Curriculum and Assessment at Second Level

Earlier this year the Minister for Education and Science, Mr Batt O’Keeffe, highlighted a number of priorities for development in post-primary education.  In particular, he emphasised that the junior cycle curriculum and assessment are in need of review and reconfiguration to reflect the fundamental principles of education and to take account of best practice internationally. He also indicated that some developments that had been underway at Senior Cycle (new subjects and curriculum frameworks etc) may be delayed due to the current crisis in public finances. However, he committed to advancing the programme of reform in maths, science and Irish. 
Junior Cycle Reform

While a number of subjects in the junior cycle programme have already been rebalanced and others are undergoing this process, to address overlap and overload, this initiative will involve a much more fundamental and strategic reform of the junior cycle programme, the associated curriculum and syllabuses and the assessment of students. 

The TUI broadly welcomes this initiative and sees it as an opportunity to make the junior cycle experience more relevant to the educational needs of young people in a modern society. However, the union believes that any reforms proposed must be driven by an educational perspective, preserving the intrinsic value of education and keeping the personal and public good to the fore.  Any reforms proposed must not be an opportunistic exercise to save money in the short-term.  Some decisions about the future shape of the junior cycle may indeed lead to savings, while others may not or may require a higher level of investment. This might especially be the case if the national commitment to promoting inclusion and retention, at what is a critical time of  transition for young people, is to be strengthened - an issue high on the union’s list of priorities.    

In keeping with its core role to advise the Minister on curriculum and assessment the NCCA (on which the three teacher unions participate alongside other stakeholders in education) is currently developing an initial discussion paper. This will be submitted to the Minister by December of this year and form the basis for wider consultation early next year with all the stakeholders - teachers, parents, students, business interests, community interests, educational management bodies and organisations and the teacher unions.    

At the Council meeting in November a number of ideas and issues for inclusion in the discussion paper were identified.  These fall under broad areas such as curriculum, assessment, qualifications and the actual experience of the junior cycle by students. When one begins to delve into the idea of reform and reconfiguration a plethora of questions emerge, some more challenging than others! 
	The Junior Cycle Reform: some questions floating around at the moment  



	· What is good about the current system that we should keep?
· Is the current junior cycle still fit for purpose - is it relevant enough for the 21st century and beyond?

· Is there too much emphasis on content and not enough on skills and knowledge? 
· What aspects of the current system are not working well and why? 

· What kind of change would make the junior cycle experience better?

· What should or could change in the programme, the curriculum, each subject?

· What will happen to the current suite of subjects; will an unhealthy hierarchy emerge or is that already with us? 

· Why do students need to take so many subjects in the junior certificate examination?

· What is the main function of the current junior certificate examination; is the exam crowding out other ‘more useful’ things; is it having too much influence on what is taught and how it is taught? 

· Would a different model of assessment be more appropriate, better, fairer?

· How could students be assessed differently?

· If there was different models of assessment used what additional skills could be assessed? 
· What is it young people need to know when they finish junior cycle -what basic skills and competencies are essential at this stage of life and why?

· What are the risks and opportunities involved in a radical overhaul of the junior cycle and how can these be managed?
· When might changes be agreed and implemented? 
· How will teachers and other staff be supported to implement any changes agreed? 
AND

· Whose idea is this anyway -why change what’s working for most students?  

Let us know what you think – via your branch or directly to head office.   




See www.ncca.ie for other details on this important work. You might also find it helpful to check out the reports from the longitudinal study conducted by the ESRI tracking some 900 students as they moved through second level and mapping their experiences. Details can be found on the NCCA website and also on the ESRI website.   

Maths and Science  

Under Project Maths the 24 pilot schools are continuing to advance changes to the curriculum components and syllabus. Resources for Strand 1 - Statistics and Probability and Strand 2 - Geometry and Trigonometry have now circulated. The State Examinations ran a trial of the new Leaving Certificate Paper 2 in the 24 schools in October.  A report of the trial will issue shortly including examples of student work.  Following the report sample papers at each level will be published.  In the meantime in preparation for the extension of the pilot to all schools professional development support is rolling out to maths teachers in all schools during 2009 and 2010. 
Teachers’ feedback has been mixed. On the one hand the majority are positive and enthusiastic about maths becoming more accessible, relevant and interesting given the strong emphasis on problem solving and interactive teaching/learning methods. On the other hand many have concerns about the lack access to appropriate ICT and other general facilities. They are also concerned that those with ‘more resources’ will have access to ‘better supports’ – ultimately this will place some students at a disadvantage vis a via others.  Of particular concern is access to sufficient in-service and the general pace and extent of change. 
The NCCA has commenced work with the 12 school selected to examine possible approaches to introducing a second assessment component in science subjects (leaving certificate). The work will consider the potential of a number of methods exploring the pitfalls and strengths as well as resource and logistical issues. More details will become available early in 2010.  Again many teachers are positively predisposed to the introduction of a second assessment component into the leaving certificate science examinations.  But concerns abound. The experience of the junior certificate has left many teachers concerned that an adequate level of resources (technical support, facilities, planning time) will not be provided to ensure a model of assessment that is most appropriate to the learning to be tested and the nature of the leaving certificate examination. 

