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Foreword
 
 iScoil is getting me back into seeing education as an interesting and useful thing instead 
of something to hate and avoid. – iScoil student

This is perhaps the best definition of what we are trying to do in iScoil. Our aim is to 
re-engage young people, who are out of school, in learning. On a daily basis, as we 
work with students online and face-to-face, we see the eagerness to learn as well 
as the growth in confidence and social interaction. We know iScoil is making a real 
difference and that it works. 

 iScoil is new and the only programme of its kind in Ireland, so it is important and in 
the best interests of our students, parents, referral agencies and funders to have an 
objective and independent evaluation with evidence that we are meeting our aims, 
particularly in relation to student learning. We are pleased to present this evaluation 
report by independent educational consultant Maureen Bassett.

The evaluation focuses on the learning gains, student progression and benefits for 
the young people who have participated in the programme. I would like to commend 
Maureen for the quality of this research. It not only presents the learning gains, but 
she has devised a framework for capturing the personal and social gains as well.

The findings show a high-level of re-engagement with learning and a majority of 
students returning to school or progressing to further educational provision. These 
results are notable given that the reasons for early school leaving are often complex, 
multiple and interlinked. The findings also show high-levels of satisfaction among 
the students with the programme as a whole. 

I would like to thank the Presentation Sisters, who set up and provide the funding 
for the programme, seeing it as an important part of their mission in education. In 
particular, I want to acknowledge Sr Ann Marie Quinn, a learning innovator who had 
the vision to introduce this online-learning model to Ireland. I also want to thank 
Marianne Checkley and her team, for their dedication and skill in delivering the high 
quality and cost effective service that is iScoil.

 
 
David Rose
Project Director
iScoil
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Executive Summary 
 
Introduction
 iScoil is a unique model of online-learning catering for young people aged 13–16 who 
are out of school or other learning/training provisions. 

 iScoil aims to:

› Engage young people in learning 
› Build confidence, self-esteem and social development
› Offer accreditation opportunities 
› Support progression to further education and employment.

The achievements identified in the interim evaluation were considerable. This is 
particularly note-worthy given the short length of time the current independent 
model has been in existence and the scale of the resources available to it. The 
following outlines a brief background and description of the model and the key 
findings from the evaluation. 

Background
 iScoil has grown from an UK online-learning model entitled Notschool.net, the 
brainchild of Professor Stephen Heppell who led its development in the early stages. 
It has been successfully implemented in the UK for some years.

Following a period of investigation, the Presentation Sisters decided to develop a 
demonstration programme to test the model in the Republic of Ireland. This decision 
was situated within the Aim and Objectives of the Presentation Sisters Strategic Plan 
as well as their commitment to learning innovation and learning inclusion.

The decision was informed by the evidence of educational/learning needs amongst 
a considerable cohort of young people. It was identified that almost 2,500 young 
people left school before Junior Certificate and that 1,500 of these left at First and 
Second years (ESRI 2007). It was also estimated that approximately 1,100 young 
people who had left before completion of Junior Certificate were unemployed, 
seeking their first job or unavailable for work, one year after leaving school. 

The development and implementation of both phases of the pilot were also 
contextualised in the growing recognition of the importance of online-learning 
for young people. This emphasised the potential for the enhancement and 
transformation of learning, the acquisition of ICT skills and the contribution to the 
development of the ‘knowledge’ or ‘smart’ economy. In addition it emphasised the 
potential for addressing the ‘digital divide’ as experienced by young people affected 
by socio-economic disadvantage. 
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The Model
There have been two phases in the pilot programme: from 2007–2009 the model 
was developed and implemented in partnership with Notschool.net UK and 
was known as Notschool.net Ireland; in September 2009, following a period of 
consultation and reflection, an independent model was established known as iScoil.

The model is based on principles of inclusivity and equality and adopts a non- 
judgemental approach. It is strongly learner-centred and involves personalised 
learning plans negotiated with students and based on their needs and interests. It is 
predominantly an online-learning system, although since the establishment of iScoil 
newer approaches are being added, including a centre-based and blended learning 
approach. 

The Evaluation
The evaluation was an interim one and its main aim was to capture learning gains, 
accreditation and progression outcomes for all the eighty-five students who had 
participated in the programme during both phases, to end December 2010. The 
research was mainly qualitative in approach but also included some quantitative 
elements, including an online survey for students. It also included interviews with 
mentors, subject specialists, and the outreach centre manager, team leader and 
iScoil Director; as well as a focus group with the central team. A detailed analysis of a 
sample of mentor weekly reports for a sample of students was also carried out. The 
evaluation took place between late November 2010 and mid-March 2011. 

Student Cohort 
Eighty-five students have participated in both phases of the model. These were 
60% males to females, 85% aged 15 or under, and mainly from Dublin and other 
counties in Leinster (75%). The rest of the students were from other counties across 
the country. The main reasons for referral were ‘school phobia’ and ‘school refusal’ 
(40%) and disaffection and mental health issues (25%). 

Learning Gains 
The evaluation identified considerable learning gains across the three areas of the 
framework developed to capture gains, i.e. personal effectiveness, interpersonal and 
social development and functional skills. Gains were identified for the majority of 
students, whilst the depth and scope of gains varied across the student cohort linked 
to the considerable diversity amongst students. 

The gains were particularly strong in the personal effectiveness area. Increased 
confidence and development as learners were especially noted. There were also 
significant gains in interpersonal and social development, particularly as they related 
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to interpersonal communications with adults on the programme. Gains relating ‘to 
working with others’ were strongest in the centre-based approach, while the recent 
development of workshops was seen to be strengthening this dimension for all 
young people on the programme who wish to participate in the workshops. 

There were very positive gains in relation to ICT, literacy and maths. The gains in 
relation to ICT were particularly significant with almost 70% of students in the 
survey highlighting these. There was evidence of literacy gains for many students 
who were identified with low literacy when they commenced the programme. (The 
programme does not set out to ‘teach literacy’ for a number of reasons, including 
previous negative student experiences and resource issues.) 

Aspects identified that could strengthen interpersonal and social learning gains 
included: further development of workshops; more opportunities for collaborative 
online working amongst students; and the inclusion of a citizenship course. In 
the longer term, further development of the centre-based approach would also 
strengthen this aspect for those students suited to this form of the model. 

Many positive features in the teaching/learning approach were identified during 
the evaluation. It is reasonable to infer that these contribute, at least in part, to 
the considerable learning gains being achieved. These included: very high-level 
of support and encouragement from mentors, subject specialists and the team; 
development, agreement and monitoring of learning plans; ongoing constructive 
feedback and a personalised learning journey which balances the interests of the 
student with the core subject areas.

Accreditation
The evaluation also identified that the accreditation approach and outcomes were 
positive, with the vast majority of students gaining some form of accreditation. 
This was particularly the case with regard to in-house accreditation. With regard to 
external accreditation differences between the two phases were identified. These 
were linked to the very short time in which iScoil has been a recognised FETAC 
provider (September 2010) and the differing levels of accreditation on offer.1 When 
iScoil was set up it was decided to focus on Level 3 accreditation, which is equivalent 
to Junior Certificate level. The evaluation identified the desirability of creating 
opportunities for Levels 1 and 2 accreditation, as well as more opportunities for 
accreditation in ICT. 

Within the iScoil approach, the linking of tasks (from the beginning of engagement) 
to the achievement of Specific Learning Outcomes as outlined in the core FETAC 
Units was noted as a strength. Overall the FETAC system was seen to suit most 
students, with its flexibility, modular approach, and ongoing assessment and paced 
to suit students’ needs.
1 Much of the accreditation received by students in Phase 1 was equivalent to Levels 1 and 2 in the Irish system.
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In addition to the need for accreditation at Levels 1 and 2, other challenges included 
the need to adapt FETAC modules to an online environment, and ensuring pacing 
which balances student needs and the goal of completion of tasks and units. The 
challenge of supporting students to the achievement of a Major FETAC Award, which 
involves six modules, was also noted.

Progression 
There was significant success in supporting young people to go onto further 
education and learning (56%). A further 6% went on to employment. This level 
of success is particularly noteworthy given the cohort of young people referred 
and recruited to iScoil; 40% of whom were either ‘school phobic’ or were referred 
because of ‘school refusal’, with a further 25% categorised as ‘disaffected’ or 
experiencing mental health issues.

Areas identified for development in relation to progression included the addition of 
work-oriented courses; more opportunities for work experience and the provision of 
online career guidance; and a mechanism for monitoring progression modelled on 
the approach currently used within the programme for referral and recruitment. 

Other Benefits and Learning 
In addition to specific learning gains already outlined, the evaluation identified that 
many students benefited from being part of an online-learning community that 
conferred a sense of belonging and identity. Although not a focus of the evaluation, 
some additional benefits were noted for some families and particularly parents. It is 
suggested that this is an area worthy of further investigation. 

The potential contribution of the learning from iScoil, gained though its 
development, implementation and evaluation, to ongoing development of wider 
practice and policy in online-learning for young people was highlighted. 

A Developing Model
Since the establishment of an independent Irish model in late 2009, there have been 
considerable developments within the model, including a centre-based approach and 
the provision of student workshops and additional subjects. iScoil is a developing 
model that displays many strengths. In addition, as is common at this phase of model 
development, the evaluation identified challenges and a number of areas for further 
development. Many of these have already been named. 

Strengths included its innovative online nature; the highly personalised teaching/
learning approach; significant levels of support for students (and parents); 
considerable learning gains and accreditation and progression opportunities. 
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Challenges and areas for development were also identified. These included the 
need to provide further accreditation opportunities; to strengthen the innovative 
and creative use of online-learning media; and to further develop progression 
processes and opportunities particularly as the latter relate to employment. Other 
developments identified which could enhance the model included: strengthening the 
input of parents and more opportunities for ongoing professional development of 
mentors and subject specialists. 

Other aspects highlighted were the need to continue and develop the gender-aware 
approach to support the inclusion of boys and girls in non-stereotypical ways, 
including in the take-up of potential new subjects as well as in career-oriented 
opportunities as they develop. 

The need to ensure that development is planned and coherent and guided by the 
needs of the students was emphasised. Plans should also take account of the aspects 
highlighted in the evaluation which are required to be strengthened. 

Conclusion 
The evaluation found that the programme (in both its phases) has offered 
considerable opportunities and benefits to the majority of young people who have 
engaged with it. In so doing it is meeting its objectives. 

The evaluation concludes that iScoil is meeting the needs of some of the many 
young people who are out of school or other provision. In addition to the 85 students 
who have participated, a further 59 students were referred. It complements the 
current range of DES initiatives for early school leavers in a new and innovative way. 
In doing so, it supports a considerable proportion of its cohort to re-integrate into 
mainstream schooling and other provisions such as Youthreach.

The evaluation also concludes that it is a successful provision that deserves serious 
consideration by the DES for further development under its commitment to tackle 
educational disadvantage and promote social inclusion. 
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Section 1  
 iScoil An Introduction 
1.1 Introduction
 iScoil is an online-learning community offering a pathway 
to education and employment. The programme is 
targeted at young people aged 13–16 years who are out of 
mainstream education. iScoil aims to:

› Engage young people in learning 
› Build confidence, self-esteem and social development
› Offer accreditation opportunities 
›  Support progression to further education and 

employment. 

 iScoil works with young people at their pace and in a supportive way. Students are 
assigned an online mentor who develops a learning plan with them. Students log on 
daily to a secure website where they can engage with different subject areas and 
online subject specialists who support their learning. iScoil also creates progression 
pathways and opportunities for accreditation leading to FETAC awards in the 
National Framework of Qualifications

This report outlines the findings from an interim evaluation of the programme 
that focused on capturing learning gains, accreditation achieved and progression 
pathways secured. 

1.2 Background 
1.2.1 Origins of the Model – Notschool.net UK 
 iScoil has grown from an UK online-learning model entitled Notschool.net, the 
brainchild of Professor Stephen Heppell who led its development in the early stages. 
In the UK context, its development involved a number of phases and by July 2008, 
4,500 young people from all over England had passed through the system. The 
success of the model was highlighted in a number of evaluation reports (Notschool.
net 2001, 2003 and theCademy.net, 2005) in terms of its engagement of young 
people in learning, in the achievement of accreditation and in successful progression 
to further education and training or employment. 

 iScoil 
works with 

young 
people at 
their pace 

and in a 
supportive 

way.
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1.2.2 Context for Development Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil

1.2.2.a Organisational Context
Following a period of investigation, the Presentation Sisters decided to develop 
a demonstration programme to test the Notschool.net model in the Republic of 
Ireland. This decision was situated within the Aims and Objectives of their Strategic 
Plans, 2002–2006 and 2007–2012.

