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School Self Evaluation and Oral Language in a Primary and Post-Primary 

Special School 

 

 

School Context and Brief Description of Project 

Our school is a primary and post-primary school for pupils with Mild General 

Learning Disability. We also cater for pupils with ASD. We have two primary classes 

and ten post-primary classes which include three ASD classes. Most of our pupils 

have multiple disabilities/needs. We have thirteen full time teachers and six part time 

teachers as well as nineteen classroom assistants. Twelve of our teachers work as 

class teachers. Six of our part time teachers are post-primary subject teachers and 

they teach: Art; Business; CSPE; Home-Economics; Music, Chinese and Woodwork. 

Our curricula and syllabi include: the Primary School Curriculum; FETAC Level 1, 2 

and 3; Junior certificate and Leaving Certificate. Our school has also commenced 

the new Junior Certificate and Level 2 Learning Programme. We recently developed 

a course this year at City and Guilds Level 1 which qualifies pupils as 

Painter/Decorators. We also facilitate transition year students to undertake work 

placements in our local community. Please see our website for further information on 

www.stitasandstjosephss.com. 

 

Our school commenced implementing the draft School Self Evaluation Guidelines in 

September 2009. This was initiated by giving a questionnaire to all staff which began 

to inform our School Action Plan/SIP. On a continual basis we ascertain the progress 

of the school through our Action Plan and all documentation in relation to this can be 

found on the server in our School Plan. Every year a questionnaire is given to the 

whole school community. Initially this was completed manually.  The questionnaires 

are now sent via e-mail to all participants and results are tabulated through Google 

Drive. However the manual version can also be completed for those who may not be 

computer literate. We also assist parents who may not be literate by completing the 

questionnaire verbally with them if requested. All results are outlined at staff 

meetings, to support critical as well as constructive discussion in our school.  

 

Our school has also commenced assessing the literacy and numeracy levels of all 
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pupils. The expected rate of progress is cross checked with the IQ level of each 

pupil. Although standardised tests are used, these are utilised with regard to the 

expected attainment level of each pupil. At present we use Databiz, to present; 

record and monitor the progress of pupils in literacy and numeracy which in turn 

supports the grouping of pupils as well as addressing any gaps in their learning. For 

this particular project we have decided that our target audience would include all 

pupils. Their attainment in receptive oral language prior to and after implementing an 

oral language programme was assessed. A psychologist also assessed their ability 

in handling money and problem solving before and after implementing a 

mathematics programme for money handling skills and problem solving. 

 

Rationale 

Assessment was identified as an area which needed to be developed in our Whole 

School Evaluation so this was chosen as our topic for this project. We had already 

commenced assessment in literacy and numeracy and staff agreed that oral 

language is equally as important as it is the foundation for the development of 

literacy and numeracy. We had also identified money handling and problem solving 

as an area of need for pupils, throughout the school. As all our pupils have special 

needs, language, communication and money handling is central to their holistic 

development. All our pupils were included as our target audience. We aspired to 

improve the oral language and money handling ability of all our pupils by improving 

their standardised test scores in receptive language and improving their test scores 

in the area of money handling. We were delighted to become involved in this project 

as it provided us with the necessary support to implement the School Self-Evaluation 

Guidelines. We hoped to involve all teachers in the project so as to underline the 

importance of literacy and numeracy in every class no matter what the subject area. 

 

 

Steps Involved in Implementing this Project: Methodology 

A co-ordinating committee was established to attend meetings and co-ordinate the 

project. After completing the receptive language sub-test in the Oral and Written 

Language Scales Assessment and having looked at our results as a whole school in 

November 2014 we asked each class teacher and subject teacher to complete a 
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receptive language activity lesson with the pupils in their class for 15 minutes at the 

start of their class every morning from Monday to Thursday. Activities for each day 

were made available by our committee leader on the school server (please see our 

website at www.stiasandstjosephs.com for details). There were 42 activity sets in all, 

one to be completed on each day to commence on the 05/01/15 until the 25/03/15. 

The activity lessons were devised by one of our committee members to ensure ease 

of implementation for all teachers across the school. These were dated and easy to 

follow so as to facilitate implementation. The pre-assessment phase of the 

programme commenced in November 2014 and the post assessment commenced in 

April 2015. This involved the committee leader re-assessing the receptive language 

of the pupils once again using the OWLS II (Torrence USA, 2011). Once the test 

results were available they were made available on our school server so that 

teachers could consult them to inform future teaching and learning in their classes. 

