction reported by 66% of the sample, coupled with reduced work ability reported by
55%, suggests many teachers are struggling to work effectively during the current pandemic. It is reasonable to hypothesis that this is also contributing to the high rate of turnover intention (58%).
Past research characterises teaching as a high stress job, with lower levels of job satisfaction and higher stress levels compared to other professions (nursing, dental and police)11. The results of this study
suggest that the current situation has led to heightened risk of occupational stress among teachers.
Occupational stress can have myriad negative effects on an individual’s physical and psychological
wellbeing. Maslach and Jackson described a range of physical and psychological symptoms of burnout
in an individual, including loss of self-esteem, depression, alcohol abuse, and exhaustion12.
This study reveals higher levels of burnout and stress among teachers than those reported prepandemic. Data gathered from 2000 primary school teachers in 2007/2008 in the Growing up in Ireland (GUI) study, revealed much lower reported stress. In the GUI study 55% of teachers who participated reported little or no occupational stress with 45% reporting occupational stress to some extent13. In comparison, this study’s COVID-19 data reveals 79% of this study’s population reporting
moderate or higher levels of work-related burnout and 82% personal burnout. Additionally, the very
high turnover consideration, reported by over half of the sample (58%) is higher than that reported
(30%) by frontline clinical radiographers during the COVID-19 crisis14. The data suggests increases in
burnout and stress levels in teachers in Ireland are likely to have been accelerated by the pandemic.
15
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The use of online teaching methods has been specifically linked to teacher stress with negative impacts on teaching effectiveness identified15. The term techno-complexity has been
coined to describe the process of being suddenly forced to upskill in complex technology leading to feelings of stress, anxiety and a sense of being overwhelmed which in turn impacts on
teacher performance15.
Fear of infection was a concern for teachers returning to the classroom during the pandemic.
In Ireland the overwhelming majority of teachers are under the age of 49 (89%) 16, so the agebased vaccination roll-out plan left many teachers unvaccinated despite working in schools
resulting in fear and further stress for teachers.
The majority of participants (67%) reported a deterioration in their mental health, additionally
a further 62% reported a deterioration in the mental health of a family member. Extant data
indicates that this is a predictable finding based on the mental health outcomes associated
with previous pandemics, that adverse mental health effects are not only common, but often
greater than any physical ones, and longer lasting17. Adverse physical health effects were also
noted in almost half (43%) of the sample. Increased eating and alcohol use may be maladaptive coping mechanisms used to combat the stress of COVID-19 and have been noted in other
countries18. Given that 52% of participants felt behavioural changes made may continue post
pandemic, such maladaptive coping strategies is a cause for concern.
Although prior research suggests male gender19, older age13 and years spent teaching20 increase vulnerability to BO, this was not found in our study. Gender, age or years teaching
were not associated with higher levels of stress. A plausible hypothesis as to why this association was not evident in this study, may be the possibility that the pandemic represents a
unique cluster of stressors which are experienced equally by all groups such as fear of infection, safe working environments and unprecedented changes in working practice leading to
increased workloads.
The impact of occupational stress and burnout on teacher retention is a central concern raised
by this study. The majority, 66% of this study’s population (n=161), felt their satisfaction with
work had decreased since COVID-19, and the majority (58%) had seriously considered changing jobs in the last 6-12 months. A majority of respondents (65%) in this study reported not
receiving adequate support from occupational health during COVID-19 when they needed it.
The data indicates that the majority of respondents are dissatisfied with their job and have
seriously considered changing jobs.
It is imperative that measures are not only put in place to avoid occupational stress and burnout but also that supports are available to those who feel stressed. This study points to an urgent need for further research exploring teacher’s wellbeing and stress levels. A further research priority highlighted is the need to develop and pilot effective and feasible interventions
to optimise teachers’ wellbeing to support teacher mental health, staff retention and optimal
teaching quality.
As Farber21 writes ‘In sharp contrast to our understanding of the causes of teacher burnout,
what continues to be underrepresented in the literature are models of treatment’. Mindfulness may aid in stress management and reduction, however there is little written on mindfulness and its use in schools for teachers. Interventions to prevent and aid recovery from occupational stress require further consideration.

