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That the post-primary curriculum, to remain relevant to real life, should be ever evolving is not disputed. TUI has always been a strong advocate of, and has a deep commitment to curriculum change. Such support and commitment is, however, contingent on the availability of adequate resources to manage and implement effective and real ‘change’.   It is therefore with caution and reservation that TUI sets out this response to the NCCA consultation document, Innovation and Identity – Ideas for a new Junior Cycle, which puts forward ideas for change to the Junior Cycle and Junior Certificate Examination.  

This is a most sensitive time in the social and economic life of Ireland.  Ideas for change in lower second level education must take cognisance of the considerable reduction in resources over the past two years and the current limited capacity, and will, of government to invest additional resources in the education system at all levels. It is apparent from the NCCA consultation document that what is intended is a radical reform of lower second level education in Ireland.  The change ideas go far beyond a typical curriculum review to address subject content, assessment approaches and teaching methodologies and resources.  Implementation of some of the ideas could be supported somewhat by a re-organisation of current resources.  Nevertheless, given the downward spiral in resources we are now faced with this will yield very limited possibilities for wide ranging and effective change.  Implementation of the scale of change implied, in an equitable and just manner, would require considerable additional investment including significant one-off investment and on-going expenditure. 

In making this submission TUI understands that the change ideas under consideration are interrelated and complementary, although not completely interdependent.  It is also understood that the ideas will be developed further or re-oriented in the context of the feedback gleaned from the consultative process, after which a more detailed framework will be developed for further discussion.  Therefore, this submission represents an initial union perspective.  It infers no definitive commitment to support or embrace particular ideas.  Each of the issues will be considered further at later points in the consultative process as a curriculum framework evolves.  
The observations and concerns of TUI at this early stage of the development and consultative processes are set out under: 

1. The Reform Agenda

2. The Curriculum 
3. Assessment, Examinations, Qualifications 

4. Other Observations 
1. The Reform Agenda

The union is disappointed that the NCCA consultation document does not address in detail the strengths of the current Junior Cycle, although it does acknowledge that some of what is currently in place ‘has worked well’.  This has engendered some concern that the new ideas are too disconnected from current practice, diminishing potential for successful implementation.  Questions arise as to why such radical reform and why such significant shift in direction at this time.  These are especially potent as a review process to address overload and overlap and to bring greater coherence to the current Junior Cycle was already well underway.  It appears, to many, that the reform agenda articulated by the Minister for Education and Science in 2009 was driven more by the need to save money than by a commitment to bringing about the kind of curriculum and assessment change that might in fact be desirable.  
While it may be acceptable and worthy to examine where efficiencies might be achieved, to explore or implement changes of the magnitude presented for any other reason than to improve the educational experience of and outcomes for students would be an indictment on all the stakeholders but especially the government. 

To enlist an openness and commitment to embracing the notion of change and to inspire greater confidence in the change process these issues need to be clarified further at this early stage of development.  In addition assurance that any financial savings arising from changing current practises will be directed towards the implementation of change at this level of education should be forthcoming.    
Notwithstanding the above points TUI considers that the ideas document frankly and fairly places a number of important and critical issues on the table for consideration such as:

· The need for the Junior Cycle experience to have its own identity as opposed to being viewed primarily as a preparation for the Senior Cycle (for most students), displacing its importance as a formative force for young people at a critical stage of their development.
· The Junior Certificate is now seen by many as a dry run and ‘a preparation’ to sit the Leaving Certificate.  Teachers, among others, note that this has a significant effect on the teaching and learning process at lower second level.  It impacts on subject selection, accentuates teaching to the test, emphasises excessive memorisation and rote learning (not in themselves a problem), limits the teaching methodologies employed, thus contriving the learning process. Critically, this further aggravates the displacement of the wider functions of the Junior Cycle in preparing young people for growing up and life in general. This is of special concern for the many who leave school early (before or on completing the Junior Certificate).  
· While the Junior Cycle has adapted well to new demands and needs of society, many concur that the manner in which it has developed has led to curriculum, subject and content overload – leading to an excessive burden of workload for both students and teachers who are companions in the learning environment. 