The decision was also informed by the commitment of the Presentation Sisters to 
contribute to the development of learning innovation as a way to promote social 
inclusion and combat educational disadvantage. It was further underscored by a 
belief in the need for a flexible education system that accommodates the diverse 
needs and capacities of learners and where learners’ needs are central to the 
development of educational policy and practice. 

1.2.2.b Educational Context

Early School Leaving Context 2006 
The initial development of the pilot programme was informed by the educational 
context at the time. A report from the Department of Education and Science entitled 
The Junior Certificate Schools Programme – Building on Success (2006) highlighted that 
there were considerable levels of early school leaving. It also stated that significant 
numbers of students failed to progress through the education system. 

The National Economic and Social Forum (2002) had outlined the contributory 
factors to educational disadvantage including: under-achievement and low academic 
performance; poor self-esteem and experiences of bullying; unsuitable school 
curricular programmes and disciplinary procedures; absenteeism from school; poor 
student-teacher relations; and a lack of engagement between school and students.

Official concern regarding educational disadvantage and early school leaving was 
demonstrated by the passing of the Education Welfare Act (2000) and the setting up 
of the National Education Welfare Board. Other evidence of official concern was the 
development of the School Completion Programme and the publication of the School 
Matters Report (2006) on student behaviour in second-level schools. 
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Early School Leaving Context 2008
Presentation Ireland commissioned a briefing paper in 2008 (Bassett, 2008) to 
inform the ongoing development of the pilot programme.2 This highlighted that: 

›  Despite increased policy interventions, a relatively stable level of early school 
leaving before Junior Certificate (JC) was identified. This was 4% representing 
approximately 2,460 young people (ESRI 2007); in addition another 14% left 
before Leaving Certificate (LC).

›  Learners left at each year of the three-year JC cycle but the rate increased 
considerably in Second and Third years, this was estimated at 442 (18%) in 
First year; 1,107 (45%) in Second year; 861 (35%) in Third year 

›  Age at leaving was not indicated in the literature surveyed but it was 
estimated that of the 1,500 leaving between First and Second years, 
approximately 1,000+ could be 15 or under 

›  Gender was also identified as a key factor and in complex ways: a greater 
proportion of boys than girls left before Junior Certificate level: 5% of 
the male cohort left before Junior Certificate compared to 3% of females. 
Pathways following leaving were also different, e.g. more females without a 
Junior Certificate went to State-sponsored training than boys.3 Whilst one year 
after leaving school a higher proportion of girls than boys ‘were unavailable 
for work’; it was thought that many of this group had become ‘carers’ either of 
their own child or of family members 

›  Parent(s) socio-economic status continued to be a major factor
›  Travellers had a completely disproportionate level of early leaving rates; 44% 

of Travellers who enrolled in 2002 left before Junior Certificate level.

The review also highlighted that there was very limited mainstream provision for 
young people who were out of school. It was estimated that 1,100 were unemployed, 
seeking first employment or unavailable for work one year after leaving school. 

Online-learning Context 
The development and implementation of both phases of the pilot are also 
contextualised in the growing emphasis on the importance of online-learning 
for young people. A recent briefing paper on iScoil (Michael Hallissy, iScoil 2011) 
highlights the following: 

2  Presentation Ireland was established by the Presentation Sisters to work for a more compassionate, just and 
sustainable world. Its main areas of work are learning innovation, social inclusion, human rights, ecology and 
spirituality.

3  This pattern reversed for the cohort who left post-Junior Cert., with a significantly higher proportion of boys going to 
such training. 
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›  Growth in recognition of the importance of digital learning for young people 
many of whom are already proficient in the use of ICT in many forms 

›  Emphasis in economic policy and in educational literature on knowledge and 
smart economies and smart schools 

›  Emphasis on the need for more personalised approaches to learning and 
the development of skills, competencies and creativity rather than the 
accumulation of facts and the potential for online-learning in this regard

›  Desire of young people to have more say over what, how and where they learn
›  Potential of online learning and virtual learning environments (VLEs) to 

transform schooling and learning. 

Two recent Irish government reports also stress these aspects.4 In addition, the 
Smart School report highlights the potential to address ‘the digital divide’ through 
the development of opportunities for online-learning. Awareness of this ‘divide’ also 
influenced the development of iScoil (Briefing Paper: Knowledge Society, Learning 
Innovation, eLearning and the Digital Divide, Bassett, 2008), which identified the 
geographic and socio-economic dimensions to this problem.

1.2.3 Development and Implementation of Notschool.net and iScoil 

In 2006 the Presentation Sisters agreed to fund the development and the 
implementation of a three-year pilot to test the NotSchool.net model in an Irish 
context. This was subsequently extended for a further three years. A strategic plan 
was developed to guide its implementation. The pilot programme has involved two 
phases: Notschool.net Ireland 2006–2009, and iScoil 2009. 

1.2.3.a Phase One – Not school.net Ireland
The programme was developed and implemented in partnership with Notschool.
net UK. It mirrored the English model; students accessed their server, online 
communities and resources and were granted accreditation within the English 
Notschool.net system and the English Qualifications Framework.

The processes and procedures to support the development of Notschool.net Ireland 
were put in place in 2006 and 2007. An Advisory Board was established in 2007, 
which included expertise from a broad range of stakeholders. A programme team 
was recruited which included a team leader, an administrator and a technical support 
person. Irish mentors were also recruited. An Irish Internet Service Provider (ISP) 
was identified and a detailed process for referral and recruitment was developed. 
The first students were formally placed on the system in February 2008. 

4  Investing Effectively in Information and Communications Technology in Schools 2008–2013: Report of the Minister’s 
Strategy Group, DES 2008; Smart Schools = Smart Economy: ICT in Schools Report of the Joint Advisory Committee 
to the Minister for Education and Science, undated) 
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The partnership with the UK continued until August 2009. In this period the model 
was established in Ireland with many successful outcomes including: 

›  A programme team with skills and expertise in implementing the model 
›  A team of mentors also experienced in implementing the model
›  Forty-eight students recruited, forty of whom successfully engaged with the 

programme
›  Accreditation and successful progression achieved by many students5 
›  Important relationships established including with the National Education 

Welfare Board (NEWB) and its education officers around the country
›  Rigorous referral process developed and implemented 
›  Engaged Advisory Board inputting a range of expertise. 

1.2.3.b Transition to iScoil 
A period of reflection and discussion took place within the Irish Programme 
during 2009. This included consultation with students, parents, online mentors, 
representatives of the NEWB, Presentation Sisters and the Advisory Board. Based 
on the consultation and also informed by a self-evaluation process on the part of the 
Team and the Director, it was proposed and agreed to set up an independent model 
in Ireland and this became known as iScoil. The main reasons for the decision were 
to:

›  Gain more autonomy in the development of the programme and ability to 
adapt it to the Irish educational context 

›  Offer opportunities to students to access accreditation linked to Irish 
Qualifications Framework

›  Develop and test other approaches including a centre-based approach and 
also a ‘blended learning’ approach i.e. class or centre-based as well as online-
learning 

›  Provide curriculum and content more relevant to Irish students. 

Students formally transferred to iScoil in September 2009. From this point the 
programme has run as an independent entity whilst retaining many of the features 
of the Notschool.net model. 

5 See Section 2.4 for more details on this.
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1.3 The iScoil Model 
1.3.1. Key Features of the Approach 

 1.3.1.a Principles 
The Principles underlying the Programme are: 

›  Inclusiveness 
›  Respect (non-judgemental) 
›  Equality. 

1.3.1.b Learning Approach 
The approach is learner centred and based on the 
concept of a personalised journey of learning. The 
pedagogical approach, whilst not explicitly named, 
is mainly constructivist in nature and led by the 

students’ interests. This approach stresses the construction of knowledge by the 
learner, which in turn draws on the construction of meaning based on the learner’s 
own experience (Ashworth et al, 2004). The authors referenced here also point to 
the importance of this approach to the following: learning to learn; experiential 
learning; shared and negotiated learning; self-directed learning and so forth. These 
are also part of the iScoil approach as it aims to develop young people as self-
directed learners.

The approach within iScoil also includes: 

›  Individualised learning plans 
›  Identification of and building on students’ interests
›  Work at students’ own pace 
›  Blended learning combining online and face-to-face work (in some cases) 
›  Adaptable flexible curriculum 
›  Work towards recognised accreditation within the National Framework of 

Qualifications.

1.3.1.c Referral and Recruitment 
In the main, the referrals are taken from NEWB education officers and involve young 
people who are within their remit, processes and procedures. The young people 
who are eligible have been out of school for at least six months, have tried another 
provision, have one supportive parent/guardian in the home and are within the age 
limits for the programme.

The approach 
is learner 

centred and 
based on the 
concept of a 
personalised 

journey of 
learning.
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Two members of the team carry out initial contact with the young person and 
family including a home visit. A report is then submitted to the referral panel with a 
recommendation.6 This is considered and a decision is made as to whether the young 
person is suitable for inclusion in the iScoil programme. 

When the young person is accepted, an induction process takes place mainly in the 
home of the young person. The team leader and technician carry out this process 
and it involves the parent/guardian(s) also. An agreement is signed with parent(s) 
and the young person. The equipment is introduced and explained and is left for 
the young person’s use whilst they are on the programme.7 A number of tasks are 
also suggested for the student to complete in order to engage them in the learning 
process as soon as possible. The induction process also provides an opportunity for 
team members to get to know the young person and their interests. 

In addition, students are provided with a secure login and password to the iScoil 
Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) and are introduced to their mentor online. They 
are provided with a new email address and contact details for the team. Contact 
details are also provided to parents, as well as offers of ongoing support. 

At induction students agree to log on every day, open their messages, email their 
mentor with work completed and contact the team if there are any problems. During 
the first four weeks following induction a student is closely monitored and regular 
contact made by phone or visit if necessary.

1.3.1.d How it Works 
The model is an online-learning programme where students do their learning online 
and in their own homes with the online support of a mentor, subject specialists 
and the team. Telephone support from the team is also available and face-to-face 
support with the team leader is available as needed. 

In 2010, a centre-based ‘blended learning’ approach was introduced. This involves 
five students working in a Youth Centre supported by a Youth Worker. This approach 
still involves students in online-learning, as with other iScoil students, with online 
mentor support. 

In addition to the more structured learning which is encouraged and supported by 
mentors and subject specialists (see below for more detail) there are also forums 
available online for support and for general interest and chat. Young people can also 
Instant Message each other or adults if they need help with a task or to make social 
contact. 

6 This panel includes, the team leader, the Project Director and a member of the Advisory Group. 
7 This includes a Mac mini and a screen and keyboard.
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Furthermore, the iScoil approach has recently been further 
developed with the inclusion of workshops on specific 
themes. These are offered to all students on the system. 
The first of these took place in February 2011. These are 
discussed further in the discussion of learning gains in 
Section 2.3. 

Mentors 
 iScoil has a team of online mentors, who are qualified 
teachers. They are contracted on a part-time basis ranging 
from 3–8 hours per week. Their role is to encourage 
participation and support learning. Mentors email 
students every day with suggested topics that may interest 
students. They also suggest tasks and offer support and 

encouragement. These communications help build relationships and encourage 
participation. They work with a maximum of six students at any one time. They 
are also asked to use multimedia including images, video clips and links to relevant 
material. At the beginning of the process mentors are asked to develop and agree 
a learning plan with each student. This is updated in an ongoing way. In line with 
the personalised learning approach mentors break up or extend tasks to cater 
for students’ abilities. They also act as mediators between students and subject 
specialists and watch out for accreditation opportunities. 