16

ILSA Newsletter Spring 2022

Strengths and Limitations
The sampling method aimed to recruit teachers from a representative group of schools,
but given the anonymous nature of the study, it was not possible to establish if this goal had been
achieved. Furthermore, as respondents did not indicate whether they were in primary or secondary school level, it was not possible to examine BO by school setting. We also did not ask if teachers had school aged children at home, a factor which is likely to be associated with stress levels
based on data from previous pandemics correlating family members to stress levels. Finally, in
comparison to the national teaching population males were underrepresented in this sample, this
may have influenced BO differences by gender.

Despite these limitations, this is the first study examining COVID-19 related occupational stress
and burnout in teachers in primary, special primary and post primary levels in Ireland. This study
utilised a well-established and validated burnout measure as the primary outcome measure. The
role, responsibility and working conditions of teachers is a public concern, given their unique position in educating the nation’s youth. Ensuring teachers voices are heard in terms of their wellbeing
is paramount, to ensure an optimum working environment, job satisfaction and teacher retention.
Future research should include more in-depth interviews with teachers as to what occupational
supports would be considered helpful and exploration of whether stress reduction training could
be included in teacher training college curriculum.
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Review of the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004

Josepha Madigan, Minister of State with responsibility for special education and inclusion, has
announced the commencement of a full review of the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004.
When the EPSEN Act was passed in 2004, it was seen as ground-breaking in putting inclusive education on a statutory footing by providing for children to have their educational needs assessed
and met.
The EPSEN Act provides for the education of children aged under 18 years with special educational needs. It established the National Council for Special Education with responsibility for administering the legislation and conferred functions on Health Boards where it is deemed that the need
is a medical, not an educational need. Key education rights for children with special needs, legislated for in the act, have not been brought into effect 18 years later. The right to an educational
assessment of needs, the development of an individual education plan based on assessment, the
delivery of the educational supports and an independent appeal process, all legislated for in 2004,
have not been commenced.
The purpose of the review is to ensure that legislation on education for students with additional
needs is up-to-date, fully operational and reflective of the lived experiences of students and families. The review of the legislation will begin with the establishment of a steering group and advisory group to oversee the process. The minister has stated that collaboration and consultation will
be at the heart of the review and all stakeholders will be invited to engage in the process. There
will be a formal consultation process as early as possible in the process, as well as input at all stages from the advisory group. This will include representatives of key stakeholders including parent
and advocacy groups. It is envisaged the full review will be completed by early 2023.
The EPSEN Act 2004 is now in place for nearly 18 years and there have been many significant
changes and developments to policy relating to the education of children with special needs in
that time. It is now necessary to take full account of developments over the last two decades, to
ensure that legislation reflects current best practice, both nationally and internationally.
Ultimately, the minister hopes the legislation will facilitate the best possible education and outcomes for children with special needs at all stages of their education and that every child will receive an education that is rights-based and allows them to achieve their full potential.
Minister Madigan has already put on the record that reviewing and updating the laws relating to
special education is a priority for her department. She has also asked the Department of Education to review the operation of section 37A of the Education Act 1998 which deals with school
placements for children with special educational needs.
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Online course/resource on Technology to Make Learning
Easier - please USE it and SHARE it

Technology to Make Learning Easier - Online Course/Resource
Importantly this course:




covers free or built in software to help make reading, writing and studying easier – so there is no cost involved (one app does cost approx.
€10 but only after a free trial of two weeks so a student can see if it is useful
for them before they pay for it)
does NOT mention disability/learning difficulties as these tools are applicable to ALL. In keeping with principles of Universal Design for
Learning, if this is embedded in schools for all, then those students
with additional learning needs will be better included and not excluded by our education tools.
Technology can have a positive role in making
learning easier and in giving students and educators greater choices in how, where and
when they learn. In this course/resource,
aimed at all students and educators, we offer
training videos, links and advice to make reading, writing and studying easier for students. It
explores various free technologies that are
already on your computer, your phones or
technology that is free to download.

