Policy Document

Split Classes

.A. General:

The organisation and allocation of classes for teaching purposes is a highly sensitive and contentious area. Its success is fundamentally dependant upon the support, co-operation and trust of all the education partners involved. ie. Teachers, parents and pupils. Therefore, the decisions we make in this regard are not taken lightly, but are the result of long and arduous discussion carried out by informed, professional educators. However, it must be pointed out at this stage, that whilst the final decision as to which side of a particular split a child is positioned ultimately lies in the hands of the Principal and staff of the school, such decisions are only made following a lengthy and co-operative communication process involving full parental input along the way.

At Scoil Bhríde, when we sit down to organise and allocate our classes, we abide fully to the overbearing principle that the final decisions we come to are taken in the best interests of each and every child in our care.

Naturally, we are loathe to split a particular class in any given school-year. As such, we pursue every other conceivable and workable alternative before deciding on a split-class situation. Unfortunately, given a direct link between the number of teachers on staff vis a vis the actual number of pupils attending the school and whilst also bearing in mind the number of children enrolled in the class in question, it is not always possible to avoid such a situation from arising. 

.B. Misconception and Clarifications:

(1) In general, classes have to be split purely for organisational purposes. However, there is a growing misconception that a child positioned in one particular side of a split rather than the other is being held back. This is certainly not the case. Just because a chid is positioned in one room rather than another, or is being taught by one teacher rather than another does not mean that he/she is being held back. Whenever the situation arises whereby a class may have to be split, we endeavour to position a child within a class-group where we feel he/she shall benefit most. The promotion of pupils from one class to another is entirely a different matter and the question of a child being required to repeat a year in any class seldom occurs. Such a situation usually arises at the behest/prompting of the child’s parents. 

(2) Another area of confusion for some parents re split classes is the feeling that a child positioned in the side of the split which shares a room with a younger class shall not receive the same opportunities as a child positioned in the other side of a split sharing a room with an older class. Again, this is not the case. All children in either side of a split class shall receive equal opportunities regarding tuition, participation in sports, games, choir, projects and tours/trips etc. recent examples of this point actually taking place were when children from either side of the split Fifth Class ’02-’03 took equal part in distributing Christmas presents to patients at Mountmellick Hospital and also where the same children helped to prepare and portray our annual Nativity Play on Christmas Eve. Back in September / October ’02, the children of both sides of Fifth Class split received equal opportunity re coaching in the skills of Gaelic Football whilst also getting the chance to play for the school team. The full Fifth Class were also part of a group which attended the Young Scientist & Technology Exhibition at the R.D.S. in January ’03. The list is endless and we could use many examples to make the point that no matter what side of a split a child is positioned, he/she shall still receive fair and equal opportunity regarding all aspects of daily school-life. 

.C. Curriculum: 

1. In so far as is practical, workable and possible, the class teachers on either side of any split are committed to following the appropriate/relevant curriculum with all children in their classes, -irrespective of either class placement and / or the nature of the split involved. This point is particularly important is the areas of Maths, English Reading and Gaeilge. Class Teachers are very much aware of the need to ensure that the particular side of a split positioned in a room with a younger class shall still be challenged and motivated in the usual fashion,- bearing in mind the ability / needs / interests of the group in question. However, where a child is having difficulty with a particular programme being followed, the class teacher shall then exercise his/her own educational judgement re providing work more suited to the ability of the child(ren) concerned. Such decisions to be communicated/discussed with the relevant parents as the need arises.

.2.      The programme to be followed on each side of the split shall be planned/organised co-operatively by the relevant class teachers in association with advice received from the Principal. Initial planning shall take place at a staff meeting held at a date no later than two weeks from the return to classes after the Easter break.

.3. In so far as is practical, workable and possible the class teachers charged with the responsibility for either side of a split class shall endeavour to co-ordinate their efforts taking into account the abilities/needs/interests of the children in their care. 

.D. The Duties of the Principal:
          When it comes to the issue of the organisation and allocation of classes for teaching purposes, the duties of the Principal of the school are clearly and unequivocally stated in Department of Education Circular 16/73.
“In consultation with the staff, the Principal shall decide on

the organisation of the pupils for teaching purposes.”

“The Principal shall arrange a fair distribution of teaching duties among staff, taking into account the needs of the pupils and the abilities, experience, personality and preferences of each teacher.”

Such arrangements are made at relevant staff meetings held as close as possible to Easter-time during the preceding school year.

.E. Operative Principles: (Policy)

At Scoil Bhríde, when we are faced with no other alternative but to split a particular class. It shall become official policy for us from January 2003 to place each and every child in a classroom where we feel he/she will cope best and benefit most.

We see it as our job to challenge the children under our care, -not confuse them. We endeavour to stimulate them, not stifle their progress in any way. We attempt to motivate them, not frustrate them. Therefore, we see no point in sitting a child in a classroom where we believe he/she will struggle in vain to make any great progress. Such a situation would serve only to discourage and dishearten the child.