Subject Specialists 
In addition, iScoil has a group of subject specialists who are qualified teachers. 
Each one has responsibility for a specific subject area, e.g. maths, communications 
etc. The role of the subject specialist is to support students in engaging with their 
subject and complete work in the subject area. In particular, part of the role is 
to ensure that the work is completed to the required standard which will create 
opportunities for accreditation, in both the ‘in-house’ and the externally accredited 
FETAC systems. This includes working collaboratively with the mentor and student 
to ensure the Learning Plan is developed, implemented and updated; the latter is 
ultimately the responsibility of the mentor, as a student may be engaged with a 
number of subject specialists simultaneously. The specialists are expected to ensure 
that the Plan and associated tasks are linked to the achievement of Specific Learning 
Outcomes (SLOs) as outlined in FETAC units, in their area of specialism.

Specialists develop a Learning Site on the VLE in their subject area. This includes 
developing tasks and projects that match the FETAC module descriptor and SLOs 
and also tasks that are suitable and relevant to a range of interests and abilities. 
Specialists are required to keep their site current and relevant and to regularly 
review material and resources available to students and mentors.

 iScoil 
has a team 

of online 
mentors, 
who are 

qualified 
teachers.
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Central Team
The central team comprises a team leader, an administrator, 
a learning and support technician and more recently a 
part-time development worker. The work of the team 
is integral to the successful working of the programme. 
The team manages and co-ordinates the delivery of the 
programme. Team members are the first point of contact 
with the student, family and referral agencies. They liaise 
with the mentors after induction. The team regularly 
supports the student via email, telephone calls and home 
visits where necessary, and provides the link between 
mentors, specialists and students. They monitor learning 
plans and learning gains, and in consultation with the 
NEWB, parents, students and other agencies, determine 
progression pathways to further education for students who 

are ready to leave the programme. They provide direction and support to mentors 
and specialists, including technical support. The director of Presentation Ireland acts 
as iScoil project director and has responsibility for the strategic development of the 
programme.

1.3.1.e Child Protection 
The Programme has a clear Child Protection Policy and all adults in the system 
are required to implement this. The policy includes Garda vetting of all staff and 
mandatory child safeguarding training. The broadband is filtered and monitored at 
source to DES standards. A clear line of reporting of child safeguarding issues and 
incidents is set out. 

1.4 Evaluation
1.4.1 Purpose and Focus
This is an interim evaluation of both phases of the pilot programme, i.e. it takes 
account of all students who have been in both Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil. 

The overall purpose of this evaluation is to capture learning gains and benefits for 
the young people who have participated in all phases of the programme. This is to 
assist in making an assessment of the degree to which the programme is meeting 
its aim and objectives. In addition, it is hoped that the evaluation can inform future 
development and act as a source of accountability to key stakeholders including: 
Presentation Sisters; iScoil Advisory Board; students and parents/guardians, referral 
bodies as well as potential funders.

The evaluation did not set out to evaluate the overall operation of the programme, 
although opportunities were offered to interviewees to identity strengths of the 
programme as well as areas for possible future development.

The overall 
purpose  

of this 
evaluation 

is to  
capture 
learning 

gains.
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The specific objectives of the evaluation are: 

›  to capture a profile of the young people e.g. in terms of age, gender, reason for 
referral 

›  to identify learning gains 
›  to outline levels and types accreditation 
›  to outline progression routes
›  to offer an analysis of the learning experience, learning gains and 

accreditation.

It is not the intention of the evaluation to identify different outcomes from the two 
versions of the model. Data on accreditation is presented separately because of the 
different external accreditation systems and some comparisons between Notschool.
net Ireland and iScoil are made. 

The opportunity was also taken to get feedback from students (through an online 
survey) on their levels of satisfaction with the programme. 

1.4.2 Approach
The research design and implementation was informed by principles of 
‘empowerment evaluation’ as outlined in Fetterman, D. and Wandersman, A. (eds.) 
Empowerment Evaluation Principles in Practice (2005). These principles include 
organisational learning, community ownership, inclusion, capacity building, social 
justice and accountability. 

The evaluation and the evaluator’s approach are also informed by the application of 
the code of ethics used by the Sociological Association of Ireland. Among the core 
general principles of this approach are professional competence, integrity, respect 
for human rights, diversity and equality and social responsibility.8 

In line with the principle of inclusion, the views of a range of stakeholders were 
sought. A number of factors influenced decision making in this regard, the most 
important of these was the focus of the evaluation, i.e. capturing of learning gains, 
accreditation and progression routes. Therefore those with direct knowledge of 
these were the main informants. 

Due to the vulnerable nature of the young people on the programme and informed 
by the insights of the team it was decided to include the views of the students 
through an online survey.

The importance of parents as central to their children’s development and learning 
is recognised, however the specific focus of the interim evaluation as well as time 

8 See http://www.sociology.ie/docstore/dls/pages_list/3_sai_ethical_guidelines.pdf for a copy of this code.
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frame, resource and logistical constraints did not lend itself to their inclusion. It 
is envisaged that future evaluations will focus specifically on parents and other 
stakeholders, in particular the NEWB and the schools attended by the students.

The approach is mainly qualitative in nature, although the survey data and other 
statistical data presented – i.e. student profiles, reasons for referral; accreditation 
and progression – add a quantitative dimension. 

1.4.3. Timeframe and Methodology

1.4.3.a Timeframe 
The overall timeframe for the evaluation to completion of the final report was 
November 2010 to April 2011. This involved the following phases: 

Table 1 

Phase Timeframe 

Inception and design phase Nov – Dec 2010

Main Data collection Jan – Mid March 2011

Processing/analysis/drafting report Mid March – End Mach 2011

Final report Mid April 
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 1.4.3.b Methodology 
Table 2 

Phases Methods 

Inception and 
design 

 ›  Documentary review including reports/documents relating to Notschool.net 
and iScoil 

 ›  Discussions with key members of iScoil team, i.e. Director, team leader, 
administrator 

›    Review of Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil databases
›   Preparation of initial and final evaluation proposal

Data 
collection 
Primary

 ›  Design of data-collection tools: online survey, template for interviews; 
framework for use in analysis of mentor reports 

›  Implementation of data-collection methods
 - Online survey 
 - Telephonic interviews (5): 3 mentors, centre manager: iScoil director;
 - Face-to-face interview: team leader 
 - Focus group: team 
 - Analysis of weekly mentor reports and associated email communications 
›  Informal discussions with team leader

Data 
collection 
Secondary

›   Review of relevant documents, e.g. FETAC modules, learning gains 
frameworks, student satisfaction questionnaires, relevant educational and 
online-learning reports 

›   Review of iScoil material, e.g. profile, accreditation and progression data; 
relevant areas of website, e.g. Chat and Stuff; video interview with a student 
and parent and an audio interview with a student; collated data from 
exit questionnaires and from home visits both provided by team leader; 
outcomes from student consultation workshops held to inform the transition 
to iScoil

Processing 
and analysis 

  Survey Monkey was used to process the online survey and a theme approach 
was used to analyse the interview and focus group material; these themes 
also informed analysis of other material 

Drafting and 
finalising 
report 

 First and second draft reports prepared and submitted for comment.
 Final report prepared 

1.5 This Report 
The report is divided into three sections. Section One contains the Introduction 
(the background, an outline of the model and the evaluation); Section Two outlines 
the findings and analysis; Section Three provides a summary assessment and 
conclusions. 
 
1  It was decided to review the reports of eight students. However as a student could have between 50–100 reports 

it was further decided to sample these. This was done on the basis of selecting three weeks at the beginning of 
the student’s time on the system and then three weekly reports at three monthly intervals after this. The sample 
of students was chosen from two lists provided by the team leader, one relating to students with a low level of 
accreditation and the other with medium to high levels. 
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Section Two Findings
2.1. Introduction 
This section outlines student profile data, presentation and analysis of learning 
gains, accreditation and progression data as well as a brief overview assessment of 
the model based on the student survey and all interviews conducted. 

2.2 Profile of Total Cohort (Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil)
The following charts outline information on the total cohort of young people who 
have participated in both Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil (to end of December 
2010).9 This involved a total of 85 students (see Appendix 1 for profile information on 
those not progressed into the system).10

2.2.1 Gender 
Chart 1 outlines a gender breakdown of students (N=85). 
 

Females

Males

The ratio of approximately 60:40 males to females outlined above decreased 
somewhat when the cohort of students for iScoil only is considered. This included 53 
students, 34 male and 19 were female; this represented a ratio of 64:36. 

It is recognised that more males leave school early than girls and this proportion 
broadly reflects this. 

9 Information is not collected on socio-economic status or ethnicity. 
10  Fifty-nine other young people were referred to Notschool/ iScoil for a number of reasons, including lack of fit with 

selection criteria and also resource issues.

50
(59%)

35
(41%)
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2.2.2 Ages
Chart 2 outlines the ages of students when they entered the system (N=85).

13

14

15

16

This chart highlights that the highest proportion of students were aged 15 (43%), the 
next highest were aged 14 (35%) with 7% aged 13 and 15% aged 16. 

Thus the 13–15 age group account for 85% of the total. This is worth noting as the 
official school leaving age is 16 Years (or completion of three years of second-level 
education). It has been recognised for some time that there is a gap in provision for 
the younger age group and the data above highlights that iScoil is meeting the needs 
of some in this category. In comparing those accepted and those not progressed it 
was found that 14 year olds were more likely to be accepted than 16 year olds. This is 
probably not surprising as 16 year olds are at the upper end of the intake age range 
for iScoil. iScoil does not take young people on the programme who have not made 
the transition to post primary.

36/43%

30/35%

6/7%
13/15%
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2.2.3 Geographic Location of Students 
Chart 3 outlines the counties in which students lived (N=85).
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Students came from 10 counties, 6 of these were in Leinster; 2 in Munster; 1 in 
Connacht and 1 in Ulster. Just over 75% of students were from Leinster and 47% (40 
students) of all students were from Dublin. Thus there is a concentration of students 
in Leinster and in Dublin. A higher relative proportion of students not progressed 
into the system were from Munster they comprised 16% of those on the programme 
and 36% of those not progressed (see Appendix 1).

In considering this data the scale and resources of the Programme need to be taken 
into account. The cohort size at any one time is in the region of 40–45 students. In 
addition, whilst the programme is mainly an online one it involves home visits by the 

team leader (and one other member of staff for 
child protection purposes), which are considered 
an integral part of the programme. 

2.2.4 Reasons for Referral
Experience within the iScoil Programme 
highlighted that there are many overlapping 
reasons for referral and that presenting a single 
reason may potentially over simplify what is often 
a very complex reality. For example, a young 
person may be deemed ‘school phobic’ (inability/
refusal to attend school demonstrated by in 
many cases by severe physical and psychological 
symptoms, often due to separation anxiety). 
This may not tell a lot about what underlies this 

It may be the 
young person  

was being  
bullied  

and/or was 
experiencing 

learning  
difficulties.
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classification. It may be the young person was being bullied and/or was experiencing 
learning difficulties related to the nature of the school system or indeed because they 
were experiencing literacy issues. It could also be attributable to wider causes beyond 
the specific school context. The school refusal classification could equally encompass 
a range of underlying reasons. In some literature school phobia and refusal are seen 
as one and the same condition. However others disagree, e.g. Nigel Blagg, clinical 
psychologist and author of School Phobia and Its Treatment states that: 

In the psychological world the preferred term these days is school refusal. [But] 
school refusal doesn’t convey the extreme distress, anxiety and panic, the physical 
symptoms that these children experience or the fact that it isn’t a volitional state.11

A more important challenge confronting programmes such as iScoil can be the 
refusal by some decision makers to accept that such conditions exists at all. 

Whilst acknowledging this complexity, a review of the database highlighted the 
following reasons for referral. Where more than one reason was given the top reason 
was chosen. 

Chart 4 outlines the main reasons for referral and also the gender breakdown for 
these reasons (N=84). 
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Overall the highest-ranking reason for referral is school phobia, with the next 
highest reason being school refusal; these two together account for 40% of the 
total. When the next highest-ranking reasons are included, i.e. mental health and 
disaffection, these four categories account for just over 65% of all the reasons for 
referral. 
11 Cited on http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/8367283.stm.
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There are a number of significant gender differences also worth noting. Girls are 
much more likely to be classified as school phobic when compared to boys, they 
comprise 78% of this group (girls as noted comprise just 41% of the cohort). Also this 
is by far the highest-ranking reason for referral for all girls, with 40% in this category. 
Another significant gender difference occurs in the mental health category where 
boys predominate, comprising 91% of the category. The most common types of 
conditions included in this category were ADHD and anxiety and depression. A small 
number of students with Aspergers were also referred. 