· Although designed to offer a broad range of learning opportunities and experiences the current construction of the Junior Cycle and more particularly the Junior Certificate Examination restricts the engagement of some students, limiting their opportunities for affirmation and achievement. This is particularly an issue in respect of students whose family or local community background impedes their involvement in the formal education process and for those with special educational needs.  
In planning towards a new Junior Cycle these critical issues must be addressed in a manner that fits the educational needs of young people as they embark on adolescence and young adulthood, that is in keeping with systems capacity and that is equitable and just. 

TUI also places on record its belief that some of the difficulties associated with the current Junior Cycle, and therefore how some students experience it, rest in the fact that a number of students commence post-primary school with insufficient proficiency in literacy, numeracy and other foundational and social skills.  Therefore, they find it difficult, if not impossible, to cope with the material covered in the Junior Cycle programme.  Additional support and resources must be invested in the primary sector to address this.  Failure to do so will, almost inevitably, mean that the value of a reformed Junior Cycle will be diminished.    

2. The Curriculum 

One of the key ideas for change presented in the NCCA consultation document is a move away from a centralised curriculum ‘which is fairly unyielding’ and ‘offers very little scope to respond to any particular curricular needs in customised ways’ (pg 22).   

TUI concurs that the current construction of the curriculum at Junior Cycle has led to content overload (in individual subjects and in the curriculum as a whole). It accepts that content and curriculum overload compromises opportunities for wide and deep learning and restricts the possibility for exploratory and active approaches to teaching and learning. However, it is not convinced that it is the centralised nature of the curriculum that has led to this or that a greater focus on a locally designed curriculum would address it. What learning is viewed as important and how a curriculum is designed and implemented is of essence is this regard. TUI considers that: 

· There has been a very strong focus on developing new subjects to respond to curriculum deficits and little attention to what could be set aside or reduced.  
· There is much more potential for cross curricular links with reference to the breadth, type and depth of subject matter that young people should engage with and experience during this phase of education and development. 

· Society, and therefore the education system, attaches a higher value to some types of knowledge, understanding and skill over others. This is reflected in a long held (but often denied) view that some subjects are of higher status that others. It is also reflected in how we affirm achievement and what we affirm; a focus on students taking as many exams as possible; the type and nature of written questions and tasks posed in examinations and the grading system.

Each of the above could be explored and addressed within the context of a centralised national curriculum.  Crucially, there is no guarantee that locally devised curriculum would achieve a different outcome. This is not to say that TUI does not see some merit in allowing more flexibility for local decisions in relation to curriculum content and programme delivery.  However, local decisions must as the NCCA consultation document suggests, be located in a ‘very tight’ national framework and national guidelines. Rigorous internal systems coupled with rigorous external monitoring would be a prerequisite to success.  

Local designed curriculum/programmes   

The concept of locally designed curriculum is not new and earlier initiatives have flagged up some strengths and weaknesses in this approach. It is clear it has the potential to nurture local autonomy, enable schools to take more advantage of local expertise and resources, draw on specific student interests and make learning more relevant to their contexts.  Notwithstanding this, TUI has concerns about the potential for long-term negative social and educational outcomes of such an approach. 
· Firstly, it believes that if local designed curriculum becomes the norm, or underpins the bulk of the curriculum, it could lead to significant variation between schools and the emergence of an unacceptable level of inconsistency in terms of the range of content covered, depth of treatment and methodologies employed.  Particular difficulties in establishing consistency in the standards expected from students could arise. Allied to this monitoring and maintaining the general national standards within the student population could present issues. In turn unwelcome difficulties could arise with regard to monitoring, interpreting and evaluating ‘standards’ among Irish students vis-a-via international trends.  In the short term such inconsistency ‘of experience’ and ‘in standards’ may not be obvious.  However, over time unintended and undesirable trends could be difficult to correct, could lead to a drop in overall standards and the emergence of a Junior Cycle that has a ‘diminished value and public currency’.  
· Secondly, the idea of schools responding to the ‘different needs of students’,  schools drawing on their own and local resources to direct the type of programmes offered or schools developing particular expertise all have the potential to lead to ‘two tiered provision’ in local communities, the wider catchment area and in the system in general.  This could escalate inequalities, inequities and injustices as opposed to enabling a leap or even a small move towards greater equality, equity and justice. 

