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Circular letter M7/03

To: Management Authorities of Second Level Schools

Science: Revised Syllabus for the Junior Certificate Examination.

Phased Introduction

A revised syllabus for Science at Higher and Ordinary levels will be introduced on an optional basis in September 2003 for examination in the Junior Certificate Examination in 2006 and following years.  Schools are invited to opt in to implementing the revised syllabus from September 2003 and to apply for the accompanying once-off equipment/resource grant by completing the application form enclosed.  Notifications should reach the Department before 31 October 2003.  

Schools not intending to adopt the revised syllabus from September 2003 may continue using the old syllabus. However, schools will only receive the additional resource grant on adapting the revised syllabus. 

The revised syllabus has been published on the Web and may be accessed at www.education.ie. The syllabus will be issued shortly in hard copy to schools. Guidelines for Teachers will be issued to schools early in the 2003/04 school year. In the interim, an information leaflet -- Notes on the revised Syllabus-- is enclosed setting out the key features of the revised syllabus. 

Please note in particular that the syllabus is predicated on some 240-270 hours of class contact time over the three years of junior cycle (normally equivalent to four class periods per week). It  is recommended that this should include one double period per week in order to allow for the completion of the required student laboratory work and assignments. Creativity and innovation in timetabling, maximising access to laboratory space for first year Junior Certificate Science students, will therefore be important for the successful implementation of the revised programme. 

The revised syllabus will be examined at both Ordinary and Higher levels. At each level, assessment will be by means of a terminal written examination and coursework as set out overleaf.

	Coursework A
Experiments and investigations specified in the syllabus 

Marks 10%


	+
	Coursework B

Additional specified investigations or one investigation of the student’s own choice 

Marks 25%
	       +
	Terminal Examination

Section 1: Biology

Section 2 : Chemistry

Section 3 : Physics

Marks 65%




Coursework A – Mandatory Experiments and Investigations

Students must complete the mandatory experiments and investigations specified in the syllabus. Over the three years of the course, each student is also required to maintain a laboratory notebook in which a record of these experiments and investigations is kept according to specified criteria.  This record must be available for inspection. As part the assessment, marks will be allocated on a pro-rata basis for satisfactory completion of the required coursework.

Coursework B – Additional student investigations

In addition, each student will be required to undertake two specified investigations in the third year and to submit a pro-forma report on these for assessment. These additional investigations, based on the topics and learning outcomes in the syllabus, will be set by the examining body and will vary from year to year. Instead of the set assignments, students may substitute an investigation of their own choice that meets required criteria.

Terminal Examination Paper

There will be separate Ordinary and Higher Level examination papers. At each level the examination paper will consist of three sections. These will assess students’ knowledge and skills in relation to syllabus material and learning outcomes in the areas of biology, chemistry and physics. 

Importance of implementing the revised syllabus from 2003/04 

In the context of rapid economic and technological change, globalisation, imminent EU enlargement, and strengthened competition, Ireland’s future economic growth and competitiveness will increasingly depend on the extent to which it can support high value knowledge based industries. The availability of an adequate number of graduates skilled in the fields of Maths, Physical Sciences, Biological Sciences, Technology and Engineering will be a critical factor in supporting this.  There is concern that the increasing numbers of students turning away from science and technology disciplines could jeopardise future competitiveness, and there is an imperative to address this decline urgently through measures to strengthen scientific literacy and awareness across the general population, and through measures to support increased take-up of the physical sciences at senior cycle and third level education.  

The revised syllabus in Junior Certificate Science is predicated on a hands-on investigative approach to science teaching and learning, with 35% of the available marks being allocated directly to student practical work. The curriculum reforms are seen as a vitally important step to making science more attractive and relevant, if an increased take-up of science at senior cycle is to be achieved. In this context the Task Force on the Physical Sciences recommended that the revised syllabus be implemented in 2003. The new curriculum in Social, Environmental and Scientific Education is also being implemented at primary level with effect from September 2003. 

It is appreciated that implementing the revised syllabus at this stage will cause difficulty for some schools, and accordingly schools are being invited to opt into the new programme on a voluntary basis from September 2003.