Some of the young people referred to iScoil and eventually recruited to the 
programme have been through a range of psychological assessments as well as other 
types of assessments. 

2.2.5 Duration on the Programme 
Chart 5 outlines how long young people have been on the Programme (N= 79).
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The data presented here includes young people still on the system, so caution is 
needed in interpreting the data. The most common duration is 10–12 months,with 27 
(34%) in this category. Overall 72% of the total cohort were 12 months or under on 
the programme. A further 23% were 13–18months and 5% at 18 months plus. 

2.3 Learning Gains 
2.3.1 iScoil Approach to Learning Gains
 iScoil places a strong emphasis on learning gains. Each student is supported to 
develop a learning plan and this is included in the weekly mentor reports, which also 
outline learning gains and the frequency of communication between the mentor 
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and student. The actual emailed communications are also 
embedded in the reports and mentors include observations 
on progress. The learning gains noted in the reports can 
relate to a specific area of learning, e.g. understanding/use 
of technology, English or maths. The gains can also relate to 
the development of the young person as a learner, e.g. the 
student’s ability to identify her/his learning goals. Subject 
specialists also submit weekly reports outlining tasks 
completed, learning gains related to their subject area and 
overall observations on progress. 

The team reviews the reports each week, provides feedback 
to mentors, records learning gains and contacts student or 
parent/guardian if required. The fundamental aim of the 
programme is re-engagement in learning and this can take 

many forms. The team pays attention to the achievement of gains as well as levels of 
engagement in the weekly reviews and take action where necessary. Any concerns 
over changes in engagement results in contact by phone or a home visit. Weekly 
action follow up also includes positive feedback to young people and families.

2.3.2 Capturing Learning Gains

2.3.2.a Understanding of Learning Gains 
Within the evaluation, learning gains are understood as gains that relate to what is 
being learned and also gains relating to the process of learning itself. Learning gains 
can relate to acquisition of knowledge/understanding, i.e. learning about something 
– cognitive domain.12 They can also relate to skills, i.e. how to do something 
(pragmatic domain) and also how to handle situations/feelings (affective domain). 

There is increasing emphasis in education literature on learning to learn and 
on becoming self-directed learners. A focus on the process of learning can also 
emphasise the relationships involved in the learning context. This can reveal 
the importance of identifying learning gains attributable to the nature of the 
relationships in the learning context. In addition and of equal importance, it can 
reveal the potential learning gains for the young person in terms of building/
maintaining relationships based on mutual respect, particularly with adults. 

Challenges are acknowledged in the identification of learning gains in the evaluation 
of most learning programmes; this can be linked to the lack of a base line against 
which to measure gains. As well as the diversity that exists within cohorts of 
students. 

12 This typology is related to one developed by Benjamin Bloom.

 iScoil 
places a 

strong 
emphasis 

on  
learning 

gains.
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Particular account was taken of this diversity in the evaluation of iScoil, recognising 
that what is a gain for one student may not be so for another, e.g. a student 
responding to an email may indicate a significant learning gain in one case but not at 
in another. In the former case, it could indicate the development of computer skills in 
the use of email, improved literacy levels in framing the email, increased confidence 
in being prepared to ‘risk getting it wrong’ and/or in relational terms demonstrating 
trust in an adult to the point where there is a willingness to communicate. Where the 
student is already proficient in emailing and literacy this may not be a seen as a gain 
but it could still indicate a gain in relational/interpersonal terms. 

So whilst the findings below are posed in a general sense (in some cases exceptions/
differences are also noted) the evaluator is mindful of the challenges of doing this 
and encourages the reader also to keep the diversity of the young people in mind. 

2.3.2.b Data Sources for Learning Gains 
In light of the complexity in identifying learning gains the evaluation set out to 
identify evidence of gains in a number of ways. These included:

›  Review of a sample of mentor reports (for a sample of eight students) as well 
as associated email communications between mentors and students 

›  Student survey
›  Mentor interviews
›  Focus group with iScoil team
›  Interview with team leader
›  Interview with Director
›  Review of other relevant data, e.g. exit questionnaires (6) filled out by 

students; notes from consultation workshops as part of transition to iScoil; 
recorded interviews given by two students and one parent; feedback from 
home visits provided by team leader. 

It was not intended to quantify learning gains for individual students; this would 
have required a significantly more in-depth approach and longer timeframe and 
resources to the evaluation. It would also require the construction of a baseline in 
hindsight, which may or may not be possible. The approach adopted was qualitative 
in nature and aimed to capture an overall sense of what the main types of gains 
were across the student group whilst keeping in mind the diversity issue mentioned 
above. It also draws on a number of perspectives and so in research terms it involves 
a type of ‘triangulation’, which means it draws on a number of sources. 

Accreditation achieved by students is also evidence of learning gains. The accredited 
achievements of all the young people who have engaged with both Notschool.net 
Ireland and iScoil are outlined at 2.4 below. 
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It was decided not to rely on accreditation as the sole indicator of achievement of 
learning gains. This decision was informed by the fact that the levels of accredited 
achievement across the student cohort show considerable variation. Some students 
achieve a lot; others achieve a low level of accreditation and yet in the view of the 
team may have made considerable progress and still have learning gains.

2.3.2.c. Framework to Capture Learning Gains 
The evaluator developed a simple framework to capture learning gains. This was 
based on consultation with the Team Leader and Director and an initial review of 
mentor reports. This included gains relating to:

›  Personal effectiveness 
›  Interpersonal and social development 
›  Functional/subject-based skills.13

The rationale for these categories included the importance of the holistic 
development of young people over and above subject-based learning, as well as the 
importance of the first category to development as an independent learner. 

The level and nature of email communications between students with mentors was 
reviewed as part of the review of mentor reports to identify evidence of engagement 
and of communication skills. It is recognised that these communications are just one 
indicator of engagement as students can be engaged in learning and in completing 
allocated tasks through subject specialists. However, the completion of these 
tasks is also noted by mentors in their reports, ensuring an overview is captured of 
student engagement. Mentors email at least once each day and record the number 
of emails to and from students in their weekly reports. Mentors also note if students 
are opening mails even if they are not responding to them. The following learning 
gains draw on all the sources outlined earlier. 

2.3.2.d Learning Gains – Personal Effectiveness
Before drawing on other sources it is important to present the findings of the 
online student survey as it relates to learning gains under this heading.14 Students 
were given a range of possible learning gains and asked to tick which ones they felt 
pertained to them. 

13  Functional skills here draws on the following definition: functional skills are practical skills in English, mathematics 
and information and communication technology (ICT).They help you gain the most out of work, education and 
everyday life http://www.ofqual.gov.uk/files/qca-07-3170_functional_skills.pdf

14  19 students of 40 responded representing a 47.5% response rate. However three of these only answered initial 
profile questions so most of the substantive questions were answered by 16 students; this represents a 40% 
response rate which is still considered in the higher range for an online survey.
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Chart 6 outlines ‘Things iScoil has helped you with’.
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It is important to acknowledge that students’ assessment of their learning gains 
under this and the next two headings is ‘impressionistic’, based on a quick response 
and not a systematic self-assessment. It also depended on their own sense of ‘where 
they were at’ before they came on the programme. However this does not take from 
the value or validity of the findings but clarifies the nature of the assessments. 

More than 90% felt they had achieved one or more of the above gains. The largest 
proportion (over 60%) indicated an increased capacity to ‘make decisions’. ‘Know 
what I want to do’ was the next most chosen option at 50%. Those relating to self-
belief/confidence were chosen by between 37% and 43%. It needs to be noted 

that not all students lacked confidence on joining the 
programme. It is also worth noting that ‘how to carry out 
the plan’ was least chosen at 31%. 

The other evaluative processes, including the interviews and 
analysis of mentor reports, identified learning gains in relation 
to personal effectiveness in the vast majority of cases. 

These broadly fell into the following categories: 

›  Development in confidence and self-esteem 
›  Development as a learner 
›  Development as a self-reflective young person. 

All of these were found to be interconnected and to feed in 
and out of each other but the first was the most crucial to 
all the rest. 

More than 
90% felt 
they had 
achieved 

one or 
more of 

the above 
gains.
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Confidence and Self-esteem 
All those interviewed emphasised that in their view 
the vast majority of students who engaged in the 
programme gained in confidence and self-esteem. 
In most cases, when asked to identify benefits and 
gains for students, increased confidence and self-
esteem were mentioned first. It was also evidenced 
in the review of mentor reports and student 
communications as well as in the feedback from 
parents to the team leader during home visits. 

Increased confidence and self-esteem gains were 
evidenced in many ways: in student communications; 
in completion of learning tasks; in taking on roles 
beyond their comfort zones; in changes of behaviour 
(these were particularly observed by the team leader 
on home visits and the Youth Centre manager in the 
case of the centre-based project in Longford). 

›  Some examples of students stepping out of their comfort zones included: 
agreeing to be on interview panels for recruitment of the technical support 
person and mentor positions within iScoil; agreeing to participate in a public 
event organised by South Dublin County Council’s Social Inclusion Division on 
Diversity and subsequently also being interviewed on national morning radio.

›  These may be seen as high-level examples involving a small number of 
students but there are many other examples on a smaller scale, which were 
potentially very significant for the young people involved. A number of 
students expressed in their communications as they progressed within iScoil 
that they believed they could (and did) complete specific tasks compared to 
earlier in the process when they often expressed self doubt e.g. ‘I’m not good 
at that’, ‘I can’t spell’, ‘I am poor at maths’ etc.

›  Increased confidence is also evidenced by many young people progressing 
within iScoil and achieving certification and subsequently in the majority of 
cases moving on to other learning contexts or employment.

›  Changes in behaviour as evidence of growth in confidence were also identified 
in home visits e.g. greater preparedness and ease in communications with 
team leader and staff member on visits. 

Interviewees also stressed that this aspect was central to the achievement of other 
learning gains. 

The vast  
majority of 
students  
who engaged 
in the  
programme 
gained in  
confidence 
and self  
esteem.
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Development as a learner 
Once again there was much evidence of this through 
increased engagement and through completion of 
tasks. 

‘ Solving problems and handling the responsibility 
of doing my work in time.’ (Statement by iScoil 
student in the survey) 

In addition there was evidence of students taking 
more responsibility for their learning through stating 
what they wanted to learn as well as what they 
didn’t want to learn, i.e. negotiating their learning. 

There were also many examples in the mentor reports/communications reviewed 
of students asking to be set tasks and requesting the desire to do specific tasks, e.g. 
write a story; review a film; try out a piece of software. 

Evidence of development as learners was also demonstrated by student 
preparedness to move on from one area of interest/subject to other subjects/topics 
suggested by the mentor or subject specialists. This latter aspect obviously varied 
amongst students, for some who were strongly focused on a single interest this 
did not prevent the extension of learning as mentors encouraged a cross-curricular 
approach based around the theme/topic of interest. 

In addition, development as learners was also reflected in students’ ability to ask for 
clarification and guidance. In the case of the latter, a number of mentors observed a 
gender difference indicating that boys were less likely to do this. 

One of the strongest statements about learning gains in relation to development as 
learners was the realisation shared by many students – with their mentors or with 
the team – that they want to learn, were ‘hungry to learn’ and capable of learning. 
For many, their experience in the past had resulted in developing a belief that they 
were not capable of learning. 

This statement by a student in the survey captures the engagement with learning
in a new way: 

Getting me back into seeing education as an interesting and useful thing 
instead of something to hate and avoid.

Development as a self-reflective young person 

Many of the examples already given are evidence of the development of the 
students as self-reflective young people. This aspect was also demonstrated and 
strengthened by engagement with PSHE (Personal Social and Health Education), 
one of the core subjects in iScoil. This is linked to the two FETAC modules: Personal 

‘Solving  
problems and  

handling the  
responsibility 

of doing my 
work in time.’
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Effectiveness and Personal and Interpersonal Skills. In these modules the students 
are asked to complete tasks that support them in becoming self-reflective. These 
deal with (amongst other things) influences on their lives, decision-making and 
making choices, and different types of behaviour, e.g. aggressive, passive etc. The 
tasks to be completed are related to students’ own experiences and lives. 
Most of the interviewees felt there were definite learning gains for many of the 
student, in this regard, and one expressed the view that the stress on types of 
behaviour in particular was of benefit to many of the boys. These modules also 
encourage students to think of the future and express their hopes and dreams. 