Ireland is a small country, its entire population smaller than what constitutes a local community in other jurisdictions with which we sometimes draw comparisons.  A realistic, manageable and co-ordinated approach to what is local would be important to promote the concepts of collegiality, shared use of resources, equity and equality of access, participation and opportunity for students.  In contrast an adhoc approach or ‘a free for all’ would carry the risk of exaggerating  competition between schools and deepening inequalities within society as different groups of students would be offered very different opportunities and experiences.  If the idea of locally devised curriculum is to be explored further ways in which it might find favour need to be examined carefully and in some detail.  For example, if an area based approach was adapted, incorporating all schools in a given area, then the potential for success and efficiencies might be greater than if schools have to duplicate ideas and effort and, inadvertently or otherwise, compete against each other. 
· Thirdly, it is worth keeping in mind that an initial period of enthusiasm within schools, among teachers or parents and students for the idea of local devised programmes could be quickly displaced by inertia as teachers move on, resources (financial, local expertise, local facilities) change or students’ interests in specific topics waver or become too varied. In time the concept, if poorly or unevenly resourced and supported would be rendered ineffective. 
· Fourthly, the development of locally devised curriculum would demand a very rigorous system of internal controls (either in schools or across clusters of schools) and external monitoring.  In addition, teachers involved in designing curriculum and writing programmes would need to have access to adequate support and in-service development.  These would be prerequisites  with reference to the type, nature and level of knowledge, skill and competence appropriate for this cohort of learners (as per the national framework of qualifications), in order to maintain an adequate level of consistency in programme provision and in overall standards. Significant resources (personnel, time, training, support tools/aids, support services) would therefore be required to support this dimension of change into the future.       

Bearing the above in mind TUI emphasises the need for a centralised curriculum to underpin the vast bulk of learning in order to: 
· limit unhealthy and unnecessary competition between schools
· guard against deepening existing inequalities and inequities 
· ensure an adequate level of consistency in programme provision and overall  standards 

· enable effective external monitoring systems to be organised and deployed 

· protect against the emergence of a Junior Cycle that has a diminished value vis-à-vis the current system.  
While the union sees some merit in the concept of local autonomy in respect of the curriculum and programmes offered it advocates that in a new Junior Cycle in excess of 70% of the entire curriculum should be designed centrally. 
A core curriculum 
Whatever the blend of a centrally designed and locally designed curriculum there must be strong and definitive guidance on what is the essential or ‘core’ learning in which students must partake.  This poses the question of what areas of learning ‘a core’ should embrace.  In turn the identification of a core has the potential to exaggerate a hierarchy with more value and status ascribed to some areas of learning. 
What should be in a core?

A core is essential to engender identity, provide stability, maintain overall consistency in emphases and standards across the student cohort and establish a strong base for further learning in a life wide and life long context. TUI believes that at this level a core: 
· should focus on developing general skills such as problem solving, ethical and civic responsibility, personal and social skills which, while having specific time allocated, should be a feature of all learning domains to some degree (mandatory)
· should emphasise strong foundational studies in literacy, communications skills,  basic numeracy and ICT skills which, while having specific time allocated, could also feature across all learning domains to some degree (mandatory)

· should ensure participation by all students in some subject matter located within a number of broad learning domains (mandatory and optional dimensions), for example:    


- general sciences 


- health and physical education  

- creative arts, design, craft areas  

- personal, social, political education 

- environmental, historical and cultural studies 

- religious, moral, ethical education

- communications, languages and literature - Irish, English, Modern 

      - mathematical studies
All learning could incorporate an element of technology but to enable this all schools, classrooms teachers and students must have adequate access to the necessary infrastructure and support – otherwise inequities of some magnitude could emerge.      
The concept of ‘a core’ is a highly sensitive area given the tradition of ‘stand alone subjects’, coupled with an almost complete absence of team teaching and limited attention to cross curricular work in post-primary schooling.  TUI notes that the limited use of these approaches is significantly related to resources limitations in terms of timetabling capacity within current allocations, school design and facilities, teaching aids and supports, initial teacher education, on-going professional development and external support and guidance. 
In the event of a new Junior Cycle curriculum emerging:

· An overarching framework should, among other things 
· clearly set out mandatory and optional learning across the curriculum and learning domains 

· establish clear parameters to guide school and student choice to ensure participation by students across the curriculum and learning domains.
· 
Support documentation for each learning domain should  

· give clear and definitive guidance in respect of what learning each student would have had an opportunity to experience 
· establish what standard range is desirable on completion of the Junior Cycle. 
· The concept of optional studies could serve a dual function - to deepen core learning and provide opportunity to pursue a deeper level of study in a limited number of specific subject areas.  

