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Introduction
A school self-evaluation of the English Policy in Skerries Educate Together took place throughout the month of June 2014. The English Policy is a twelve page document with many appendices which detail what each class, and band, must cover throughout the school year. It was devised with the English Curriculum and First Steps DEIS Literacy programme at its centre.  During the evaluation the committee looked at the policy, devised questions to be brought to the staff, conducted interviews with the staff and gathered findings, details of which are laid out in this report. Parents and children were also consulted about their views of the teaching of English during the academic year 2012-2013.  

School Context

Skerries Educate Together National School, established in September 2008, is a national school under the patronage of Educate Together. It has been designated as a DEIS Band 2 school by the Department of Education and Skills and it participates in the School Completion Programme. Staff have received training in ‘First Steps’ Literacy programme which has been implemented in the school. There are now currently 237 pupils on the school roll. Almost half of the children attending our school come from homes in which English may not be the first language. 

Findings
Preparation for Teaching:

Teachers reported that the English policy is one that is used on an ongoing basis to inform their teaching. While teachers reported being initially concerned by the size of the policy, once they had read through it and could navigate the policy, it lent itself very well to facilitating planning. Teachers replied that the Appendices in particular were very helpful for planning, noting that they were clear, class-band appropriate and helpful. It was encouraging to hear that the English policy was being actively used to assist with planning. 

Teaching approaches:

Teachers reported that there is a large list of accessible and engaging approaches for teaching English contained in the policy. In particular, it was noted that the First Steps programme is a very useful resource which children in the school seem to be enjoying. Teachers commented that they can, however, feel overwhelmed by the volume of information in the First Steps programme and a desire was expressed for additional clarity in relation to the teaching of this. In addition to this, some Infant teachers were concerned that they were not able to implement the entire range of teaching strategies recommended for reading in particular without additional support. Overall however, the approaches recommended in the policy were appropriate, engaging and stimulating. 
Attainment of curriculum objectives:

All teachers reported that the attainment of curriculum objectives was of concern in relation to the teaching of English. It was expressed that difficulties still remain in fitting the broad nature of the curriculum into the school day. Teachers concern for meeting the demands of the English curriculum should be noted and teachers acknowledged that the policy reflected the curriculum accurately. A desire was expressed for additional information and examples to assist with the integration required to meet these demands. Some infant teachers reported an inability to accurately assess children’s reading without additional support. They felt that due to the constraints experienced by all schools on time and available support teachers, they were unable to spend one-to-one time with the children in their class. 

Assessment:

Below is the standardised test results for the school in Micra-T. Test results are from May 2014. 
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Literacy

In the area of Literacy the following findings were made as part of the consultation period during the academic year 2012-2013.
The vast majority of parents (86%) indicated that they believed their children liked reading. A greater number (93%) believed that their children were doing well in reading. Most parents (70%) believed that their children liked writing stories. Some parents communicated that they would like more information from the school, in areas including choice of reading material and advice on how to help their children progress with Literacy. 

Quite a large majority of pupils gave positive feedback in relation to their own perceptions of their learning at school. 75% of children stated that they liked reading. 69% termed themselves as good readers. Children were mostly positive about what they enjoyed in their English lessons, indicating that they liked school textbooks, handwriting, phonics and games. Areas that children found challenging learning English included: thinking of writing topics, spellings, phonics and grammar.

During the staff consultation process in the academic year 2013-2014 all staff agreed that they enjoyed teaching English. Many positive areas were identified including the comprehensive nature of the English Policy, the First Steps programme and the Handwriting Policy.  Class teachers all said that they use the appendices in the plan to guide their planning and teaching. 
Areas identified for development and for closer study included the updating of the policy to reflect current practice across the school, skills sharing and greater collaboration between class teachers and the learning support team.
The Learning Environment

Some research questions submitted through questionnaires in 2013 yielded information on the learning environment at our school. Both parents and pupils appear to be generally positive with regard to this.  67% of children who completed the questionnaire believe that there are good books to read in their classrooms.  However, only 17% of children said that they  use the computer to help them write stories at school.  There was a positive response to the Homework Clubs and the choice of textbooks for different classes.  
With this year’s research teachers mentioned some recent developments which help develop a positive learning environment and are conducive to improving standards of literacy throughout the school. One such development has been the procurement of a set of lap-tops with appropriate lap-top trolley. This resource has been rolled out to all classes from 3rd class up. Another development at the junior end has been the procurement of fully interactive whiteboards. This provided more opportunities for younger children to use technology under supervision and hence develop both ICT and literacy skills. One further positive development has been the fitting out and stocking of a school library. Parents and teachers collaborated in this in planning how to go about creating a very attractive school library. Teachers reported that they find this space to be highly attractive for children and powerful tool in nurturing children’s interest in stories and reading in general.
Progress made on previously-identified improvement targets

No specific targets have previously been set. Standardised tests over the past three years have consistently yielded results which show attainment with reading falling more or less along the normal curve of distribution. Considering the presence of a significant number of EAL children and also the DEIS status of our school this result is interpreted as positive and welcome
Summary of school self-evaluation findings

Our school has the following strengths:

· There was an overall positive response from parents, staff and children in relation to literacy. 
· Standardised test results in English over the period 2008 – 2014 have indicated normal distribution. 

· The school has developed expertise in the First Steps literacy programme and has a trained facilitator on staff. 

· The school, with strong parental involvement, has this year developed a school library which is fully stocked with books for all reading levels. 

· The school is well resourced at all class levels in terms of literacy. 

· The school’s handwriting policy is widely considered by staff to be successful across all classes. 

· The Jolly Phonics programme is popular with teachers and is considered to be working well. 

· There is good support from parents and guardians for literacy, both in terms of reading to children and in providing a range reading materials at home. 

The following areas are prioritised for improvement:

· Introduce First Steps training for new staff members and small refresher courses during Croke Park hours for existing staff. 

· Experimentation with cooperative teaching approaches in some classes. The school could then explore extending any approaches deemed effective to other classes having evaluated them. . 
· Use of Croke Park Hours to develop co-operative approaches between staff with a view to improving language competencies across Oral, Reading and Writing strands of the English Language Curriculum. . 
· Explore as a staff approaches to address comprehensively the broad curriculum ensuring that English curriculum is being covered.
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