As already highlighted, it is important to acknowledge the diversity between 
students and to recognise that the depth and range of gains discussed above was 
very different across all the students. Amongst the eight students for whom reports 
were reviewed, this ranged from a relatively small number of gains to a significant 
level in other cases. Care needs to be taken in drawing comparisons as many of the 
young people have already had negative experiences of being compared with others 
in a school context. A relatively small gain for one individual may be of significant 
benefit to them in building confidence and the ability to go further. 

2.3.2.e Learning Gains – Interpersonal and Social 
The three categories under this heading for which learning gains were noted were: 

›  Interpersonal communications 
›  Working with/relating to others 
›  Knowledge/understanding of wider community/society/world. 

As with personal effectiveness, students’ responses (in the survey) are outlined first. 

Chart 7 outlines reponses to ‘Things iScoil has helped you with (about others)’. 
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Just over 80% indicated gains in this area with 
almost 19% choosing the ‘none of these’ option’. 
‘Listen to other people’s opinions’ and ‘say 
what I think/want/need’ were the most chosen 
options, with 50% in both cases, the next most 
chosen option was ‘work with others to achieve 
something’ at 44% . Perhaps not surprisingly 
given the online nature of the programme, the 
least chosen option was ‘get on better with 
others’. 

The fact that iScoil is an online-learning 
programme for the majority of students needs 
to be borne in mind in evaluating learning in 

relation to inter-personal and social development. 

Interpersonal communications (between students and adults in the programme)
There was significant evidence of gains for many students in relation to ease in 
communications with the adults in the programme, which appeared to develop 
over time as relationships and trust grew. Examples included students sharing their 
interests and hobbies with mentors as well as thanking them for support and passing 
on best wishes at certain times of the year. Also it was evidenced by positive responses 
to requests to share their expertise on particular areas with the mentor e.g. how to use 
Skype; in other words being prepared to take on the role of teacher/mentor. 

It also included examples already highlighted of being prepared to state their 
learning needs and interests and asking for help. Once again, there were significant 
gender differences in style and level of communications, which reflect gender 
differences in society generally. Evidence was found which highlighted differences 
within genders, but these were less marked than between genders. In the case of 
those boys who were reluctant to ask for help, this caused difficulties for them in 
progressing and on occasion it fell back on mentors to employ strategies such as 
breaking down tasks further. 

Some of those interviewed highlighted that the model of communication based on 
mutual respect used in the programme supported students to develop this style of 
communications with mentors/other adults. 

Working with/relating to others
iScoil is an individualised online-learning programme (in the main) and while it 
does provide opportunities for students to collaborate and work together in both 
the online and face-to-face environments it does not insist on students working 
together. This approach is based on a number of factors including: recognition that 

‘Listen to other  
people’s 
opinions’ and 
‘say what I think/
want/need’ were 
the most chosen 
options.
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some students have experienced negative peer 
relationships often in a school context; others have 
mental health issues that make working with others 
difficult; and finally for some students, their social 
world is outside the school/learning environment. 

However, all those involved in iScoil recognise that 
interpersonal and social development of young 
people is central to their overall development and 
a number of factors are built into the programme 
to encourage interaction between students and 
between students and adults (the latter beyond the 
more formal communications). These include: use 
of instant messaging and emailing; an online forum 
called Chat and Stuff; a gallery where students can 
post photos and images of their creative work and 
ask for feedback; and an area called Resume where 
they can post their public profile. Opportunities 
for collaborative work include the online students’ 
newsletter. 

Many of those interviewed felt that these aspects contribute to social gains. It 
was also acknowledged that students’ use of these opportunities varies across the 
student cohort and can also be sporadic. In relation to Chat and Stuff, it was felt 
that it was used more by the older students. A survey of students was carried out 
by the mentor who facilitates the forum to ascertain how to improve it (there were 
eight responses). All of these indicated use of Facebook (the social-networking site) 
as amongst their favourite websites. This highlights the importance of such media 
to young people’s social engagement. Also in the online survey carried for the 
evaluation, Chat and Stuff was mentioned by 25% of the respondents, in response to 
an open-ended question regarding what students liked. 

The provision of workshops is a recent development in the programme and all 
those interviewed spoke very positively about these and expect them to contribute 
significantly to learning gains in the interpersonal and social area. The ease with 
which the young people settled into the workshops was noted by mentors and team 
members. In addition, in their view there was significant evidence of teamwork. It 
was felt that the students attending had already built up trust and relationships 
with their mentors and the team and this contributed to the learning gains. In the 
online survey 25% respondents mentioned more workshops/opportunities to work 
and meet with others as ways of improving the programme (again in response to an 
open-ended question). 

iScoil 
recognise that 
interpersonal 
and social  
development 
of young  
people is 
central to 
their overall 
development.
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The periodic ezine produced by students and facilitated by a mentor is another 
example of collaborative work involving a number of students. The examples 
outlined earlier of specific students engaging in interview panels and public events 
are also indictors of development of interpersonal and social skills. 

The blended learning, centre-based approach was flagged by a number of those 
interviewed as contributing significantly to interpersonal and social skills gains. 
The specific gains mentioned here were: team work; working with and taking 
responsibility for the group; respect for others; recognition and acceptance of 
boundaries in a group context; and respect for the property of others. 

Knowledge of the wider community/society/world
Some learning gains for students were identified that signalled an engagement with 
and/or knowledge of the wider community/society/world. Some of these were noted 
in the evaluation process related to aspects of the PSHE course, e.g. the inclusion of 
learning on rights/responsibilities. Although the main focus in these modules is on 
the person/interpersonal rather than on the wider society or what might be termed 
citizenship education. 

Other examples of engaging students with the wider society related to the approach 
adopted by many mentors of guiding young people to material on topics such as the 
environment, aspects of history, or topical topics (e.g. the Beijing Olympics). In many 
cases the purpose was to engage students’ interest initially (at the beginning of their 
time on iScoil). In addition, they were used to suggest tasks related to the material or 
topic, e.g. writing a story, to fulfil requirements for accreditation. Students were also 
encouraged to find their own material. Other subject areas, for example English, also 
included opportunities for gaining relevant social knowledge through the analysis of 
advertisements, music videos etc.

The facilitator of the Chat and Stuff forum introduces current international/national 
events, although as already noted the take up on these can be sporadic.

Overall this aspect could be further developed, as the importance of this type of 
education/learning is recognised in the broader development of young people. 
This is demonstrated by the fact that Civic Social and Political Education (CSPE) is a 
mandatory subject at Junior Certificate level. Surveys of students have highlighted 
that they are interested in and enjoy the subject particularly as it is based on 
participative/interactive learning, topics chosen by students, completion of action 
projects and a form of assessment which is a combination of project work and a 
terminal examination. 
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2.3.2.f Learning Gains – Functional Skills (literacy, numeracy, ICT) 
Chart 8 outlines student responses to options offered for ‘Things that  
you think have improved since you were in iScoil’. 
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Over 90% indicated gains in this area. Almost 70% indicted that they had gains 
in the use of technology. The next highest score, almost 44%, indicated gains in 
relation to reading. Just fewer than 38% indicated gains in maths and writing. 

Literacy 
Drawing on the other data sources, interviewees felt there was strong evidence of 
learning gains for many students in relation to literacy. It is important to note that 
not all students arrive on the programme with literacy problems, although those 
interviewed indicated that a proportion of students do experience difficulties.

In addition, it is important to note that the assessment here of learning gains 
is qualitative and not based on baseline or formal assessment information. The 
evidence of literacy learning gains was identified by all those interviewed who 
have direct contact with the students i.e. iScoil team, mentors and outreach centre 
manager.

Mentors highlighted that many students moved from very limited written 
literacy: from the use of single words to crafting sentences, paragraphs, and 
using punctuation. Teaching literacy is not an explicit focus of the programme. 
This is based on the knowledge that many of the students have had a negative 
experience in this regard in the past and in acknowledgement of current resources 
available within iScoil. When students join iScoil no comment is made on literacy 
skills, e.g. spelling, in their written communications (emails or instant messaging). 
This approach continues though out their time in the programme. However, as 
students submit tasks, they are first praised for submitting work and subsequently 
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encouraged to address spelling, punctuation etc. as the tasks go towards assessment 
and must meet the required standard.

In this way, as one mentor observed, ‘they develop literacy skills by osmosis’. 
Some development of literacy skills was also observed in the review of mentor 
reports as well as in student–mentor communications, although caution is needed 
in over extrapolating from this. Much more detailed analysis would be required 
before making a definitive assessment of literacy gains from this source. Finally it 
is important to keep in mind students’ assessment in the survey, with around 40% 
indicating gains in reading and writing. 

Numeracy 
Maths is one of the core subjects offered to students. As with literacy, many 
interviewees emphasised that most students achieve learning gains in this regard. 
As will be highlighted later, many also received accreditation in this area. Mentors 
stressed that even those students who start by saying that they are ‘no good 
at maths’ often make good progress. The approach with those who experience 
difficulties is to break down the tasks into very small steps and to highlight and 
praise each achievement, based on the understanding that success breeds success. 
Again student’s assessment of gains here is important to keep in mind (38% of 
students indicated gains in this regard.)

ICT Skills 
As already highlighted, 70% of students (in the survey) indicated gains in relation to 
ICT skills. It is likely that those students with pre-existing interest in (and access to) 
computers and particularly video games came to the programme with a significant 
level of skills. It was highlighted in the evaluation process that more boys than 
girls fall into this category. As has been noted, mentors encourage these students 
to share their expertise with them. The findings in the evaluation confirm that 
students without this interest or access made significant gains in the ICT area. These 
include skills in relation to communications, Internet research and use of different 
pieces of software. The former gains included emailing; sending attachments; 
inserting photos/images; instant messaging; and making and attaching voice 
messages. Internet research gains included: finding relevant websites/information; 
downloading material, images, video clips; cutting and pasting information/images 
into Word/Apple Works documents and interpreting and editing information. 

There was less evidence of gains in the creative/innovative use of ICT technology, 
e.g. creating games/videos/animations, etc. This is as aspect under discussion within 
programme and one of the recent workshops was on animation. 
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Other Subject-Related Learning Gains 
Some of these have already been referred to above in relation to PSHE, maths and 
English. Other gains were also identified in relation to these subjects as well as other 
subject areas, e.g. Spanish, which has been recently added. However it was not 
the intention of the evaluation to capture all learning gains in a detailed way. The 
accreditation achieved by students also acts as an indicator of learning gains and this 
is outlined below. 

2.4 Accreditation 
2.4.1 Accreditation Approach – Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil
As already outlined, the main aim in the original Notschool.net model was to engage 
young people in learning. However, the value of accreditation was also recognised 
as important. It was believed that this contributes to a sense of achievement 
and success amongst students. In addition, the inclusion of external forms of 
accreditation offered opportunities to students for further education/training and 
employment. When Notschool.net Ireland was established it offered the same 
accreditation opportunities to its students. These included in-house accreditation 
known as Certificates of Achievement (CoAs) and accreditation linked to the 
National Qualifications Framework in England. 

This system of internal and external accreditation was continued when iScoil was 
set up. However, it was decided that it would be of greater benefit to students to 
receive Irish qualifications within the FETAC system, which in turn are linked to the 
National Framework of Qualifications for Ireland. A process was put in place to gain 
recognition as a provider within the FETAC system. This recognition was granted in 
September 2010 and the first round of FETAC accreditations took place in December 
2010. 

Furthermore, it was decided to link the in-house accreditation more strongly with 
the external accreditation. This decision was based on student feedback in the 
consultation process carried out in the transition to iScoil. The FETAC system is a 
modular one. Each module is made up of units and each unit outlines a number of 
Specific Learning Outcomes (SLOs). Until recently, to obtain a Major FETAC Award 
(e.g. Level 3) it was necessary to complete 8 modules – 3 core and 5 elective, this 
is now being changed to a total of 6 modules. A Minor Award is granted for the 
successful completion of a module. iScoil currently offers FETAC accreditation 
opportunities in core subjects maths, PSHE and communications, and more recently 
in electives in natural science, modern languages and work preparation.
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2.4.2. Accreditation Achieved – Notschool.net Ireland and iScoil

2.4.2.a Differences between the Systems
It is important to note the following factors when considering the achievement of 
accreditation in the two phases of the programme: 

›  The short time in which iScoil has been recognised as a FETAC provider 
(September 2010 with only one round of accreditation in the timeframe of the 
evaluation)

›  Differences between the English and Irish accreditation system and 
framework; the entry-level certification which was achieved by 50% of 
students in Notshool.net Ireland is equivalent to Levels 1 and 2 in the FETAC 
system; these levels are not available to students in iScoil 

›  The Decision by iScoil to go for Level 3 FETAC qualifications based on the 
equivalence to Junior Certificate level and on available resources. 