Students can learn how to get their phone to read aloud notes/quotes/definitions.
There are even options to have text read aloud in Irish, French, German and other
languages to help prepare for oral/aural exams. Making a sound file of text to listen to
and learn/revise anywhere, anytime even on your phone is so easy and convenient.

Another section of the course shows how to
get your phone/computer to type what you say
to speed up project work. It also covers using
free mind mapping software to plan/structure
your written work, to speed up and improve
your homework, projects, classroom-based assessments, etc.
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In this part of the course, students can
learn to use mind maps to study and
make excellent, visual revision notes
with images, video and even sound
files. You can then access your mind
maps and study on your phone anywhere, anytime.

To allow students to make the most of these excellent, free learning
tools, we also examine some fundamental IT skills including touch-typing
and file management. Resources to help teachers to share their teaching
and learning materials digitally are also included to allow students to utilise technology to make their learning easier.

Click here to get started exploring this
course/resource: Technology to Make
Learning Easier
If you would like training in getting to grips with this resource/course we are
running training (2 x 2 hour sessions) via the Cork Education Support Centre.
The cost of this training is €5

Please click here to book the CESC training in using
Technology to Make Learning Easier course/ resource

(please only book the training if you can commit to attending both of the two
hour sessions in full and to trialling the tools in the week in-between the sessions)

20

ILSA Newsletter Spring 2022

Nurturing Bright Futures.

Nurturing Bright Futures is a course developed by UCC to aid students to prepare to
transition into Third Level Colleges. It is designed to be Interactive, using video lessons,
podcasts, quizzes and other resources to provide students with the skills and tools
they will need to start college.

Nurturing Bright Futures is a six module course
that has been designed to equip you with the information you need as you prepare to transition
into third level education.
Click here to explore this amazing free
course: UCC’s Nurturing Bright Futures

