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Introduction 
TUI represents teachers and lecturers at second level, further education and third level.  Its membership has a long history of supporting curriculum review and reform – Science and Humanities Programmes, Junior Cycle Support Programme, Leaving Certificate Applied, Vocational Preparation Programmes, Post Leaving Certificate Courses and a host of initiatives in ‘non-mainstream’ settings. TUI engagement and commitment to curriculum change at second level is influenced by the diverse contexts and thereby the diversity of learners which its members serve. 

The process of curriculum change, how it is shaped and then implemented in schools and other sites for learning is complex.  It tandem schools are complex in terms of how they are organised and what they are expected to deliver over a week, year or programme cycle.  At any given time some aspect of the curriculum should be undergoing review if the totality of the curriculum we offer in schools is to remain relevant to life in general. But what is under consideration today is curriculum reform which is a much bigger project than the ‘normal’ change process.  

TUI believes that in the current economic climate government focus and energy might best be placed on how the current system can be maintained in order to ensure continued stability and confidence. Radical overhaul and over ambitious targets could falter in terms of the human and physical capacity to embrace change at a time of limited scope for increased investment.  

This is not to say that planning towards wider reform at an appropriate time in the future should not get underway. However, this should be paced to reflect the availability of resources (or not) to support effective implementation.  

Short Term Priorities
1. Implement ‘ready to go’ senior cycle subjects
Four new and revised senior cycle syllabuses – Engineering Technology, Architectural Technology, Art and Music agreed some time ago (over five years) await implementation. All of these subjects have been modernised to reflect the 21st century knowledge and have strong digital/IT components.  Continued delay in implementation restricts these subjects in preparing students for their futures – be that college, work or society.  

2. ‘Change’ focus must be wider focus than STEM   
Notwithstanding a need for a strong focus on developing and strengthening the science, technology, engineering and maths domains the TUI considers that efforts in this regard should not displace the importance of or investment in other disciplines – arts, creative arts/design, languages and general studies.  There is growing evidence and commentary to indicate that an ‘over emphasis’ on STEM subjects is misplaced and will not lead to the much needed creativity and innovation unless complemented by parallel development of other domains.  The development of broad generic skills, creative thinking, analytical skills and strong proficiency in languages is at least as important in terms of promoting personal and social mobility, transferability and adaptability. 

In this regard TUI has reservations about the capacity of bonus points for higher level maths to bring about the desirable long-term improvements in the uptake of and performance in STEM subjects. In fact it may have an adverse affect on other subjects at second level and in third level. A deeper, more critical review of the points system is advocated. 

TUI agrees that more credit should be given for proficiency in oral skills in all languages. However, in the case of Irish the balance of marks as announced by the Minister in 2007 (40% for oral skills) should be revisited to give greater importance to aural skills.  It further considers that an oral test should be compulsory in the Junior Certificate and the Department should engage immediately with the teacher unions and management bodies to find an appropriate manner in which to bring this about. Continuation of an optional oral at this level simply acts to confer advantage on the already advantaged. 
3. Support more effective delivery of current programmes  
For many years TUI has argued for investment in key physical and human resources to support more effective delivery of education programmes including ICT/Digital Technologies, Science Facilities, Library Supports, Language Laboratories and Classroom Assistants.  

Focus briefly on ICT:  Resource model to date has led to facilities that are at best piecemeal, patchy, and unequal.  Some schools have good facilities with access in many or all classrooms, other have very limited facilities with access restricted to some classrooms and subjects,  investment focus has largely been on ‘hardware’ which is vital, but investment in ‘software’ across the curriculum has been low and there is insufficient technical support to guarantee efficient usage.  This must change if we want IT to become a truly effective tool in teaching and learning. Government investment is acknowledged and the recent allocation of additional funds will increase capacity. However, the official strategy continues to support an unequal, uneven distribution of capacity which must be addressed as we go forward. A minimum, basic standard is required and resources may have to be weighted in favour of some schools to enable all schools reach this in the short term.     
A similar picture emerges when examining access to library facilities, science facilities, language facilities and classroom assistants.  In general Ireland lags behind other countries in how each of these is supported across schools and the curriculum. The case for investment in these areas escalates when we factor in any idea of reform or modernisation of teaching and learning and will not diminish just because there is a recession.  

4.  Teacher professional development 
Continuing professional development (CPD) is core to the maintenance and enhancement of the teaching and learning process, as was flagged in the TALIS (OECD) Report.  It is also core to the long term capacity of schools to embrace change and reform already under development at senior cycle, and especially of the magnitude being flagged for a new approach to the junior cycle.  TUI accepts that an integrated approach is valid and endorses the idea that local, on site provision may in some instances be more appropriate than out of school or national seminars. The skeleton for a new integrated Post Primary Support Service to anchor CPD for post-primary teachers is now in place and is welcome. However, TUI cautions against a minimalist approach, as this will fail to encourage, nurture and support on-going curriculum change.  A reasonable and fair approach to resource allocation is required.  A Steering Committee comprising key education partners should now be formed to ensure that the broadest possible perspectives guide and shape further development of the service.            
Medium/Long Term Priorities
1. Radical reform of junior cycle

Notwithstanding our emphasis on the need to focus on effective  implementation of what we have in place, TUI accepts the need for deep reflection on the junior cycle as currently shaped that may/may not lead to radical change into the future.  Significant factors that underpin the need for such reflection include: 

· Knowledge and facts change at an accelerated pace not experienced in previous generations 

· The type of knowledge that is important has changed/broadened

· The manner in which we access, use and exchange/share knowledge and ideas has been revolutionised.    

