Development of a new junior cycle - Background Note 
(TUI, November 2011)

Discussions on major reform of the junior cycle commenced mid 2009 under direction from the then Minister for Education and Science, Mr. Batt O' Keeffe.  The first significant step was the publication of the NCCA discussion paper Innovation and Identity – ideas for a new junior cycle which was the subject of a lengthy public consultation.  This initial discussion paper set out the rationale for change and reform ideas which were very radical in nature. 

	Initial ideas set out in Innovation and Identity – ideas for a new junior cycle 

· Learning would be centred around eight areas of learning with a strong focus on an integrated, cross curricular approach to programme delivery.  

· Schools would be heavily involved in designing their own courses.

· Terminal exams at the end of the three year programme would cease and be replaced by school-based assessment involving a number of assessment components.

· The final qualification would be smaller with students taking examinations in fewer subjects. As an interim measure, the Minister for Education and Skills indicated that a cap would be placed on the number of subjects to be taken in the Junior Certificate, commencing with students entering the junior cycle in 2012. 

· Schools would self-select, within an agreed timeframe for change, when to commence introducing changes. Therefore, some schools could engage in change at an earlier stage than others. 




TUI Response 

TUI made an extensive and wide ranging submission to the NCCA which can be accessed at www.tui.ie. It highlighted many concerns and risks in respect of the ideas for changing the junior cycle. Special emphasis was placed on the difficulty of implementing change at a time when the overall number of teachers and promoted posts in the education system had significantly and progressively decreased since 2008. TUI believes that capacity and appetite for change of the magnitude proposed has, therefore, been greatly reduced. 
	  Particular issues highlighted by TUI 

· Emergence of unhealthy competition between schools.
· Over specialisation in some schools.
· Varying capacity within schools in terms of resources (staffing, technical, financial, physical, staffing, local environment, social and cultural context, demographics).
· Deficits in teacher expertise and professional development support.
· Inadequate administrative and operational capacity.
· Excessive workload for teachers and students.
· Inconsistent standards and student outcomes.
· Weak monitoring systems.
· Further inequities emerging within the system.




TUI argued that all of the above mentioned factors could eventually undermine the quality and integrity of a new junior cycle and called for a revision of the ideas put forward for change. Its involvement in the consultation process and ensuing national discussions, together with other stakeholders, was significant in a number of revisions being agreed. 

	Revisions to the initial ideas

· The idea of areas of learning taking precedence over subjects was abandoned. 

· Subjects will remain a central feature of the future curriculum.
· Terminal examinations, externally set and assessed, will be retained. They will be shorter in duration.  

· All subjects will have an additional assessment component. These will be designed and assessed at school level within agreed criteria and externally monitored on a sample basis. 
· Schools will be able to design and deliver short courses using nationally agreed templates and criteria, if they wish. A number of short courses will also be designed by the NCCA.  However, the use of short courses will be optional.   

· Progress will be reviewed after an agreed period of time (yet to be determined) and the outcome will determine further work on change.  

       


Given these changes the NCCA Council endorsed the substantive ideas being put forward for change. TUI has made it clear that its endorsement is contingent on adequate resources and supports (educational, administrative, staffing), together with appropriate systems for monitoring and review, being agreed to enable effective implementation. 
For more details on the proposals for a new junior cycle see:

A New Junior Cycle – A Quick Guide (TUI, November 2011) – www.tui.ie
Towards A Framework For Junior Cycle at www.tui.ie or www.ncca.ie where a range of support materials and documentation is available. 
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