Irish 
Circular Letter 0042/2007 (Department of Education and Science) sets out changes to the examination of Irish in the State Examinations in the Junior Certificate from June 2010 and the Leaving Certificate from 2012 (see www.education.ie)   The TUI, among other stakeholders,  objected to the unilateral nature of the decision taken by the then Minister for Education and Science.   However, it supported the principle of aligning a greatest proportion of marks to oral skills and sought formal engagement with the Department on a wide number of issues relating to the implementation of the new arrangements. 
In May 2009  representation was made to the current Minister  (Minister Batt O’ Keeffe) advising that plans to implement the new arrangements should be delayed due to the lack of  progress on agreeing how implementation could proceed and the general lack of resources available.  Notwithstanding this plans to implement continued.   

It is imperative that members abide by the union directive not to conduct orals tests until arrangements acceptable to teachers and adequate resources are agreed.  The directive issued to all schools in October and is also posted on the TUI website. 

With particular reference to the junior certificate examinations in 2010 changes to the proportion of marks to be aligned to the various exam components (oral, aural, written) did not require significant change to the junior cycle Irish syllabus.  However, as the Minister has decided to proceed with implementation despite lack of agreement with the teacher unions changes to the examination instruments are required.  Schools were notified in mid October of changes to the written paper to reflect the revised weighting aligned to written, aural and oral skills.  

A number of members have been in contact with this office to indicate that the changes set out in the sample examination papers and accompanying circular are significant.  In particular, some feel that the manner in which grammar is being emphasised was unexpected and may run counter to current classroom practice in addressing the aims and objectives of the syllabus.  Consequently they believe teachers should have been made fully aware of the extent of the changes, and provided with sample papers, at a much earlier stage, in order to adjust their classroom practice in the best interest of students.  

The TUI has already raised this matter with the State Examinations Commission and the Department of Education and Science and correspondence has issued to all branches and schools/centres. If you have concerns in relation to the sample papers please provide immediate feedback to the State Examinations Commission (Chief Examiner for Irish) and to this office for the attention of the Education and Research Officer.  

All of the above developments are significant as are others that will continue to move along albeit at a slower pace. It is important that the teacher unions engage in the widest possible discussion with their members on these issues to ensure the views of the professional educators are to the forefront as debate and developments proceed. Accordingly, a Discussion Seminar will take place on Saturday, 16th January 2010 to which all TUI representatives on NCCA Committees will be invited. Members involved in the pilot phase of project maths and the exploration of the second assessment component for science subjects will also be invited.  This seminar may take place jointly with our sister union the ASTI and written notice will issue shortly. 
	Curriculum and Assessment 

Discussion Seminar

All Union Representatives on NCCA Committees 

Members involved in NCCA Maths and Science School Networks 

Saturday, 16th January 2010,

10.00am – 2.00pm

Watch out for the written notice which will carry final detail of the venue and programme which will issue by post shortly.  




Vacancies on NCCA Committees
Each year a number of vacancies arise on NCCA Committees. It is important that the TUI always has its full complement of two representatives on these committees so that the views of practising teachers and the union are heard. Current vacancies are as follows:   
	Junior Cycle Course Committees

	Subject
	 Vacancies

	English
	1

	French
	2

	German
	1

	Italian
	1

	Spanish
	1

	Irish
	1


	Senior Cycle Course Committees

	Subject
	Vacancies

	Agricultural Economics
	1

	Physics
	1

	French
	1

	Home Economics
	1

	Spanish
	1

	Technology
	1

	History
	1


	Board of Studies  

	Arts and Humanities
	Vacancies

	Social, Personal and Health Education
	1


See the TUI website for full details on the role and responsibilities involved.   Nominations are normally made through local branches so watch out for correspondence which will arrive in schools/centres in the near future.    