It is beholding on us all as educators and policy makers to consider with great care what change might be appropriate at this level to enable students to develop age appropriate knowledge, skills and competences. TUI considers the following important in any move towards significant changes in how the curriculum is shaped and delivered at this level. 
A. Schools moving toward change at same time: All schools must be enabled to embrace and introduce change at the same time.  In this regard TUI advocates that weighted resources may be merited to ensure that all schools (small schools, rural schools, schools addressing a large number of particular/special needs, schools in disadvantaged areas) have capacity to embrace a minimum level of change simultaneously. 
B. Introducing specialisms: Any idea to encourage schools towards specialisms needs careful consideration e.g. – science, arts, music, art/design.  If such an idea is to be explored TUI advocates a local catchment area approach to ensure a balanced distribution of specialisms across schools. 

C. Assessment approaches/methods: While there may be merit in using a number of methods of assessment to identify student achievement and establish national standards a terminal exam should continue to feature.  A number of educational issues have emerged from the use of other assessment tools (project work, portfolios, and investigation reports) which require consideration in the event of any attempt to widen their use as part of the formal assessment of students.  In addition the wider use of such assessment approaches has implications in terms of the teacher expertise and time demanded which must be acknowledged and addressed.     

TUI endorses the idea that all students should have their learning affirmed. However, it has reservations about the idea that multiple awards might be available at lower second level. This could create unrealistic expectations of what is possible unless particular provision is made for this within resource allocations.  

D. ‘Curriculum and content overload’:  Overload has been identified as an issue by many interests, including teachers.  A more integrated approach to the delivery of the curriculum may have a strong contribution to make in this regard. However, a move away from a subject base will require a very significant cultural shift by teachers, parents and society in general. In particular planning at ‘school’ level will be demanding and must be accommodated in an adequate manner. 

E.  Teaching and learning:  There is a growing recognition that ‘teaching to the test’ has taken hold in second level education with an undue negative impact on the teaching and learning process, exaggerating attention to rote learning and retaining facts.  In part this has been driven by the fact that the junior cycle and junior cert is now seen primarily as a preparation for the senior cycle and leaving certificate (and associated points system and achievement of the magic points) as opposed to having a strong set of independent objectives. Any review of the junior cycle must seek to renew the junior cycle experience striking a balance between the type of general knowledge, skills and competences that are desirable for that age group and the facts and knowledge they should know and understand in each discipline - e.g. maths, history. 
More active and experiential teaching methodologies may have a role to play in making learning more relevant and accessible but it will require increased and sustained investment in resources, materials, tools and ancillary supports.  

2. Reform at senior cycle

TUI believes that any critical review and reform of the junior cycle would best be achieved if considered in tandem to changes at senior cycle. 

Where does Transition Year fit?  The ideas under discussion for reform of the junior cycle will demand a relook at where and how the transition year will fit into the future. One thing that must be acknowledged is that is has played a valuable role in the personal  and academic development of young people with evidence to show that  those who take the programme fare better in the Leaving Certificate -lessons therein with regard to some of what works to help students develop their abilities. 
Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA):  TUI welcomes the review the LCA by the NCCA.  This has been a critical programme in supporting student retention at senior cycle.  Methodologies employed, which  focus on research, applied practice and experiential learning, have proved very successful in helping students who are at risk of dropping out or had already become disaffected to re-engage with learning and complete the senior cycle. The assessment approaches have also been instrumental in supporting student achievement and sense of success. However, how the programme is recognised, understood, valued and credited beyond second level (employers and third level colleges) is of concern and has negative implications for progression opportunities. This issue requires urgent and immediate attention. 

The Points System: Growing evidence and commentary from a wide number of sources have drawn sharp attention to the most negative aspects and consequences of the points system.  These range from the impact on how we teach and learn (over emphasis on rote learning and memorization, reduced focus on problem solving approaches and analytical skills) and the crude selection (or non selection) for third level entry.  This year in particular highlighted the injustices of the current approach with an increase of up to 100 in the points required for some courses, while courses that commanded high points in the past fell back in similar fashion. At the very minimum it is time for a review of the current approach.  
Conclusion
TUI support for curriculum change and reform is underpinned by a belief that education programmes should be designed and implemented in a manner that supports the social, personal and academic achievement of every student and all social groupings – equitable access and equality of outcome must be priorities.  This may demand that resource allocations (teachers and other supports) be weighted more heavily in favour of schools that serve catchment areas/students with established and explicit deficits in economic social and cultural capital and those that have an open and non selective enrolment policy. 

Curriculum implementation change, development and reform speak for the society of the day and at the same time shapes the society of the next generations.  It must achieve a balance between addressing economic, social and personal needs. It should not be unduly driven by the ‘market’ or apparent economic context of a given time, although this must be a consideration. 

Schools, schooling and curriculum change and implementation are about people, human relationships and human dynamics. They are not about ‘technical products’, business units or economic units and the process of curriculum change must bear this in mind.  Above all the perspectives and goodwill of those who will have to implement the change must be respected, encouraged and embraced.    
For further clarification please contact Bernie Judge, Education and Research Officer at 01 4922588 or bjudge@tui.ie.  