2.4.2.b Overview of Accreditation in Notschool.net Ireland  
The following outlines the accreditation received by students whilst within the 
Notschool.net Ireland system. 

Total Cohort (Notschool.net Ireland)   40 students

90% students received CoAs    36 students 

50% received externally accredited certification   20 students.

The following outlines the type/level of external accreditation received: 

›  20 students received entry Level 3 (NCFE15) certificates 
›  3 students received NCFE Level 1   
›  5 students received NCFE Level 2  
›  1 student received NCFE Key Skills Level 2  

Entry Level certificates in the English Qualification Framework are roughly 
equivalent to Level 1 and 2 on the National Framework of Qualifications for Ireland 
and to Level 1 and 2 on the FETAC framework.16 

Level 1 Certificates in the English system are equivalent to Level 3 on the FETAC 
System (also equivalent to Junior Certificate level) and Level 2 in the English system is 
equivalent to Level 4 on the FETAC system (also equivalent to Leaving Certificate level) 

15  NCFE is a national awarding body in the UK; it is a registered educational charity and a company limited by 
guarantee. It is recognised as an awarding body by the Qualifications and Curriculum Council (QCA) of UK.

16 http://www.nfq.ie/nfq/en/documents/qualificationscancrossboundaries.pdf
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2.4.2.c. CoAs by Students by Numbers – Notschool.net Ireland 
Table 3 outlines the numbers of CoAs received – Notschool.net Ireland17 18

Numbers of CoAs  Number of Students17 

1–3 12

4–6 13

7–9  6

10–12  4

13–16  5

2.4.2.d. CoAs by Subject – Notschool.net Ireland 
Table 4 outlines CoAs by subject – Notschool.net Ireland 

Subject Number of CoAs 

 Communications  27

IT 15

Digital Media 13

Contribution to Comms 9

Hair and Beauty 7

Maths  3

Others 418

General 4

There was a very high-level of in-house accreditation at 90% and a relatively high-
level of external accreditation at 50%. Just over 77% got between 1 and 9 in-house 
certificates with 23% getting 10+. The most common certificate in the CoA category 
was communications, with 75% achieving this. IT and digital media were the next 
most commonly achieved certificates, with 42% getting the former and 36% 
achieving the latter. As already highlighted 50% achieved external accreditation at 
NCFE at entry Level 3. In addition, 15% of this same group achieved Level 1 and 25% 
achieved Level 2 accreditation. 

 

17 There is a slight difference in the data as it totals to 40 whilst only 36 were indicated as receiving certification. This 
may be due to the transition of data between the two systems. 

18 This included citizenship, personal finance, childcare and nutrition. 
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2.4.2.e. Overview Accreditation Achieved – iScoil 

The following outlines the data on accreditation since the establishment of iScoil. 

Total Cohort (iScoil)    53 students 

92.5% received COAs   49 students 

11% received FETAC    6 students

6 students have achieved Level 3 FETAC awards. 

Table 5 outlines the number of external certificates per student – iScoil 

Number of External Certificates Number of Students 

1 x Level 3 6

2 x Level 3 2

3 x Level 3 1

The FETAC Modules for which certification has been achieved are: maths, 
communications, personal and interpersonal skills and personal effectiveness 

2.4.2.f. Groupings of Students by Number of CoAs – iScoil (N=46).  
Table 6 outlines the number of CoAs by students – iScoil 

 Number of CoAs Numbers of Students 

1–3 7

4–6 7

7–9 10

10–12 5

13–15 3

16–20 1

21–30 5

31–40 4

40+ 4
 
2.4.2.g. CoAs by Subject – iScoil  
Table 7 outlines CoAs by Subject – iScoil 

Subject Number of CoAs

Communications 37

PSHE 33

Maths 38

Spanish 2

Prep for Work 1

ISCOIL_64PG_v5_2col.indd   42 03/05/2011   16:50



43

2.4.2.h. Discussion of Accreditation Received in Both 
Systems 
There were similarly high-levels (92.5%) of CoAs 
achieved in iScoil, when compared to Notschool.
net Ireland. It is worth noting that the number of 
certificates achieved per student (at least in some 
cases) is higher in iScoil. 48% received 10+ CoAs 
compared to 23% in Notschool.net Ireland. The highest 
number of certificates attained in Notschool.net 
Ireland was 16; this ranged as high as 80 certificates in 
iScoil. The reasons given during the evaluation process 
for this higher level of in-house accreditation was the 
link to FETAC units and SLOs completed and the desire 
to give a clear sense of progression and achievement. 

Not surprisingly there is a stronger clustering of 
accreditation (in-house) around the three core areas 

offered in the iScoil system. All students are encouraged to engage with these areas 
and as such this is a marked difference with Notschool.net Ireland. In the latter 
system the range of subject areas offered was wider and there were no core areas 
as such. Both systems emphasised communications and 75% of students in both 
systems, achieved accreditation in this. 

In iScoil the strength of focus on maths is notable, with over 76% receiving 
certification in this area compared to 8% in Notschool.net Ireland (as already noted 
38% of the students who responded in the survey indicated gains in this regard). 
In addition there is strong emphasis on personal effectiveness and on personal 
and interpersonal skills (both are encompassed in PSHE), with 67% achieving 
accreditation in these areas. These areas did not feature in the accreditation in 
Notschool.net Ireland. 

On the other hand, a significant difference is noted in the absence of certification 
in IT or digital media in iScoil compared to 42% who received accreditation in IT 
and 36% in digital media in Notschool.net Ireland. This is in part explained by 
the different external accreditation levels offered in the two systems, it was also 
identified that difficulties have been experienced within iScoil in recruiting a subject 
specialist for this area. 70% of students in the survey indicated learning gains IT, the 
benefits to students could have been enhanced by the achievement of accreditation 
in this area. 

It has already been noted that there is a difference in the levels of external 
accreditation achieved between the systems. This was lower in iScoil at 11% 
compared to 50% in Notschool.net, and key factors contributing to this have been 

In iScoil the 
strength of  

focus on 
maths is  

notable, with 
over 76%  
receiving  

certification  
in this area.
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outlined including that iScoil had only become a recognised FETAC provider in 
September 2010 and that just one round of accreditation had taken place at the 
time of the evaluation. It is also worth noting that 31% of the external certifications 
gained in the Notschool.net system were Level 1 and 2 (English qualifications ) 
equivalent to Level 3 and 4 in the Irish system; all of the external certificates in iScoil 
were at Level 3.

2.4.2.i. Assessment of iScoil Accreditation System 
It would appear therefore that the key issue for further discussion within the 
programme is not so much the numbers receiving external accreditation, but the 
need to consider creating opportunities for students to gain Level 1 and Level 2 
FETAC qualifications as well as certification in ICT. The need for access to Level 1 
and 2 accreditation was raised by some interviewees in the evaluation process. It 
was felt that these levels are potentially more suited to some of the iScoil students, 
particularly at the early stages. In addition, for those who only stay in the system 
for a relatively short time it opens up the possibility of achieving a level of external 
accreditation before moving on. It was also noted that some students could benefit 
from opportunities to complete Levels 4/5. The issues regarding accreditation 
highlighted here are recognised and are being considered within the programme. 

Positive Aspects 
Overall, those interviewed identified many positive aspects relating to the 
accreditation approach within iScoil. The importance of in-house accreditation at 
the earlier stages of engagement was stressed in order to build confidence, mark 
achievement and encourage further progress. It was also recognised that the level of 
importance of CoAs differs between students. 

It is worth noting that in the open-ended questions in the student survey, including 
one regarding what students most liked about iScoil, only one mentioned ‘getting 
certs’. In another section where students were asked to mention what iScoil had 
helped them with most, one student also stated: ‘certificates to get my FETAC level 
to help me with my FAS course’.

Other points raised regarding CoAs in the interviews included: 

›  Value of the practice of posting out certification as a visible and tangible 
evidence of achievement for the students and family members 

›  Value of linking certification to SLOs in the FETAC system 
›  Value of visual charts for each student (accessible to them) which charts their 

progress towards a Minor FETAC Award. 

There was broad agreement that the FETAC system was well suited to the programme 
as it is modular, flexible and the pace can be decided by the student. It allows a wide 
range of evidence of learning and achievement and it does not involve examinations. 
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Challenges 
In addition to the main issue already identified regarding levels of accreditation, 
some other challenges were also identified including: 

›  Adapting modules to a virtual learning environment
›  Supporting students in the achievement of a Major Award. Until recently this 

involved 8 modules (this is the equivalent of a Junior Certificate which is based 
on 3 years of full time study). A new FETAC system of awards, CAS, which 
requires 6 modules at Level 3 for a Certificate in General Learning has been 
introduced

›  Pacing can also be a challenge, as it is very open-ended; some felt that it 
may be possible to encourage speedier completion without endangering the 
student centred approach. 

The question of including the opportunity to complete Junior Certificate subjects 
was raised by some of those interviewed. It was recognised that this could pose 
considerable challenges as the curriculum is more prescriptive, involves 3 years of 
study and all subjects include terminal examinations, including those with a degree 
of ongoing assessment. However, a view was also expressed that it could possible 
with appropriate resources. 

2.5 Progression 
2.5.1. Approach and Processes
There is a strong emphasis on progression for 
students within the system. One of the most 
important indicators in this regard is the level 
and nature of engagement. Flowing from this is 
the successful completion of allocated tasks and 
eventually, where possible, the achievement of 
accreditation both in house and external. It has been 
noted in the accreditation section that in excess of 
90% of students within iScoil have received some 
form of accreditation. 

Engagement is encouraged, supported and closely 
monitored. The review by the evaluator of mentor 
reports and communications with students 
highlighted a huge level of encouragement and 
support. This was particularly evidenced where 
students are reluctant to engage. The mentors 

continue to email and encourage even when there is no response. Mentors tap 
into the interests of students identified during the induction period to encourage 
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programme as 
it is modular, 

flexible and 
the pace can 

be decided by 
the student.

ISCOIL_64PG_v5_2col.indd   45 03/05/2011   16:50



46

engagement. On occasion the response may be 
minimal, a word or two, but this is praised and used as 
a stepping-stone to more engagement. The support 
of the team was also identified as very important to 
the engagement and progression process. As already 
highlighted, engagement as well as learning gains are 
monitored each week, and if there are any changes 
in engagement action is taken. This usually involves 
the team leader or support technician making contact 
with the student and may also involve a home visit. 
On occasion it may also involve a change of mentor, 
including the allocation of a mentor with proven ability 
in working with students with specific issues.

The mentor reports that were reviewed in the 
evaluation showed evidence of progression in the 
majority of cases. The level of engagement varied 
hugely, as did the learning gains achieved; this 
diversity has already been noted. It was also noted 
that engagement is not a simple steady progression 

upwards. In many cases it stops and starts, it can involve a sudden burst of 
activity and then fall away. It can be very slow to ignite but eventually can lead to 
considerable levels of progression and achievement. In all cases the persistence and 
support of the mentors and team were noted as key to successful progression. 

Those interviewed were positive about the levels of internal progression. Some 
wondered about the pacing and whilst valuing the length of time allowed for 
engagement and completion of tasks, felt that on occasion greater movement 
could be encouraged whilst respecting student needs. Two students in the survey 
mentioned that a more ‘strict’ approach to work as well as ‘harder’ more ‘challenging’ 
work would be desirable. On the other hand, another felt that a strong point in the 
programme was that they did not feel ‘pressurised’. 

 2.5.2. Progression for Cohort on Leaving the System 

Progression here refers to progression out of the iScoil system. The overall aim 
of iScoil is to engage students in learning, with a view to moving them onto other 
learning/training opportunities, employment, or to other ways of fulfilling their 
potential. It is envisaged that 18 months should enable this progression to take place, 
however because of its personalised nature there is flexibility with this timeframe. 
Of the 48 students (including 3 young people who now act as ‘buddies’, i.e. offer 
peer mentoring) who had left the system at the time of the evaluation: 77% had 
been in the system for 18 or less; 11 (23%) had been in the system for 18+ months. 

