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The Teachers’ Union of Ireland welcomes the opportunity to comment on the forthcoming Statement of Strategy 2008 –2010 (Department of Education and Science).  It is appreciated that the Statement of Strategy must fit within the current Programme for Government and National Development Plan and that the focus should be on high levels goals, objectives and outputs as opposed to specific detail on actions to be undertaken. 

In revising the current Statement of Strategy the TUI believes that a number of issues are paramount to the provision of high quality education services into the future.

While these are set out under a number of headings they are relevant to a number of high-level goals and objectives. 

General 

· The current mission (Statement of Strategy 2005-2007) is broad and overarching embracing personal, social, cultural and economic dimensions of life.  This focus should be maintained.

· Current high level goals and objectives are also expressed in broad terms.  This is an appropriate approach as it allows for on-going consultation, discussions and negotiations with the key partners in education (unions, management, parents, learners, business and other stakeholders) during the lifetime of the Strategy.  

· While a range of outputs should continue to be presented in the Strategy Statement it should be explicit that the presentation of expected outputs does not preclude other outputs being added during the lifetime of the Strategy. 

· In noting that the role of the teacher is now more concerned with teaching skills it should be emphasised that the skills referred to are wide ranging and include general application of knowledge, technical expertise, critical thinking, reflection and evaluation. 

· Legislation in general identifies the need for information flow and consultation with and among the partners in education.  There must be greater clarity and agreement on how this should happen if it is to be meaningful for all concerned.  Resources must be available to support the necessary strategies and actions and to ensure inclusion of the relevant people and partners in the processes at each level. 

· Strong analysis of progress and outcomes is reliant on good quality data.  Capacity to collect and collate data (quantitative and qualitative) must be increased at all levels – within the Department and among the full range of education providers.   

· The delegation of functions to bodies such as the State Examinations Commission, the NCCA, the Teaching Council, FETAC, HETAC has many merits.  However, the Department must maintain a strong policy focus on each area.  It must also provide the necessary staff and resources to each of the bodies to which it delegates authority, in a timely manner, to enable the efficient and effective delivery of functions. 

· In the modern globalised world in which we live co-operation with the European Union and international partners will continue to be important.  Nevertheless, Ireland must remain focussed on the areas of greatest significance nationally, retaining its individuality and a strong national agenda.   

Teacher Education and Professional Development  

· Teachers must have access to a robust programme for professional development that addresses general developments in education and specific subject expertise on an on-going basis.  This should be underpinned by a coherent vision, a review of how professional development is designed and organised and a commitment to the delivery of programmes in a manner that enables and supports access.  In particular, a professional development strategy must be responsive and timely in enabling teachers respond to the new needs e.g. special educational needs, newcomers for whom English is a second language, interculturalism.   

· Demands on teachers and the knowledge, skills and competencies required to teach effectively have changed significantly over the past 10 years.  Reform of the current undergraduate and postgraduate programmes leading to a career in teaching is critical to reflect current trends and needs in our schools and other education centres.  To support access by adults, mature students and those in employment flexible modes of delivery, including provision for part-time options on a regional basis, merit serious consideration.  

· The need for those teaching in adult and further education settings to hold appropriate pedagogical qualifications is accepted. Extensive consultation between the Teaching Council and the key partners is necessary.  In particular, the relationship and compatibility with current pedagogical qualifications requires careful examination. A variety of delivery modes including a facility to recognise prior learning and experience should be embraced. 

· Induction support has been provided over the past five years to a limited number of newly qualified teachers in primary and post-primary schools under a national pilot programme.  This pilot should be mainstreamed and induction support should become available to all newly qualified teachers with adequate provision for in school planning and mentoring and professional development activities. Induction support should also be available to those whose first teaching position is in education centres other than schools e.g. a Youthreach centre or a Further Education College.  

Programme Delivery  

· On a European and international level Ireland continues to lag behind other countries in relation to the development of pre-school and early childhood education.  Children experiencing socio economic disadvantage or who have special needs should continue to benefit from a particular focus as the department progresses its work in this area. However, the development and expansion of pre-school provision to ensure widespread coverage is essential. 

· The planning and delivery of high quality education programmes and services is essential.  This can only be achieved if investment is increased significantly to provide for a reduction in class size at primary and post-primary level with enhanced allocations in respect of social inclusion and special educational needs. 

· A strong commitment to the introduction of revised syllabi once agreed by the partners in education should be more explicit. Such commitment must be demonstrated by investment in the necessary additional resources e.g. time to plan and introduce more interactive teaching, new/updated facilities and equipment, modern materials, technical support and professional development support.  

· There is broad agreement that Information and Communications Technology (ICT) should be integrated into subjects across the curriculum. This must be enabled by a well thought out vision and the setting of clear targets. These should ensure that all classrooms are equipped with broadband and a data projector; teachers have wide access to computers (in classrooms and staff rooms) coupled with appropriate training; students have general access to computers and schools have access to an appropriate level of technical support.   

· In principle, there is a genuine willingness among teachers to consider the implementation of a second assessment component in state examinations across a range of subjects. However, on-going commitment will be dependant on the Department’s willingness to accommodate planning time for teachers, agree budgets for related activities, provide adequate and updated equipment and facilities and ensure that technical support is available where necessary e.g. laboratory technicians to support the delivery of science education. 

Inclusive Education Provision    


Special Educational Needs

· Commitment to the provision of appropriate teacher allocations, together with a range of physical and learning supports to meet the needs of students with special educational needs must be strengthened.  Increased emphasis on the professional development needs of teachers working with those with special educational needs should also be evident.  

· In many cases there is still limited access to the National Educational Psychological Service - this must be corrected as a mater of urgency.  

