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Introduction

Scoil Bhríde, Straffan is a village school located in the heart of Straffan, Co. KIldare. It is a

Catholic, co-educational, vertical school under the Patronage of the Archdiocese of Dublin.

It has a valid enrollment of 402 pupils. The vast majority of our pupils come from the

immediate hinterland of the school with some children travelling from neighbouring towns

to attend. Current teaching staff consist of an administrative principal, 17 mainstream

teachers, 1 ASD class and 4.5 SEN Teachers. We have 7 SNAs, a secretary and a caretaker.

This report is a review of the school response to an unprecedented situation, an evaluation

of the impact on the children, staff and the whole wider school community and an

assessment of how the school can respond to the immediate effects of the Covid-19 period.

In addition, this review will consider what might be put in place to support the school

community in the event of any further school closures due to any adverse circumstances.

1. The focus of this evaluation

The primary focus of the School Self-Evaluation (SSE) was to consider the impact of the

Covid-19 pandemic on our school community and in particular the impact of the two long

school closures on important areas of school life.

Below are the main areas as a focus for our evaluation:

• General impact on the whole school community

• Impact on Well-being in our school (Students and staff)

• Impact on academic attainment in our school

• Impact on the behaviour of our children

• Impact on mental health of the whole school community (anxiety, school refusal, social

integration, stress)

• Impact on the relationship and communication with parents

2. Gathering Evidence

We gathered evidence from a number of primary sources:

● Standardized test results

● Staff observations and assessment

● Direct teacher engagement with parents/guardians

● Pupil Voice
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Negative Effects of Covid-19 closures and responses

Here we review the negative consequences of the closure of the school and the various

requirements on school life due to Covid-19 mitigation.

Junior class students (Junior Infants through 1st class) missed out on much of their ECCE

time and so were less school ready in the following area identified by staff.

1. Independence (organisation of coats, lunches, toileting)

2. Social skills (communication with other children and staff)

3. Emotional resilience (separation anxiety relating to start of school, during the day and in

social interactions)

4. Self-regulation (Greater need for adult support, turn taking, sharing)

5. Anxiety (general anxiety which can manifest in poor sleep patterns, quicker to get upset in

life situations, tearfulness and clinginess)

Communication challenges both during lockdown and

during heightened restrictions.

1. Difficulties finding a balance between the number of communications by text and email

between staff and parents/guardians. A wide range of expectations existed between families

who would have been able to facilitate full day on-line tuition and those who could not

engage for a variety of reasons. Many staff members engaged with students and parents

out-side of regular school contact hours to facilitate our families.

2. Social distance restrictions result in parents/guardians being unable to pop into the school

or engage with staff as easily. Emails are helpful, but can be unnecessarily formal and cannot

compare with an immediate face to face discussion.

3. Lack of adequate ICT equipment or broadband in many of our households which made

arranging online sessions challenging.

4. Family circumstances where parents were trying to work and support their children.

Educational challenges

1. In-class teaching allows teachers to support individual students in an unobtrusive and

sensitive way where a moment explaining a task or concept directly can save a lot of stress.

This was particularly obvious in the area of maths.
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2. Volume of work is normally tailored in-class by teacher to differentiate for the needs of

each child. While the work sent out to families was to be considered a menu, it was difficult

for some parents, who are not teachers, to measure what their child should be achieving.

3. Choosing appropriate work which would be accessible to children working independently

at home was challenging for staff.

4. Assessment of work was difficult for staff as often they did not see the work produced by

students.

5. Introducing new concepts was very challenging when the capacity to assess learning and

understanding was so difficult.

6. Loss of a number of group activities such as sports, scouts, music lessons, particularly as

these restrictions remained in place long after the schools reopened. Many of the fun

activities such as singing, drama, art, sports and reading activities were impossible due to

rules around classes and pods.

7. Wearing of masks during school time once the school reopened was challenging since

those who work with children will often communicate using a wide variety of silent

communications apart from the spoken word.

Emotional and behavioural challenges

1. The impact of restricted social interaction for children during on-line schooling cannot be

overestimated and the consequences will need attention for a long time to come.

2. As listed above, the impact on our younger children may be obvious, the older children

have struggled to express their anxiety and feelings during and since the lock down.

3. Very clear boundaries had to be created during on-line teaching and learning. This may

have had an impact on teacher/student relationships from time to time.

4. On return to school, many children struggled with class and yard rules, interpersonal

relationships, group dynamics which had not been a feature of their home lives.

Burn out

1. Many children suffered from exhaustion and burn out as they worked through educational

tasks without the support of their teacher all day and the camaraderie of their classmates.

2. Parents/Guardians deserve a huge amount of credit for taking on the support of their

children’s learning during lockdown, however, this has to have had a major impact on their

lives. For some this is a continuing issue as they juggle the elements of work, home,

childcare etc.
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3. The staff found the experience of on-line schooling very challenging. Trying to meet the

individual needs, not only of the children in their care, but the logistical needs of their

families left the staff very tired. Staff members did not just work during the on-line group

sessions, but a lot of outside of hours work preparing materials which would be accessible to

students, finding options to cover as much of the curriculum as possible, engaging with

individual students and communicating by email and phone with parents and other

agencies.