· A more integrated, cross curricular approach could prevent unnecessary overlap/duplication in content while ensuring realistic and appropriate attention to specific areas of learning in terms of the knowledge, skills and competence desirable at this level. Such an approach could free up time for more group based learning, experiential and active learning. 

More time for the Junior Cycle 
The TUI has no clear position on an extension of the time for the Junior Cycle at this stage.  However, the ideas under discussion raise the question as to whether longer time is desirable.  Consideration of a four year Junior Cycle could have merit as the school leaving age has increased to sixteen.  Such a move could enable a more comprehensive study programme to be offered to all Junior Cycle students – allowing for greater attention to transition issues in first year; strong attention to core studies in first and second year and a continued focus on core studies but a move towards deeper learning in third and fourth year.  It could also provide more scope for cross curricular work as we know this approach requires significant time at planning and delivery stage. More crucially a longer stretch in Junior Cycle could allow for more time exploratory, investigatory work and field studies all of which take considerable time but underpin the development of problem solving skills, critical thinking and personal and social development. 

However, extending the duration of Junior Cycle would have to be considered in the context of how such a decision would affect students wishing to pursue Transition Year on completing Junior Cycle, which has obvious benefits in terms of supporting achievement.    

3. Assessment, Examinations and Qualifications

The NCCA consultation document poses the idea of moving away from the current 

Junior Certificate towards a ‘qualification or qualifications based on multiple sources 

of evidence of learning’ (pg 28).  The rationale is underpinned by the view that 
the Junior Certificate dominates schooling in a manner that is inconsistent with the 

aims and purposes of Junior Cycle education, with significant numbers of students 
disengaging from the particular form of learning and examination preparation 
involved.  Schools using a variety of ways to generate and use evidence of learning is 
advanced as holding possibilities for renewing teaching and learning with the 
principle consideration being ‘how to generate evidence that gives both learner and 

the teacher an insight into what is being learned and how that learning is happening’ (pg 37).  
Assessment for learning
Regular student feedback has always been a strong feature of the learning process. A heightened focus on ‘assessment for learning’ drawing more heavily on processes that support student/student and teacher/student feedback may benefit the learning process.  However, TUI believes such processes are demanding in terms of time – pre-planning, classroom interaction and follow-up activity.  Therefore, ‘buy in and success’ will ultimately be dependent on whether ‘content’ is reduced in favour of process, which in itself can generate learning and engagement.          

A terminal exam 
Teachers who have provided comment to TUI on the change ideas under discussion strongly support the retention of a terminal exam, externally assessed.  They believe this provides a strong focus for students, serves to maintain consistency of standards and builds capacity to engage with this mode of assessment which they will meet later in other learning contexts (not just the Leaving Certificate!!). 

A different approach to the terminal exam 

Notwithstanding a view that terminal exams should continue to be the key feature of assessment and key determinant of the final grade and qualification awarded, TUI would support a review of how terminal exams are organised.  For example the duration of individual written exams could be shortened or a cross curricular approach could enable a number of learning domains or subject areas to be tested in one exam sitting.  As is currently the practice in many subjects other modes of assessment should be combined with the terminal written exam.  Very detailed consideration must be given to how marks or credit towards a final qualification could be accumulated. TUI advocates that the proportion of marks or credit to attach to a terminal written exam should remain in excess of 60%. 
Other forms of assessment – second components, continuous assessment? 
TUI has long supported the use of other assessment modes alongside the terminal written exams.  However, practices have emerged that diminish their value with respect to the learning process and in determining ‘grades and standard’.  Plagiarism is high among these, as is the scope for students getting external assistance with work, undermining the authenticity of the process and result.  
Based on teacher feedback on current second assessment components, TUI notes that significant and questionable workload has emerged for teachers and students, not merited or justified in terms of the small proportion of the overall marks they command.  This workload issue appears to flow from a number of things - wide variation in the understanding of what is actually required and assessed, limited guidelines and rigor in implementation and pressure from management and parents for students to achieve ‘high’ results. Not least, teachers report uneven resources and facilities in schools to support student engagement within school-time. In tandem the need for technical assistance to support the activities and processes involved across the curriculum come to the fore. 