Before pupils make the decision to study at university, it is very important that they start reflecting on their personalities, their likes and dislikes and their educational preferences
so that they can identify their own unique attributes and values and figure out which
university degree is the right one for them. Their parents, mentors, teachers and educators can help them with this big decision and offer guidance, conversation and discussion as they work through the Nurturing Bright Futures programme with them.
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Strategies To Promote Wellbeing in Primary Schools.
Maria O’Donovan
As teachers, we understand the importance of good wellbeing for both pupils and staff. Children
need to have a good sense of wellbeing to be ready to learn. If we consider Maslow’s Hierarchy
of Needs, a child requires love, shelter, and nourishment to be happy in the school environment.
As a Special Education Teacher in a DEIS Band 1 school, there are many wonderful ways of supporting a child’s wellbeing. One such thing is the art of good conversations. As a learning support
teacher, I often take the time to ask children with additional needs how their day has been. Actively listening to the children helps build trust. Maintaining good eye contact and asking follow
up questions is a proven way of establishing trust. Showing interest in their lives is a way of positively enforcing a sense of security and solidarity.
On the way to the learning support classroom in my school, there is a variety of positive quotes
and images on the corridors which help to create a sense of hope and resilience. Eg. “The best
way to cheer yourself up is to cheer someone else up “ (Mark Twain) In the learning support
classroom, it is important to create a positive atmosphere with a print-rich environment.
A relaxed and accepting teacher creates an atmosphere of collegiality and respect. In the past
two years, I have been involved with the Amber Flag and this has helped me to understand the
importance of wellbeing further. However, I have always been interested in personal development. Often, promoting wellbeing is something that comes from ‘within’. We cannot give what
we do not have, equally, we need to understand our limitations as professionals. As a busy learning support teacher, I understand fully the demands of meeting the learning needs of the pupils
under my care.
The Amber Flag Initiative was an excellent structure to help me promote wellbeing in the school,
while always working as part of a team. In the past two years, I have been involved in the promotion of this initiative and it has helped me to understand the importance of Wellbeing further.
However, I have always been interested in personal development, and this helps my work. The
amber flag is awarded to successful organisations and schools that meet the requirements of
promoting Mental Health. It is easy to apply, and I would advise speaking to your principal
about it as it does require a high level of commitment. Though I have to say raising the Amber
Flag at the end of the school year is a special moment for all the staff and pupils involved.
If your school is thinking of applying for the Amber Flag Initiative, I would advise applying early. The application process is straightforward, you just need to apply to The Amber Flag, Pieta
House and they have offices around Ireland.
You need to do two simple activities with pupils such as creating a wellbeing noticeboard and
some fun activities such as art, gratitude activities, games that promote friendships. It is a requirement to have a Wellbeing Day too which could involve sports and games. Remember to
take photos as evidence and send them back with the application form in April.
Pieta House is very helpful and will give good advice on how to make the initiative a success in
your school. They will tell you about projects that have worked well in other schools.
I would recommend having a mixture of staff on the committee and include people with a variety of talents. It is good to also have a mixture of males and females as good mental health is important to both sexes.
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There must be a whole school approach to picking ideas that can be used in the senior and junior classes. These ideas can be used as part of S.P.H.E and Art Programmes.
As part of the Amber Flag initiative, it is important to genuinely involve pupils in different ideas. Holding regular wellbeing meetings and brainstorming ideas provides an opportunity for pupils to discuss
ideas and improve self-esteem. In my school, one idea that worked well was colouring in mandalas.
A mandala is a symmetrical, geometric design. The word ‘mandala’ is loosely translated from the classical Indian language of Sanskrit, and it means ‘circle’. It is also a Hindu and Buddhist symbol that represents wholeness. The motifs inside the circle can symbolise the universe.
Interestingly, the mandala pattern is used in many religious traditions, Hildegard von Bingen, a
Christian nun in the 12th century, created magnificent mandalas to express her visions and beliefs.
Saint Hildegard was also an accomplished writer and composer.
As part of S.P.H.E lessons, we have encouraged pupils to colour the mandala and to follow the symmetrical design whilst playing relaxing mindfulness music in the background. Colouring a mandala can
be a relaxing activity. It allows pupils time to process thoughts and emotions whilst expressing their
individual creativity.
It is possible to create impactful mandalas with kaleidoscopic effects. We display our mandalas on the
school noticeboard, and it creates a lovely visual display. One of the wonderful aspects of this activity
is that it can be used in the home and by the whole family.
Mandalas have complete circular designs and colourists of all ages can find individual ways of colouring them in. Similarly, finding a relaxing place in the home, using decent quality felt tip pens or
pencils and taking the time to colour in the pattern can be relaxing for both the mind and body. You
can apply layers of colour and enjoy creating patterns. Even rich textural contrasts can work well with
complementary shades. Playing relaxing music in the background can provide a tranquil atmosphere
and help people to unwind from a stressful day. Music can add to the experience of colouring a mandala. People respond differently to tunes and it is important to find the one that suits you best.
Colouring in mandalas is a low maintenance lesson and one of the advantages of colouring in mandalas is that they can be quick to do. It does not require expensive art supplies or much space. To finish colouring in a mandala gives lots of satisfaction and a good sense of completion or wholeness.
Furthermore, mandalas are also reflective of nature. Many aspects of nature contain similar symmetrical designs such as seashells, snails, and the inner circles of tree trunks. Thus, there are opportunities to connect that lesson with mathematics and science.
As Special Education Teachers, we naturally understand the importance of good wellbeing and selfesteem. We work day by day promoting this in our classrooms. It is important to remember by enjoying small moments with the pupils and by making learning fun and enjoyable, we are doing the best
we can to make a difference in the lives of our pupils.

Class Mandalas
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By Deirdre Dermody

Inspiration

I am a Special Education Teacher with a particular interest in literacy, I have completed numerous
courses in the area (including with the Dyslexia Association of Ireland and a Post Graduate in Special
and Inclusive Education in DCU). I am passionate about improving literacy outcomes for reluctant
readers and children with dyslexia.