This is enforcing the continuation and sustainability of this programme which has 

facilitated us in effective school self evaluation. Running parallel to the language 

assessments, an external psychologist completed a money handling pre and post 

test with all our pupils. Once again, maths problems in relation to money were given 

to each teacher to complete after the pre-tests were completed. They were divided 

into alternative levels to suit each class level. The directions for teaching each maths 

problem were given to each teacher to compete as specified. Please see our website 

for details of the activities devised for each level. 

 

 

Evaluation of Initiative and Approaches to Data Gathering 

Quantative research methods were utilised to monitor the development of our pupils 

in receptive oral language. A pre and post test of receptive oral language was 

undertaken within five months. So as to avoid any issues with reliability of the data 

set, in so much as possible, the assessment was completed directly before and after 

the implementation of the programme. However the time frame between the pre and 

post testing could not be increased due to the time frame of the project.  The testing 

was undertaken by a teacher who was familiar with the administration of the test 

which further increased the reliability of the testing. This served to facilitate 

objectivity in correcting the assessments. With regard to construct validity, the OWLS 

http://www.stiasandstjosephs.com/
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II Assessment is an expressive and receptive standardised oral language 

assessment. The reliability and validity of the Maths assessments were increased as 

an external psychologist developed and completed the testing for Maths problem 

solving in relation to the Sub-strand: Money. Once the data was gathered the 

Leaving Certificate class along with their teacher analysed the data. They calculated 

the mean, median and mode for both the pre and post test data. Involving the pupils 

in the data analysis as part of their mathematics class added a further dimension to 

the inclusion of pupils in school self evaluation. 

 

Structuring the Data 

The receptive oral language test was completed on a one to one basis by the 

identified teacher.  The results show there is a statistical difference between the two 

sets of results (C.I. 95%, test statistic -14.54) as seen on the box plot.   

 

The mean of the data set for the pre test was 60.76.  The mean of the data set in the 

post assessment was 76.81.  The mean difference in scores of the students was 

16.056.  This is an average increase of 26.4%.   

The median for the pre test was 62 and the median for the post test was 81.  The 

mode for the pre test was 44,58 and 88.  The post test modes were 58, 62, 69 and 

92.  

 

The improvement in numeracy indicates more accuracy and confidence in the 

calculating of numbers / mechanical operations. Added to this is the significant 

improvement in the problem solving skills related to money. There has been an 

overall improvement in problem solving skills of 46% comparing the pre-test and 

post-test results of the programme provided in the school to improve knowledge of 
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money and problem solving skills. The improvement indicates that the programme 

completed in the school has been effective in developing the pupils’ fluid reasoning 

ability and confidence in dealing with money. Fluid reasoning is the capacity to think 

logically and solve problems in novel situations. It is the ability to analyse novel 

problems, identify patterns and relationships that underpin these problems and the 

extrapolation of these using logic. It is necessary for all logical problem solving, e.g., 

in scientific, mathematical, and technical problem solving. Fluid reasoning 

includes inductive reasoning and deductive reasoning. 

 

 

Desired Outcomes for the Pupils and the Staff Involved 

The overall desired outcome was to improve the development of all our pupils in Oral 

Language and Money Handling and to assess this development by administering the 

receptive language standardised test and the pupils money handling abilities both 

pre and post the implementation of the Oral Language and Mathematics programme. 

We also set out to continue our monitoring system called Databiz which will facilitate 

us to identify gaps in learning, so we can improve teaching and learning for all in our 

school. All scores for standardised tests in literacy, numeracy and oral language will 

be available on the server in Databiz, which is a digital central filing system. Our 

school aims to progress all aspects of assessment so that it can have a genuine 

impact on the progress of all our pupils. This project has also given us the 

opportunity to collaborate as a staff on the area of Oral Language and Money 

Handling and bring about an awareness, of the importance of oral language and 

communication, in the holistic  development of the pupils that we cater for in our 

school. 