Teachers also highlight that to truly support the process of project work, portfolio  work, research or investigatory work more time and resources would be required to allow for individual student support and small group work (as with assessment for learning).  Another feature of second modes of assessments, as we currently use them, is their concentration at a particular time of year, with a distorting impact on school life and experience.  This places students and teachers under significant pressure, the consequences of which have not been adequately investigated. Nor has the possibilities for their distribution across a longer period being explored which TUI and others have advised for some time. 
In itself it is not the concept of using a mix of assessment modes that is at issue - what is at issue is the lack of resources, supports and systems to render them effective, fair and sound.  If we are to move towards a wider mix of assessment modes these issues must be acknowledged, addressed and resolved. 

Lending support to a mix of assessment modes must not be taken as support for continuous assessment throughout the Junior Cycle that would aggregate towards a final qualification. This is a much more significant step and would require much deeper interrogation.  The gravest concern TUI has in this regard is the likelihood that it would become too bureaucratic and unwieldy, drawing teachers into excessive administrative functions with the consequent diminution of time for teaching.  It is often put forward that models of continuous assessment have proven successful in other jurisdictions, but there is also evidence of failure and ineffectiveness and a swing towards a technical and reductionist approach to teaching and learning - exactly what we are trying to avoid.  TUI will return to this in more detail at a later point in the consultation process.  
Teachers assessing their own students
Allied to the above point is the issue of teachers assessing their own students, which is not the general practice at this level of education in Ireland?  In the context of awarding a final qualification it is alien to most teachers.  As with continuous assessment the practice and experience in other jurisdictions is often cited as a reason to move in this direction.  Nevertheless, informed commentary advises against the imposition of practice from other areas without an interrogation and assessment of the cultural context and factors that might mitigate success or failure. 

TUI supports teachers assessing their own students at other levels of education. However, this confers on it a strong understanding of the professional, educational, workload, resource and systems issues that arise.  Given the range of serious issues to be considered TUI advises that other approaches to local based assessment be explored in detail. For example cluster and peer approaches within and between schools might address attitudinal, cultural and educational issues.  

Teacher assessment of their own students for the purposes of awarding a final qualification would be organisational and administratively demanding at local level posing a risk to teaching and learning time and process.  To gain favour and be effective a local or school based approach would require a critical level of resources and support for: 
· Designing and implementing internal controls and external monitoring 
· Continuing professional development to build and maintain teacher confidence and capacity with regard to designing and administering assessment instruments/tools 
· The allocation of planning time and administrative time    

· Adequate remuneration for those involved in the assessment of students 
· Building awareness and understanding of the processes among the community of parents.

A Qualification or ‘Qualifications’
TUI is quite concerned about the idea of more than one qualification, drawing on awards from the State Examinations Commissions, FETAC - minor awards, the local school/centre, emerging at this level of education. 
It believes that this would introduce a level of complexity and confusion to the learning environment that is unwarranted.  Such a move would very likely require different quality assurance systems and monitoring systems forcing schools/centres and teachers into a high level of administration and bureaucracy.   In tandem, it would introduce a level of complexity into the classroom, where addressing multiple learning outcomes and designing different assessment briefs, instrument and tools, some compatible but others not, would become the driving force.  An exam culture has already been identified as having a strong negative force on teaching and learning. Serving a number of qualifications would almost certainly prove to have an even greater negative impact.       