As a SET, I have worked with many children who are not interested in or motivated by the standard
school texts. For me, part of the joy of working with children one to one or in small groups is the capacity to tailor the learning to the children's interests. The concept of using farming texts as a learning
tool initially began when I used photos and text to produce booklets for children on iBook Creator.
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Farm Phonics began to take their current form in the summer of 2020. A huge part of the appeal of
Farm Phonics is the beautiful illustrations created by an artist and graphic designer living in CorkSalvacion Delos Reyes.

Universal Design for Learning
Farm Phonics utilises the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) by incorporating techniques that
scaffold learning directly into the books. I was very cognisant that techniques, which are recommended for children who experience reading difficulties, are beneficial for all readers. Many teachers, particularly SETs, will have had the experience of underlining chunks of words, highlighting sounds or trying to limit the amount of text the child is focusing on. I believe that it is better to construct either a
book or a building to be accessible to all users, rather than try to adapt it later to make it more accessible. Therefore these books use dyslexia-friendly font and paper, more challenging words are divided
at the top of the page and long vowels are highlighted. The focus is on making explicit the skills that
successful readers use automatically.

The promotion of equality is also a long-time passion of mine, I have a Masters in Equality Studies
from UCD. To this end, the books incorporate inclusive illustrations to reflect and represent inclusion.
I believe it is important for children to see people who look like them in literature and in various roles.
One of the farmers is female and a wheelchair user, while the teachers and pupils depicted on the
comprehension pages introduce diversity into the books.
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Features of Farm Phonics

The books are based around vowel digraphs such as ai, oa, ea, ie, as well as the “magic e” and the
controlled vowels “ar” and “or”. Each book builds on the last, with the first hundred Fry HighFrequency Words being used in the series. It took a bit of ingenuity to incorporate these aspects into
books that children would love to read, but I am absolutely delighted with the positive feedback from
teachers, parents and children alike.

Farm Phonics books are of high interest but have low readability to encourage children to successfully
read material they enjoy. This feeling of achievement is key to children's confidence as readers. These
books could be read by a wide range of ages. A Senior Infant who is reading well could have the skills
to read Farm Phonics and likewise, a Third Class child who finds reading a challenge could also read
and enjoy them.

As Irish teachers are very aware, while phonics is important, it is not the only area of learning to read
that requires attention. These books provide for other areas of the Primary Language Curriculum alsothey encourage oral discussion, the use of comprehension strategies (these are built into the books)
and the creation of story endings in written or pictorial form.

The books were written, designed and printed in Ireland. They were written in Tipperary, illustrated in
Cork and printed in Kerry.
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Feedback
I have received great feedback from children and adults alike. The feedback from the first cohort of
children (my own pupils) was incorporated into the books. It was fantastic to see the motivation to
read and the excitement to create written pieces that Farm Phonics created with my own groups.

Since then, feedback has been pouring in. I am particularly heartened by feedback that children
with additional needs are enjoying repeatedly reading the books and that struggling readers have
“beamed” while reading Farm Phonics. The strategies built into the books have enabled children to
feel successful as readers and children are reading and re-reading them for pleasure.

Future Developments
I am currently working on a teacher’s manual and additional games. I use one book per week in my
own teaching (therefore the pack amounts to a 6-week intervention). If a teacher would like the
document containing sample activities that can be incorporated into a weekly plan please email me
at vibrantyoungminds@gmail.com.

These activities can be used to reinforce the sounds and words in the books in a fun way. Free literacy games are available to download on the website (https://www.vibrantyoungminds.ie/) and
teaching tips are on Vibrant Young Minds Facebook and vibrant_young_minds on Instagram.
The books are available to purchase as a set of 6 from https://www.vibrantyoungminds.ie/bookshop or from Demac Education.
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SPRING CONFERENCE 2022

“MAKING A DIFFERENCE”

ROCHESTOWN PARK HOTEL, CORK

FRIDAY, 25TH MARCH 2022
From 9 a.m. to 3.30 p.m.
CONFERENCE FEE: Member €70
Non-member €125
For membership and conference registration,
please visit ILSA’s website www.ilsa.ie

Tel: 021 4890800
Email: info@rochestownpark.com
Early Bird Hotel Rates for Conference Delegates
Thursday, March 24th
Single B&B €120
Double/Twin B&B €135
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