 

 

Outcomes: Impact of the Project 

The project most certainly achieved our desired outcomes, in that it improved the 

overall scores in receptive language and money handling. The positive outcomes 

included the willingness of the Leaving Certificate class to analyse the data set and 

to engage at an impressive level, in School Self-Evaluation. The results of the pre 

and post tests highlighted the progress made by each individual child and each class 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inductive_reasoning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deductive_reasoning
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grouping. The project has demonstrated the significance of supporting specific 

receptive oral language lessons and Maths lessons, utilising concrete materials, on a 

regular basis. The project has also highlighted the importance of pre and post testing 

which can affirm the work of teachers and the learning of pupils. It also gave the 

teacher completing the language assessments great insight into the language 

abilities of our pupils throughout the school. Most certainly our leadership capacity 

has increased in our school in that teachers can now see the importance of creating 

a programme which addresses areas of need, implementing it, gathering the data 

and analysing it for the benefit of teaching and learning. The relationship between 

the principal and the leading teachers as well as the pupils has changed in that the 

skills of all were utilised and collaboration on the project facilitated everyone involved 

in having a greater understanding of school self evaluation in action. 

 

 

Learning in the School 

All the teachers involved felt that the programme made them more aware of the 

importance of oral language and money handling in their teaching and in the pupil’s 

learning. They also felt that knowing that the learning would be tested, made them 

more motivated to implement the oral language and maths activities each morning. 

Discussing the project in the staff room each morning and highlighting the project on 

the staff notice board facilitated supporting the momentum of the project. The 

challenges of the project included, ensuring that it was implemented by every 

teacher, every morning.   Regular discussion and feedback was necessary to ensure 

same. 

 

As a principal I have learned that it is essential to delegate leadership roles and 

responsibilities to others and collaborate together as a school to ensure that a 

project is implemented and is successful. The skills of creating and implementing a 

new programme as well as recording and monitoring it, will most certainly be 

transferred to others areas of the curriculum in our school. Also utilising the 

mathematical skills of the Leaving Certificate Teacher, Margaret Enright and her 

pupils added a very special dimension to our project in the analysis of the data. 
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The team leader, Teresa Curran felt that this was an exciting challenge. She also 

stated that it was a fantastic opportunity to be part of a team with a common goal of 

improving oral language, while also helping and encouraging other staff. She felt that 

this was a rewarding role and that positive feedback made it all the more worthwhile. 

She stated that the activities were an excellent addition to the literacy and numeracy 

lessons in the school. 

 

Ms. O’ Shea who completed all of the assessments for the receptive oral language 

felt that she got a fantastic insight into the abilities and areas of need of each pupil 

as the test is administered, on a one to one basis. She felt that some of the pupils 

used a lot of contextual and visual cues to support their comprehension. This is a 

valuable insight for all teachers for their own teaching across all subject areas.  

 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This document will be made available to the whole school community on our school 

server. The Board of Management has also approved its dissemination to the public 

on www.stitasandstjosephs.com as well as the Learning School Project website. 

The artefact of the project is a list of oral language activities, differentiated maths 

activities for Money Handling and Problem Solving and accompanying resources 

which are available on our website, in the section regarding our Learning School 

Project. In conclusion, the staff agree, that this has been a worthwhile project which 

has supported the collaboration of all staff in our school. 

 

The results are clear in that overall progress was made in receptive oral language 

and money handling skills across all classes. For future practice we recommend that 

the programme is started earlier in the year and that the testing is completed later in 

the year to increase the reliability of the data set. However it was also highlighted by 

teachers that the testing should take place at alternative times to the mock Junior 

and Leaving Certificate examinations. We will extend this programme to the testing 

of other curricular areas in the near future.  

 

Thanks to Margaret Enright and the Leaving Certificate pupils for their assistance in 

http://www.stitasandstjosephs.com/
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analysing the data. Thanks to Teresa Curran our team leader for directing the 

programme with enthusiasm and diligence. Thanks to Eileen O’ Shea for completing 

the language assessments and for her enthusiasm in getting the project started in 

our school. Thanks to all our staff and pupils for their time and commitment in 

implementing the project. Thanks also to Caitríona Ní Chullota, Director of the 

Education Centre in Tralee for her encouragement and support throughout the year. 
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Appendix 1 

Data Sets for the Pre and Post Testing Completed 
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