The idea is being presented as serving the needs of individual learners and learner groups.  All students should have their learning affirmed; TUI supports this principled position.  However, if it is clear what standard range is appropriate and desirable at this level of education; what aspects of the curriculum are mandatory and what study areas are optional it should be possible to design a singe qualification to meet the needs of all students.  TUI considers that a single qualification crucial to ensuring equity and fairness for the full student cohort.  Not least it will be critical to ensuring national coherence and to supporting the maintenance of national standards with relative ease – all important considerations in times of limited resources.    
It may be that the design of a single qualification could provide scope for a staged approach where credits could be accumulated over more than one year as opposed to at the end of the cycle.  Designing the qualification to reflect achievement at the different levels of the national framework of qualifications (1-3) could be possible. Some students could participate in a restricted number of assessment options or might not be expected to participate at all in final written exams if their special/particular needs are best met by such an approach. Others might present for certification in a limited number of learning areas. However, what is infinitely important is that a single qualification is adaptable, easily understood and has a clear identity and currency among students and the wider community.  

4. Other Observations 

Pace of Change 
Change is often a difficult undertaking and can be especially so when it is radical and far reaching.  The timeframe for the development of a new Junior Cycle is not defined but it is clear that the intention is to progress the planning steadily over the next year with a view to implementation ‘as soon as possible’ thereafter.  Given the downward turn in resources within the system and the significantly reduced capacity for any upward movement in overall investment levels TUI considers that the target for the development of a framework and implementation is unrealistic and could nurture significance resistance to even modest change.  
Planning for significant policy change is important and time for it is a luxury we rarely have; it should continue in order that clear and informed decisions can be reached as to how we might best move forward. Nevertheless, a five year timescale for planning and phased implementation across schools is advised at a minimum; that is pending availability of resources to implement in the first instance.  
Pilot activity
The NCCA consultation document suggests that once a framework is in place 

pilot activity might be undertaken in a small number of schools.  It further suggests that schools may chose to introduce change at different paces, stages and to varying degrees.  
Pilot activity is useful in small scale curriculum initiatives but TUI considers it inappropriate for change of the significance being undertaken for a new Junior Cycle.  It could foster unhealthy competition between schools and in local areas, could compromise some students in a particular cohort over others if certain measures were found to be ineffective and is likely to favour schools with access to more resources.  
The idea of schools moving at significantly different paces to one another in implementing change or selecting in and out of various aspects of change could have similar affects and would almost certainly exaggerate inequalities and inequities in the system. 
Therefore, TUI recommends that a framework for a new Junior Cycle should set out a very clear and structured approach for the implementation of change in all school at the same time.    

Reform at Senior Cycle 
Many believe that the undesirable practices that have emerged in the Junior Cycle were driven by the expectation that the Junior Certificate exam prepares young people for the Senior Cycle, the Leaving Certificate and the ‘points race’.  They hold the view that this underpins much of the mission drift that has taken place in the Junior Cycle, leading to incongruence between the aims and objectives of the current Junior Cycle and the Junior Certificate.  
TUI is mindful that very significant and innovative plans that were underway for a new Senior Cycle have been shelved for the moment.  Such reform could have assisted in decoupling the Junior Cycle from the Senior Cycle to allow it reclaim a separate identity, while preserving the intrinsic relationship that must exist between these two important stages in the education cycle. 
TUI believes that at minimum the relationship with and consequences for Senior Cycle studies of a new Junior Cycle must be examined in some detail.  Aspects of change that are critical at Senior Cycle should be addressed and progressed simultaneously. 
In conclusion …..
TUI welcomes the publication of Innovation and Identity – Ideas for a new Junior Cycle as it presents a real opportunity for debate and dialogue on what direction the curriculum at lower second level education should take as we move forward in a global society.  Some of the ideas presented are indeed laudable and deserve extensive critique in terms of whether they could improve, or not, the educational experience for young people with particular reference to equity and equality of access, participation, opportunity and actual outcome.  However, the union is deeply concerned about the depth of change being considered, and the pace at which it is being progressed. 
In this time of economic constraint and austere measures to restrict expenditure on public service there is limited appetite and capacity for real change among teachers on whom the task and some would say ‘burden’ of implementation will fall.  Critically there is very limited capacity by government to commit the level of investment required to support such change.  Change fairly negotiated, well managed and effectively resourced could, no doubt, have a very positive effect on the landscape of the Junior Cycle and how it is experienced by students. But change poorly managed, poorly resourced and forced could see the most laudable ideas fail.    
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