The support 
of the team 

was also 
identified  

as very 
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to the 
engagement 

and 
progression 

process.
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This latter group included 4 students who were there for 19–24 months and 7 
(including the 3 buddies) who were there for 25–30 months. 

Chart 9 outlines the destination of students on leaving the system (N=48).

Youthreach (9)

Return to school (10)

College/PLC (3)

FÁS (3)

Employment (2)

 Home tuition (2)

Army (1)

Psychiatric care (1)

No progression (9)

 Referred back (8)

Return to school is the highest category with 21% in this group, Youthreach accounts 
for a further 19%, and these together account for 40% of the total cohort. When 
those going to other forms of learning, i.e. College/PLC, FAS and Home Tuition are 
also included with this group, they represent 56% of the total cohort. This signifies 
a considerable degree of success in supporting young people into further education 
and training. This is particularly 
notable given the cohort of young 
people who are referred to iScoil. 

In the case of 19% of students, no 
progress was noted on leaving iScoil 
although engagement with iScoil was 
indicated. A further 17% were referred 
back to other agencies as iScoil did 
not prove to be a suitable provision. 
These two groups account for 35% of 
students.

Overall, the progression data 
highlights that engagement in iScoil 
is predominantly a pathway to further 
education and training rather than 
employment. 

The overall aim of 
iScoil is to engage 

students in learning, 
with a view to moving 

them onto other 
learning/training 

opportunities, 
employment, or to 

other ways of fulfilling 
their potential.
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Whilst considerable success is noted the question of progression, and particularly 
the processes surrounding it, were identified in the evaluation as an area for further 
development. The ideas suggested here included:

›  Development of a process similar to the one in place for referral and 
recruitment, involving a panel with a specific remit and including periodic 
reviews of progress 

›  Linked to this it was also suggested that protocols for guiding review of 
engagement and progression be agreed and monitored whilst continuing to 
value the flexibility and student centeredness of the programme 

›  Inclusion of more employment oriented options in terms of courses/
workshops 

›  Inclusion of career guidance (a new specialist has been recruited in the careers 
areas but it was highlighted to the evaluator that his role is not to provide 
career guidance but to act as a subject specialist on a Preparation for Work 
module).

2.6. Assessment of the iScoil Model (by All Respondents) 
As outlined, the evaluation did not set out to evaluate the model overall but 
was mainly focused on learning gains, accreditation and progression. However, 
opportunities to reflect more broadly on the model where offered to all respondents 
and this section outlines the findings in this regard.

2.6.1 Student Assessment 

2.6.1.a. Profile of Student Respondents 
The following outlines a brief profile of students who responded to the survey. 

Charts 10 a, b and c indicate profile of students who responded (N=18). 

a) Age 

13 years (5.6%)

14 years (22.2%)

15 years (38.9%)

16 years (16.7%)

17 years (16.7%)
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Gender 

73% were male and 27% were female 

b) Location of students 

In a city (27.8%)

In a town (44.4%)

In a village (5.6%)

In a rural area (22.2%)

c) Length on the programme

3–6 months (44.4%)

7–9 months (16.7%)

10–12 months (5.6%)

13–15 months (11.1%)

16–18 months (5.6%)

More than 18 months (16.7%)

2.6.1.b. Satisfaction Rating
Students were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction with iScoil. 

Chart 11 outlines levels of satisfaction

Very satisfied (31.3%)

Satisfied (56.3%)

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (6.3%)

Very dissatisfied (6.3%)

The above highlights a high-level of satisfaction amongst the students,  
with almost 87% indicating that there were very satisfied/satisfied.
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2.6.1.c. Ratings of Aspects of the Programme
Chart 12 outlines the ratings of aspects of the programme  
(where 1 is poor and 5 is excellent) 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Online opportunities for working 
with other students on joint projects

Online opportunities for communicating with other students

Learning materials/resources

Choice of subjects

Opening hours

iScoil site

Technical support

Team support

Teacher support

Technical equipment provided

Home visit

Start-up session

Overall, the ratings are high for all aspects with teacher support (4.69 average) being 
the highest and opportunities to work together being the lowest (3.33 average). 
7 of the 12 aspects which were offered for scoring received a 4 or higher average 
score. These included in order of scoring: teacher support; technical support; team 
support; technical equipment; opening hours; iScoil site and home visits. Start up 
session, opportunities to communicate with other students online and resources all 
received an average 3.8+ score. At 3.4, subject choice was in the lowest group with 
‘opportunities to work together’. 

2.6.1.d. Things that Students Liked About iScoil 
These ratings and rankings are also reflected in the responses to the more open-
ended questions asked of students. When asked two things they most liked about 
iScoil, most references were to teachers and mentors and to support generally, this 
was stated in one case as ‘You always get nice answers back’.

Another popular aspect was that the learning was home based, this was mentioned 
by 3 students whilst another liked that it was computer based. A number referred 
to the hours, i.e. flexibility, not tied to traditional school day. A number referred to 
subjects, including one who expressed satisfaction that the number of subjects is 
expanding. Finally, another popular aspect was instant messaging and the Chat and 
Stuff forum.
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2.6.1.e. Things that would improve iScoil
When asked to identify areas that would improve iScoil the most mentioned areas 
were:

›  more subjects
›  hours – including broader hours and more structured hours
›  more opportunities to work with/meet others students/workshops/trips
›  work related – harder work/more instruction on how to do work. 

2.6.2. Mentors/Team/Director 
The following outlines the strengths and areas for development identified by the 
other respondents in the evaluation. 

2.6.2.a. Strengths of the Programme
Many of the aspects highlighted in the interviews have already been included under 
other headings, e.g. 2.3 re learning gains; 2.4 re accreditation and 2.5 re progression, 
the following picks up on the most mentioned aspects as well aspects not yet 
covered: 

›  Links students to something/keeps them in a learning system/provides a 
sense of belonging and identity/belonging to a learning community/ students 
can say ‘I learn online’, not categorised as a ‘drop out’

›  Engages students with learning in a new/different way/personalised learning/
places students interests and needs at the centre 

›  Provides real outcomes in terms of personal development/development as 
learners 

›  Results in real opportunities for progression 
›  Engages students in relationships with adults based on trust and respect 
›  Models a style of communications based on respect . 
›  Adopts a teaching/learning approach which values small steps and breaks 

things down (where necessary) 
›  Includes a strong focus and clarity regarding core subjects and accreditation 

opportunities.

The centre-based learning context was identified (by the centre manager) as having 
additional strengths, particularly in relation to interpersonal and social development 
and in addition felt that students are more likely to return to school because of 
‘knock-on’ effect. 

Others positive aspects highlighted by mentors included the level of satisfaction 
with support received from the team and also of new resource banks being 
developed.
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2.6.2.b. Aspects that could Strengthen the Programme
As with strengths, many aspects have been highlighted in other areas of this report 
e.g. under accreditation and progression: 

›  Increase the breathe of the curriculum, e.g. subjects that are employment 
oriented, suggestions included childcare, hairdressing, business studies and 
IT (resource constraints were acknowledged and awareness that development 
needs to be paced and linked to needs of students); others suggested more 
‘traditional’ subjects, e.g. history, geography. With regard to this, subjects 
others felt that care needs to be taken and that additions need to be based on 
students interests/needs 

›  Develop the innovative aspects of an online-learning programme; use of a 
wider range of software/games/media; develop video tutorials; use video 
conferencing; create more opportunities for students to work collectively 
online; encourage creativity; encourage students to develop games/videos 
(build further on new developments such as animation workshop) 

›  Continue recent development of workshop approach and other aspects to 
enhance social development including chat and stuff; with regard to this it was 
suggested that this could become student lead and act as ‘a student council’ 

›  Further develop accreditation, e.g. Level 1 and 2 FETAC and certification in IT 
›  Develop greater understanding amongst students and parents of the 

accreditation system (challenges acknowledged here as this is already 
attempted but it was indicated that it could do with further development) 

›  Develop progression aspect (see under 2.5) and also build in career guidance 
into the programme 

›  Develop more professional development opportunities for mentors/subject 
specialists 

›  Develop more opportunities for parents to input into the programme, e.g. 
own part of the website/recruit person to team with a specific role to support 
parents 

›  Develop blended learning approach and consider cost implications of centre-
based approach (including time of youth workers) 

›  Ensure that development of the programme is carefully planned, coherent and 
strategic, and takes account of available and potential future resources. 
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Section 3 Overview Conclusion
3.1 Introduction 
 iScoil is a unique model of online-learning within 
the Irish context catering for young people aged 
13–16 who are out of school or other learning/
training provision.

The achievements identified in the interim 
evaluation were considerable. This is particularly 
note-worthy given the short length of time the 
current independent model has been in existence 
and the scale of the resources available to it.

The successful development of a bespoke 
independent Irish model (following a period 
of initial development and implementation of 

approximately two years in partnership with NotSchool.net UK) is an achievement 
in itself. This independence allows students access accreditation linked to the Irish 
National Qualifications Framework as well as Irish curriculum and content. It has also 
facilitated other important developments such as a centre-based blended learning 
approach. This involves young people attending a youth centre where they are 
supported by a trained youth worker. They participate in the iScoil online-learning 
programme over an agreed number of hours and days. They also participate in other 
learning activities offered by the centre. As with all iScoil students, when engaged in 
the online dimension they are supported by an online mentor, subject specialists and 
the iScoil team. 

The value of the model and the programme has already been acknowledged. It 
is mentioned in the Recent Programme for Government entitled Government for 
National Recovery 2011–2016, under the heading Delivering Equity in Education (p. 42). 
This states: 

We will examine how to make existing expenditure on educational disadvantage 
more effective, and innovative ways in which teenagers at risk of leaving school 
system can stay connected, for example through use of ICT-based distance 
learning and projects such as iScoil.

3.2 Learning Gains and Contributing Factors 
A key focus in the evaluation was the capturing of learning gains. This was done in a 
number of ways, including a student online survey; interviews with online mentors; 
interviews with iScoil director and team leader and a focus group with the whole 

The 
achievements 

identified in 
the interim 
evaluation 

were 
considerable.
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iScoil team. In addition, detailed analysis was carried out of a sample of weekly 
mentor reports for a sample of 8 students.19 Therefore evidence of learning gains 
drew on a number of perspectives. 

A framework (see section 2.3 for fuller explanation of this aspect) was developed to 
capture the learning gains. This included three learning/developmental dimensions: 
personal effectiveness; interpersonal and social development and functional skills. 
Learning gains in this evaluation are understood as gains that relate to what is being 
learned and also gains relating to the process of learning itself. 

3.2.1 Learning Gains 
The evaluation identified considerable learning gains across the three areas of the 
framework developed to capture gains, i.e. personal effectiveness; interpersonal 
and social development and functional skills. The depth and scope of gains varied 
across the student cohort linked to the considerable diversity amongst students. 
Nonetheless, some level of gains were noted for the vast majority of students 
and even small gains can be considered significant for those students who were 
contending with considerable challenges both academically as well as personally. 

3.2.1.a. Personal Effectiveness
The gains were particularly strong in the personal effectiveness area. The frame-
work captured these under three sub-headings: confidence and self-esteem; 
development as a learner and development as a self-reflective young person. Gains 
were identified across all these areas including by students themselves (in the 
survey). Gains related to personal effectiveness are fundamental to the development 
of young people and in the case of iScoil it is very likely that these gains contributed 
to the gains in the other areas. The role of Personal Social Health Education (PSHE), 
one of the core subjects in the programme, was identified as very important to 
developments in this regard and particularly in the case of boys.

3.2.1.b. Interpersonal and Social Development
There were also significant gains in interpersonal and social development, 
particularly as they related to interpersonal communications with adults on the 
programme. Gains relating ‘to working with others’ were strongest in the centre-
based approach while the recent development of workshops was seen to be 
strengthening this dimension for all young people on the programme who wish to 
participate. In addition all students were ‘working with others’ in an online context. 
This included interacting with a range of adults as well as having some opportunities 
to work with/relate to other students. 