Positive effects of Covid-19 closures and the response to this

situation.

While the positive effects of the Covid-19 closures may be very few and far between it is

important to acknowledge that there were some good things discovered, learned and

implemented during and following from the Covid-19 restrictions.

Enhanced communication:

This seems to be a contradiction of the fact that there were huge communication challenges

during Covid-19, however, there were elements of learning and improvement which

occurred.

1. Email communication and the use of text allows rapid communication between staff and

parents/guardians regarding the life of the school and also when arranging appointments.

2. The introduction of SEESAW and Zoom as a group communications platform has allowed

classes to work together, even when apart.

3. While the pop in chat is still possible, email to arrange an appointment allows for greater

privacy for parents and staff wishing to discuss their child.

4. The school app allowed families to connect while the school was closed.

External supports:

There was some recognition of improved supports for schools from out-side agencies.

1. Additional funding from government to help with cleaning costs and the provision of

hygiene products. It should be recognised that these supports provide a minimum level of

cleaning which should happen in a school and should continue in the future.

2. Publishers generously released on-line access to text-books and resources during closures.

This allowed staff to use a greater variety of resources and to explore other resources.
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3. Patron body and in particular the Chairman of the board of management and board

members were supportive of the staff and also to some families who requested support.

Actions implemented by the school community during the

closure and Covid-19 restrictions.

These are the actions and processes which happened in response to school closures and

restrictions which were imposed on schools due to the global pandemic that was and still is

Covid-19. This list is in no particular order but recognises the response of the community at

a time of crisis.

• School books sent home on day 1 of the first closure and week 1 of the second closure.

This allowed the staff to follow the academic plans as far as possible and to mitigate some of

the inevitable learning loss.

• Provision of learning materials as a menu from which families could choose to work at a

pace to suit their own situation. The decision to send this on Friday evenings allowed

families to work out some kind of schedule and also meant that the materials were with the

children when their Zoom class started.

• This moved on to emailed homework which reduced the movement in and out of books

and equipment on a day to day basis.

• The Aladdin system and the School App allowed easier communications in bulk and on an

individual basis.

• Regular emails between staff and parents/guardians opened-up a line of communication

which has continued to be useful.

• Small group teaching allowed every child to be heard. Although it resulted in fewer actual

sessions it allowed teachers and SNA’s to have a more personal engagement with the

children. Additional time slots were available to those who specifically requested it and

many children availed of this on a very private basis.

• Engagement by SNA team with children under the SET umbrella was done using Zoom and

Seesaw. This allowed additional support to those who requested it.

• SNA team supported infants reading programme by working with individuals and small

groups to allow regular practice.

• The challenge of lack of ICT kit in some households was supported by loaning tablets to

those families who responded to the offer and staff either delivered or gave these out from

the school.

6



• On-line meetings with parents were held on a private request basis to support the

learning and well-being of their children.

• Activities out-side of regular academic curricular activities were sourced and

recommended to families. These ranged from PE activities which could be played in the park

or the back yard to online visits to art galleries, museums, and interactive spaces.

• On-line resources such as the Panto, writing workshops, art, science and history workshops

and engagement with out-side agencies and various cultural agencies were developed and

put into use.

• A greater emphasis on hand hygiene has been encouraged around the school.

• An emphasis on well-being has been beneficial to the staff, student and parents in our

community.

3. Our improvement plan.

What we have learned from our experience during the period of Covid-19 restrictions.

Things we would like to retain from that time on an ongoing basis. Things we would change

or drop, both from pre-covid time and from Covid-19 onwards

• Focus on literacy and numeracy: After the schools reopened in September of 2020 an

instruction came from the Dept of Education that schools should focus on core literacy and

numeracy skills and Wellbeing through SPHE programmes. This has worked well and our

scores on standardized tests show that there has been a recovery in our score levels to

indicate that this has worked well. The SET team engaged in a concerted campaign of

in-class team teaching and this will continue to be the case. It is now time to expand this

work with greater integration of literacy and numeracy into other curriculum areas in line

with the National Primary Language Curriculum (PLC). Team teaching was set up for the

most impacted classrooms (Senior Infants/ 1st classes). In class support was provided to

children identified to be most impacted by the school closures. Teachers integrated the

Digital Learning Framework to support the teaching and learning of Numeracy and Literacy.

• Gaeilge: Oral Irish suffered during lock down, so at the recent review of PLC there is a plan

to emphasise this area of the language and to follow the themes of the infants Aistear

programme. The whole school community can assist in this through using their ‘Cúpla Focail’

when the opportunity arises.

• Care Schools Programme: An initiative to encourage kindness, good manners and respect

in the school has proven to be a huge success in the school. A simple positive reinforcement

for all children.
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• Weaving Wellbeing: A programme to encourage positive thinking and resilience in the

school, this is rolled out to every class and opens up conversations about self worth and just

being yourself.

4. Conclusion:

The sudden closures of March 2020 and January 2021 have had an impact on all schools.

The children, staff, parents and board of management of Scoil Bhríde, Straffan NS

community did their best in difficult times and while actions may not all have had the

desired effect or had all of the benefits for which the school community hoped, as a

community Scoil Bhríde, Straffan worked together to overcome challenges.
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