Training Support for the Revised Programme

A support team consisting of a National Co-ordinator and Regional  Development Officers will be in place from September 2003 to provide an in-career development programme for teachers. The support team will provide advice to principals and school staff, and a helpline, and will also support the development of school networks. The support service will be based in the Sligo Education Centre. In addition to the information leaflet enclosed, Guidelines for Teachers will be issued early in the new school year.  
Equipment and Resources Needs 

The Indicative Resources List attached sets out an indicative list of the minimum resources needed to implement the hands-on approach to practical work, as required in the revised Junior Certificate Science syllabus. The quantities of equipment and materials are, in most cases, those required for 12 groups of students, while the quantities of chemicals are those normally provided by chemical suppliers. The list is neither prescriptive nor exhaustive. Valid alternatives are available for some of the items listed. The list does not include some common items, e.g. seeds, string, etc., which can be sourced at local level. The unit costs quoted are indicative only, in order to help schools assess their resource needs. It is appreciated that prices may vary considerably across suppliers and regions. 

Resource grants available for schools opting into the revised Syllabus --  Category 1 Schools
As most items of equipment are already used for the existing Junior Certificate Science programme, it is anticipated that the majority of schools will, with an additional outlay of  €3500 per laboratory, be in a position to implement the revised programme from September 2003 should they wish to do so.  Schools which have had a substantial capital investment since 1995, either by way of a new building, extension or upgraded laboratory facility should fall into this category (Category 1). Schools whose resources are currently adequate to provide the existing Junior Certificate Science curriculum (as indicated by many schools in their response to the survey of laboratory resources carried out by the Department of Education and Science in 1998) are also deemed to be in Category 1. Schools in this category which intend opting to the revised syllabus from September 2003 are asked to complete Form JSC 1 seeking a resources grant for each Junior Science laboratory in their school.  It is intended that such schools will receive an equipment/resource grant on a once-off basis of €3500 per laboratory. Every effort will be made to issue this grant in full in January 2004.  However, in some circumstances it may be necessary to issue the grant in two instalments, with the first instalment issuing in January 2004.

Resource grants available for schools opting into the revised Syllabus --  Category 2 schools
It is accepted that there are some schools which may need an enhanced resources grant.  If your school has not received a major capital investment since 1995, and you consider that €3500 for each Junior Science laboratory, in addition to the normal grants towards school running costs, would be insufficient to deliver the revised Science programme, by reference to the Indicative Resources List  attached, your school will fall into Category 2.  Schools in this category  which opt into the new syllabus from September 2003 are asked to complete the enclosed form JSC 2 seeking an enhanced resources grant and detailing their  resource needs.   An Excel spreadsheet detailing the Indicative Resource List is available at www.education.ie (Curriculum, Junior Certificate, Science--Revised Syllabus). The spreadsheet is designed to calculate indicative costs automatically when the appropriate quantities are entered in the “Quantity Available” column. A print-out of the completed spreadsheet must be returned, attached to Form JSC 2.  Alternatively, the attached hard copy of the spreadsheet may be completed and returned with Form JSC 2.
The enhanced grant for category 2 schools will issue in January 2004. Every effort will be made to issue the enhanced grant in full. However, in some circumstances it may be necessary to issue the grant in two instalments, with the first instalment issuing in January 2004.

Completed forms JSC 1 or 2  should be returned to Post Primary Administration Section, Department of Education and Science, Marlborough St, Dublin 1, no later than 31 October 2003 or emailed to mailto:science_forms@education.gov.ie  Copies of this circular and application forms are also available at www.education.ie (Curriculum, Junior Certificate, Science -- Revised Syllabus ).  

As part of the Department’s financial control procedures, it is envisaged that a sample of schools in Category 2 will be followed up with site visits by Department personnel for verification purposes.  An independent review procedure will be put in place to advise in the event of disagreement between the Department and schools in regard to categorisation or specific resource requirements.

Payment of grants

Grants will be payable only to schools in the Free Education Scheme. It is intended that grants will be paid before 31 January 2004.  

Implementation  

Given the importance of changes in the Junior Certificate Science curriculum to the achievement of Ireland’s strategic economic objectives, the co-operation of management, teachers, students and parents is requested to ensure that the majority of schools implement the revised syllabus from September 2003. Teachers are advised to deliver the common elements of the current and revised syllabi in the interim pending a decision on whether schools opt to implement the revised syllabus from 2003/04. 

Please bring this circular to the notice of the teachers concerned, and to the notice of parent and teacher representatives as appropriate, for transmission to individual parents and teachers.

John Dennehy,

Secretary General 
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