19  This was done on the basis of selecting 3 weeks at the beginning of the student’s time on the system and then three 
weekly reports at three monthly intervals after this.
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It is important to contextualise the interpersonal aspect of an online-learning 
community. The reality is that many young people now conduct much of their 
interpersonal communications in a virtual or online space. The popularity of 
Facebook is evidence of this; this was confirmed amongst students in iScoil. Aspects 
identified which would strengthen the interpersonal aspect of the programme 
included further development of the workshops and more opportunities for 
collaborative online working amongst students. In the longer term further 
development of the centre-based approach would also strengthen this aspect for 
those students suited to this form of the model. 

The wider social development aspect could be strengthened by the inclusion of a 
course/module on active citizenship on the lines of CSPE, which is mandatory within 
the Junior Certificate. 

3.2.1.c. Functional Skills
Once again there were very positive gains in relation to ICT, literacy and maths (the 
latter is one of the core subjects in the programme). The gains in relation to ICT 
were particularly significant with almost 70% of students in the survey highlighting 
these. These skills are particularly relevant in light of the increasing emphasis placed 
on the acquisition of these skills in economic and educational literature. Creating 
opportunities for all students in iScoil to achieve these gains also has the potential to 
address the ‘digital divide’, particularly as it relates to students from ‘disadvantaged’ 
backgrounds. 

Although the programme does not set out to ‘teach literacy’ for a number of 
reasons, there was evidence of literacy gains for many students who were identified 
with low literacy when they commenced the programme. 

3.2.2 Learning Gains and Contributing Factors 
Many positive features in the teaching/learning approach were identified during 
the evaluation. It is reasonable to infer that these contributed at least in part to the 
considerable learning gains being achieved. Some of these are outlined below. 

›  The very high-level of support and encouragement from mentors, subject 
specialists and the team; words/phrases which could describe the approach 
(based on the review of mentor reports and other data collected) are respect, 
patience, praise, enthusiasm, motivation, guidance and commitment. This 
positive assessment was forcefully endorsed by students in the survey who 
rated teachers and the team at a very high-level 

›  The development and agreement of learning plans with students and the close 
monitoring of engagement and learning gains aligned with follow-up actions 
when required
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 ›  The ongoing constructive feedback, contributes to increased confidence, 
learning and relationship building between students and the adults on the 
programme; these relationships are central to the success of the programme

›  The nature of the individual learning journey, which manages to balance a 
personalised approach that follows and guides the interests of the student 
whilst framing these within the core subject areas. Considerable skill was 
noted on the part of mentors in spotting opportunities to engage students 
in completing tasks related to their interests. Completion of these tasks also 
offered the possibility for accreditation thus engaging students in ‘purposeful’ 
online learning. This purposeful online learning is what is envisaged within the 
recent Government report entitled Smart Schools = Smart Economies 

›  The approach of ‘staying with students’ through periods when they are less 
responsive was seen to bear fruit in most cases. 

3.3 Accreditation 
The evaluation also identified that the accreditation approach and outcomes were 
positive with the vast majority of students gaining some form of accreditation. 
This was particularly the case with regard to in-house accreditation. The linking of 
tasks from the beginning of engagement to the achievement of Specific Learning 
Outcomes outlined in the core FETAC units was noted as a strength, both in terms 
of offering accreditation possibilities and in building confidence. Overall, the FETAC 
system was seen to suit most students, with its flexibility, modular approach, and 
ongoing assessment and paced to suit students needs. Some challenges were 
identified in adapting modules to an online environment as well as those associated 
with achievement of a Major Award. Until recently this involved successful 
completion of 8 modules, a new system has now been introduced by FETAC which 
involves 6 modules. 

It was also recognised that the iScoil system is still in the early stages of 
development, particularly as it relates to external accreditation. iScoil gained 
recognition as a FETAC provider as recently as September 2010. Areas for further 
development identified in the evaluation included the creation of opportunities 
for FETAC Level 1 and 2 accreditation as well as accreditation in ICT. Other possible 
developments were also noted, including the opportunity to gain accreditation in 
Junior Certificate subjects and the opportunity for FETAC Levels 4 and 5. 

3.4. Progression 
There was significant success (56%) in supporting young people to go onto further 
education and learning. A further 6% went on to employment. This level of success is 
particularly noteworthy given the cohort of young people referred and recruited to 
iScoil; 40% of whom were either school phobic or were referred because of ‘school 
refusal’ with a further 25% ‘disaffected’ or experiencing mental health issues. 
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Scope for further development in relation to the employment area was noted as the 
programme develops and as further resources are secured; through the inclusion of 
work-oriented courses, more opportunities for work experience and the provision of 
online career guidance. 

Furthermore, it was noted that the process and procedures in relation to progression 
could be further strengthened through the development of a mechanism of a 
progression panel modelled on the approach currently used within the programme 
for referral and recruitment. 

 3.5 Broader Benefits to Young People (and Families) 
One of the strongest overarching benefits identified by the adults in the programme 
(interviewed in the evaluation) was the sense of belonging and identity which being 
part of iScoil offers students. They have heard many students articulate this in 
different ways. They felt this allowed students when asked ‘what they do’ or ‘where 
they go to school’, to respond by saying ‘I go to school online’ or ‘I learn online’. 
Previously many were categorised as ‘drop outs’. Aligned to this is the fact that 
iScoil links them into a learning community which prioritises their engagement with 
learning in a positive way thus creating the possibility for them to re-think what 
learning is and re-ignite a hunger for learning. A student in the survey indicated that 
one of the main benefits was: 

Getting me back into seeing education as an interesting and useful thing instead 
of something to hate and avoid.

The focus of the evaluation was on learning gains for students; the potential wider 
benefits to other family members were not investigated. However a review of 
comments from parents captured during home visits by team members highlights 
such benefits exist at least in some cases. These referred to a decrease in stress in 
the family context and in some cases a parent being enabled to return to work: 

The removal of the pressure to attend school has had a very positive effect on 
the family dynamic. Mum has returned to work … The stress levels in the family 
are greatly reduced. Anne (not student’s real name) is now engaging much more 
with family, friends and her peers.

The wider family benefits could be investigated further in subsequent evaluations.

3.6 Student Cohort 
Overall, the proportion of boys to girls on the programme was approximately 60–65% 
boys, and this broadly reflects the different proportions of boys and girls in the 
cohort out of school. It is suggested that the balance is maintained; as in all mixed-
gender contexts it is recognised that a critical mass of 40% is required (of either 
gender) to maintain a good gender balance. 
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Currently the programme predominantly caters for students from Leinster (75% 
of all students). Students from all the other provinces are also included. This 
concentration is due to available resources. The need for provisions like iScoil is 
highlighted by the fact that 59 young people who were referred (during both phases 
of the programme) were not accepted. Whilst some of the students did not fit the 
criteria for iScoil, the data showed that a disproportionate number where from areas 
outside Leinster. This points to the need for greater resourcing of iScoil to allow it to 
develop and expand its area of operation accompanied by the required staffing and 
other resources. 

The socio-economic status and ethnicity of students is not recorded. This is an 
aspect that the programme might consider revising to ensure the balance of 
provision across groups can be monitored.

 3.7 Online-learning Dimension 
As already stated, iScoil is unique provision in the Irish context. It is the only such 
formal stand alone online learning community for the target age group, 13–16. Thus 
it has the potential to be at the cutting edge of developments in virtual learning 
environments in Ireland. 

Recent Irish Governments reports, as well the wider literature concerned with the 
development of ICT in education and learning, stress the importance of creating 
opportunities for everyone – and especially young people – to participate in 
innovative and creative ways of learning online. The focus in governmental reports 
referred to earlier, is on schools. They are concerned with the development and use 
of ICT both to enhance learning overall as well as enhancing the acquisition of ICT 
skills. The Smart Schools report also envisages (in the longer-term development) 
online collaboration between schools.

Learning from the iScoil model and practice could 
inform these developments but may also offer 
opportunities for collaboration between iScoil and 
schools with a developed ICT approach. The schools 
included in the demonstration programme could be 
important in this regard. 

These developments also potentially offer 
opportunities for iScoil students to have some 
input in the shaping of developments. iScoil already 
includes opportunities for students to input into its 
development through consultations and surveys. 
This could be further developed and formalised 
through the creation of a student-led and facilitated 
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forum, supported and monitored for online security reasons by iScoil staff. Such a 
mechanism could also facilitate opportunities for students to input into the wider 
development of online learning more generally, thus offering further opportunities 
for personal and social development. 

The wider literature also stresses the potential of the development of virtual learning 
environments to transform the nature of learning and schooling. The evaluation 
identified ways in which the innovative and creative aspects of online-learning 
within iScoil could be further strengthened. 

3.8 A Developing Model
 iScoil is a developing model which displays many strengths. In addition, as is 
common at this phase of model development, the evaluation identified challenges 
and a number of areas for further development. 

Many of the strengths of the iScoil model have already been identified, including 
its online nature; highly personalised teaching/learning approach; significant 
levels of support for students (and parents); and the considerable learning gains 
and accreditation and progression opportunities. Since its establishment as an 
independent Irish model in September 2009, the model has undergone considerable 
development including the inclusion of a centre-based approach, as well as the 
development of other aspects such as the provision of student workshops and 
additional subjects. The centre-based approach was identified as having particular 
benefits for the young people who participate there. The further development of 
this approach would require resourcing, including the additional resources required 
in terms of support youth worker time.

Challenges and areas for development were also identified. These included the need 
to provide further accreditation opportunities (particularly relating to FETAC Levels 
1 and 2 as well as in ICT); to strengthen the innovative and creative use of online-
learning media; and to further develop progression opportunities particularly as 
they relate to employment and in terms of a strengthened process of monitoring 
through the constitution of a progression panel. Other developments identified 
which could enhance the model included: strengthening the input of parents and 
more opportunities for ongoing professional development of mentors and subject 
specialists. 

The gendered nature of learning (including different learning styles and the 
gendered nature of interests and modes of participation) was noted during the 
evaluation. This is recognised within iScoil and particular attention is paid to the 
different learning styles of boys and girls. Carrying this gender awareness into future 
developments will help ensure that new courses and processes support the inclusion 
of boys and girls in a non-stereotypical way, including in the take up of potential new 
subjects as well as in career-oriented opportunities as they develop. 
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Overall, it was stressed by a number of the key stakeholders in the evaluation that 
future development should be planned, coherent and strategic, take account of the 
required resources and continue to be guided by the needs of the students. Plans for 
development should also take on board the aspects of the model and programme 
that require strengthening as highlighted in the evaluation. 

3.9 Conclusion 
The evaluation found that the programme (in both its phases) has offered 
considerable opportunities and benefits to the majority of young people who have 
engaged with it. It is meeting its own objectives, which are to:

›  Engage young people in learning 
›  Build confidence, self-esteem and social development
›  Offer accreditation opportunities 
›  Support progression to further education and employment. 

Its many positive aspects were noted as well as areas for further development, the 
importance of progressing the latter was highlighted. 

The evaluation concludes that iScoil is meeting the needs of some of the young 
people who are out of school or other provision. It complements the current range 
of DES initiatives for early school leavers in a new and innovative way. In doing so 
it supports a considerable proportion of its cohort to re-integrate into mainstream 
schooling and other provisions such as Youthreach.

The evaluation also concludes that it is a successful provision, which deserves 
serious consideration by the DES for further development under its commitment to 
tackle educational disadvantage and promote social inclusion. 
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Appendix 
Profile Data on young people referred but not progressed into the system

Total number of 59 young people: 40 males; 19 females 

This broadly reflects the ratio of male to females on the programme. 

 Ages Total Males Females 

 13 5 5 -

 14  9 7 2

 15  24 16 8

 16  19 12 7

 17  2 - 2

Some different patterns emerge in comparing the age of young people in the 
programme and those who were not progressed, e.g. in proportionate terms fewer 
14 year olds were not progressed whilst the converse is true of 16 year olds. In the 
case of the former age group 35% on the programme were aged 14 compared to 15% 
not progressed. In the case of the latter this was 15% on the programme compared to 
32% not progressed.

 

 Where from  Total Males  Females 

 Dublin City and County  24 20 4 

 Rest of Leinster  7 4 3 

 Munster   21 12 9

 Connaught   7 4 3

Again different patterns emerge in this data, e.g. 36% of students not progressed 
where from Munster, compared to 16% on the programme; 53% were from Leinster, 
compared to 75% in the programme.
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