On the other hand, we have to recognise that the effectiveness of the child’s ability to develop as we would wish could also be lost by allocating him/her to a classroom where it is our informed judgement that he/she will be unchallenged and bored throughout the duration of his/her time there. ie. Where both the work/workload combined with the pace of instruction fail to rise up to the level, which the child’s ability/skill demands. Accordingly, the criteria listed below are founded upon what we feel are sound educational principles. Stringent observation is given to the principle of doing what we, as informed professional educators, feel is in the best interests of each 

individual in that particular class. Henceforth, when we come to positioning a child in one particular side of any split, the following are the clear and objective criteria adhered to by the staff and sanctioned by the Board of Management.

1. The ability of the child as assessed by all those teachers who have taught him/her, but particularly so by the teacher under whose guidance the child has most recently been tutored. Reference may also be made to the standardised test scores recorded by the child in Maths and Reading over the proceeding two years,- provided such scores are available. 

2. The attitude of the child to his/her work as observed by all those teachers with whom he/she has worked, but particularly so by the teacher who most recently has evaluated the child’s progress in this regard i.e. Is the child a hard worker? Is he/she easily distracted in class? What are his/her concentration levels?

3. The content of the character of the child as observed by all those teachers with whom he/she has worked, but particularly so by the teacher who most recently has assessed the child’s progress in these regards i.e. Is he/she a confident individual or is he/she nervous or shy? Is he/she passive or active in the classroom learning situation?

4. The ability of the child to work independently as commented upon by all those teachers who have worked with him/her, but particularly so by the child’s most recent teacher. i.e. Can the child complete set tasks in class on his/her own in a neat and fluent fashion?

5. The suitability of the child vis a vis the group we are trying to put together. ie. Will this child work better in a smaller, more intimate group or does he/she need the added security of a larger group? Will he/she interact positively with the other children we are endeavouring to place in the same work group? Consideration shall be given to how a particular child might react to being split up from a friend. Some children have a wide circle of friends and make new friendships very easily. Others can be more insular and tend to depend/rely on only one or two friends. When splitting a class we as teachers, -after lengthy consultation with the parents concerned with the split,- must weigh up the negative/positive social impact the make-up of the split might have on each individual child. 

    We also have to bear in mind what effect, if any, this may have on the child’s ability to progress over the course of the following year. Again, all teachers who have worked with the child will give their opinion in this regard. Special attention is given to the comments of the child’s most recent teacher.

6. The staff shall discuss how they feel this child will respond/co-operate with the teacher to whom he/she will be allocated. Some pupils benefit more from a certain type of teacher. We try to decide upon whether he/she would be better off under the care of one particular teacher rather than another.

7. Once agreement has been reached among the staff as to where we shall position a child, the Principal shall proceed to draft class-lists. As has been clearly stated earlier, such lists are not produced on a whim, but involve much thought, co-operation and effort. Their content shall be considered finally upon sanction received from the Board of Management.

8. We, at the school shall endeavour to produce these official class-lists no later that May 15th of the proceeding school-year. Such lists to remain in confidence among the staff until such time as the families involved in the split-class situation are informed of their content. 

.F. Communication:

    We are well aware that some parents have difficulty with the decisions we make when splitting a particular class. Every parent wants their child to be positioned in what they perceive to be the “better” end of the particular split. However, our concern is to do what is in the best possible interests of all children. From a purely educational point of view, we see no point in placing a certain child in a particular classroom when it is abundantly clear to us that he/she will not advance to the best of his/her ability whilst there for the duration of the year.

    In order to explain the situation fully and acquire the support/trust of the parents concerned, we realise that clear and informed communication be made at the earliest possible date, before knowledge of the official class-lists is circulated in full. To alleviate the concerns/fears of these parents and in an attempt to avoid confusion, the school has made the following provisions. 

1. When a child is enrolled in Scoil Bhríde, we make it known to all new parents of the possibility that their child(ren) may experience a split-class situation at least once and possibility even twice during his/her time spent at our school. This point is specifically addressed as part of our Enrolment Policy.

2. Until such time as the enrolment of new Junior Infants for September of the following school year is completed, it is almost impossible for us to predict which classes (if any) may be split at that time. However, the teachers at the school may be in a position to give some indication of class organisation for that year to parents at the official school Parent/Teacher meetings held between the 17th and 28th February. (It is also very important that parents inform us as soon as possible as to whether or not they might wish to have their child repeat a year in a certain class as this will also effect how we go about organising our classes for the following year.)

3. As soon as we are sure of which classes (if any) are to be split, contact will be made with all the parents concerned to inform them of the situation. This shall initiate a lengthy consultative process between teachers/parents until such time as the final class lists are drafted. Naturally, none of this can be achieved until we have finalised our enrolment for September of the following year. Therefore we shall endeavour to conduct our enrolment procedures no later than a fortnight before the Easter Vacation. 

4. Once official class lists have been drafted, the Principal/Deputy Principal shall …a) Inform the parents concerned of the split-class situation…and….b) Inform them of the class and teacher to whom their child shall be allocated for the coming year.

       It shall be made quite clear that the decisions we have made will have been done with nothing else in mind but doing what we feel is best for each and every child in that particular class. 

5. Such information shall be presented to the parents concerned no later than June 7th of the preceding school year. 