· In progressing the agenda of integrating those with special educational needs into mainstream schools there should be a clear statement in respect of efforts the Department will make to ensure that all schools share the responsibility for this.  Particular efforts are required to ensure that some schools do not end up with an unreasonable number of students with special educational needs relative to other schools in their catchment area.   

Socio Economic Disadvantage 

· Tackling educational disadvantage should continue to be a strong focus.  It is well established that a school or other education centre such as Youthreach is only one site where this issue must be addressed.  A range of other statutory agencies and community based organisations also have responsibilities in this area.  Progress has been made in relation to co-operative models at local level and co-ordinated service delivery. Nonetheless, truly co-ordinated service delivery remains elusive in many instances and further analysis is necessary to establish why this is the case.  In this context an issue that requires attention is the provision of time to support the co-ordination of effective strategies within schools or other education centres and among the teaching staff. 

· VECs and schools should continue to have access to enhanced funding and special initiatives to address educational disadvantage and socio economic disadvantage.  In this regard on-going review of targeted programmes is essential.  Such review must strike a balance between embedding targeted programmes into the system (locally and nationally) and maintaining a discrete focus on the needs of particular groups.  

Student Behaviour and Discipline  

· There should be more explicit reference to the issue of managing and addressing student behaviour.  Current strategies merit some revision to enable all schools access support and resources appropriate to their needs.  Outputs should therefore show commitment to the provision of resources to all schools not just to those that self-select to avail of services.  

· Recent changes under Section 29 of the Education Act have led to some improvements in implementing related policies.  However, there must be continued commitment to ensuring that the rights of a few do not adversely affect the rights of the majority.  The publication of Guidelines to support schools in managing student behaviour is welcome.  Schools must now be enabled to implement these through the provision of adequate planning and co-ordination time and professional development support. 

Further and Third Level Education 

· Research demonstrates that further and adult education services make a very valuable contribution to personal, social and economic development.  Nevertheless the delivery of programmes and services lacks cohesion and provision is very poorly resourced when compared with other levels of education.  Stronger government commitment to the sector is crucial to consolidate and expand current provision.  In particular:   

· Further education should be fully recognised as a discrete sector. Accordingly, properly resourced structures that reflect the diversity of services and programmes provided are required. This would enable more effective day-to-day co-ordination and management at local level and strategic policy development at national level.  

· A capital budget must be agreed to provide for adequate development of buildings and facilities.

· Increased investment in current expenditure is crucial to the management and delivery of high quality programmes and services. 

· There must be further expansion of the full suite of programmes that fall under further and adult education e.g. Post Leaving Certificate Courses, Youthreach (including STTCs), VTOS, Literacy, the Back to Education Initiative (part-time programmes), Community Education and Adult Guidance Initiatives.

· The budget to support childcare needs must continue to be expanded.

· Comprehensive guidance and resources are required in respect of provision for learners with special educational needs (part-time and full-time) so as to ensure equitable access, increased participation and more effective outcomes.  

· The development of the third level sector should remain a high priority.

In particular:

· There must be continued efforts to support equity of access for those who are socially and economically disadvantaged and those with a disability. 

· Government support for those undertaking part-time options must be strengthened.

· Further promotion of and support for effective teaching and learning is necessary. 

· Post-graduate studies and research and development initiatives require continued investment.  

Equality 

· Promoting equality under the nine grounds must continue to be a priority.

· There has been phenomenal growth in the number of students for whom English is not their first language.  Some improvements in the level of resources to schools and further and adult education services are acknowledged.  Nonetheless, current measures lack a coherent focus and there is absence of a long-term vision for how student needs can best be addressed.  Comprehensive consultation with schools and other education services is necessary to move towards a more strategic position. This should embrace enhanced teacher allocations, provision for professional development for all teachers involved in teaching newcomers across a range of subjects, the identification of appropriate qualification for teachers of English as a Second Language and comprehensive guidance on how schools and education centres can promote interculturalism.

· Boys are more at risk of under performing and/or leaving school early than girls. Major research should be conducted on this to ensure more thorough analysis of the situation and examination of possible actions that might redress this trend. 

· There must be a renewed commitment at all levels of education provision to addressing gender issues that have negative implications for either sex and to actively promote gender equality.   

· Building on earlier work on the number of males pursuing primary school teaching as a career similar work should be conducted in respect of trends at post-primary level. The majority for teachers at post-primary level are female. In this regard, further data on the number of women progressing into senior positions, including the positions of deputy principal and principal, must be collected, collated and interrogated.  Separate data must be available for primary schools, post-primary schools (separated by voluntary secondary, community and comprehensive and VECs) and other education centres. In tandem strategies must be identified to support more women into management positions.  
In conclusion, the reviewed Statement of Strategy 2008-2010 should reflect a strong government commitment to progressing national policy across all levels of education.  Lack of resources must not restrict or prevent the delivery of wide ranging goals, objectives and outputs.  Therefore the Statement of Strategy must also demonstrate real commitment to the provision of the necessary resources to ensure that national policy is converted into practice.  In this regard the TUI suggests that words such as ‘promote’ reflect a vague commitment to some strategies and outputs and should be avoided.  Words and phrases such as 'provide support and resources’; 'ensure delivery of' would indicate more concrete commitment.  While a comprehensive Statement of Strategy is important the essence lies in how the various goals, objectives and outputs are implemented and resourced.  The TUI therefore takes this opportunity to call on the Department to seek a significant increase in its budgets so that the Strategy of Statement 2008-2010 can encompass the strategies and related goals, objective and outputs that the learners (children, young people and adults) and those involved in delivering programmes and services deserve.  

Teachers’ Union of Ireland, October 2007
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