Teachers’ Union of Ireland

Response to the NCCA Discussion Paper:

A Curriculum Framework for Guidance in Post-Primary Education

Based on feedback from members the Teachers’ Union of Ireland observations on the NCCA discussion paper A Curriculum Framework for Guidance in Post-Primary Education are set out below. Where possible and appropriate the comments embrace and address the areas set out in the NCCA consultation questionnaire. 

The Teachers’ Union of Ireland welcomes the discussion document as it generates and maintains much needed and deserved public debate on guidance provision
. 

It also welcomes the explicit recognition that guidance is a mix of groups and individual experiences and that counselling is an integral part of a guidance service. 

Guidance in Education 
The TUI places high importance on guidance provision and believes that it must be available to all students throughout their school life.  It, like many others, sees guidance as comprising three broad inter- related areas – Personal and Social, Educational/ Academic and Vocational/ Career.  Within each of these areas guidance facilitates and supports students in:  

· Accessing accurate and relevant information 

· Examining and analysing details and circumstances 

· Developing opinions and perspectives 

· Making informed decisions

· Developing self awareness 

· Building capacity to develop strategies that enables the self-management of personal, social, educational and career choices. 

The TUI considers the title of the discussion document to be somewhat unhelpful as it over emphasises guidance as a curriculum experience above other important experiences.  It advocates that consideration be given to changing the title to something that would more clearly indicate that the document is primarily dealing with the potential role the wider curriculum can play in supporting guidance provision and is not focusing on the specialist function and responsibilities of qualified guidance counsellors.  For example - Curriculum for whole school guidance in the personal, educational and career development of students in post-primary education.  

Notwithstanding the fact that the draft document acknowledges counselling as an important aspect of a guidance service there is concern that the counselling component is at risk.  It is accepted that a guidance service may have curriculum elements that can be delivered classroom settings.  However, the document seems to imply that counselling can also be construed as a curriculum experience.  The TUI is not convinced that this approach is useful and is concerned that in the future it may lead to a diminution of the importance of one-to-one counselling sessions by fully qualified guidance personnel. 

A further issue is that the document understates the important of educational and career counselling vis a via personal or crisis counselling.  TUI believes that the availability of educational and career counselling in particular at transitional periods (transition from primary to post-primary, from junior cert to senior cycle and from senior cycle to further education, training or work) must be given equal priority.  In this regard it highlights that individual work with students is imperative particularly in the area of psychometric tests and other sensitive areas that should remain confidential to the student and the parent/guardian.  Responsibility for counselling must remain within the domain of fully qualified guidance counsellors.  

The Whole- School Community 

That a whole-school approach is necessary to provide effective and comprehensive guidance support to students is not disputed.  The importance of Section 9c of the Education Act which recognises that schools are responsible for providing all students with appropriate guidance and that guidance is a whole school responsibility is also acknowledged.   Such an approach will naturally incorporate activities supported by a variety of teachers within the school.  TUI views the NCCA consultative document as an enabling document to assist schools in their obligation to deliver guidance according to the Education Act.  Therefore the TUI seeks assurance that the NCCA consultative document is not intended in any way to be prescriptive or to apportion responsibility to individuals or groups. 

A number of factors are important if a whole-school approach is to be effective and/or improve on current provision.  

· Clarity in respect of the functions and roles of the pool of staff involved - management, qualified guidance counsellors, class tutors, programme co-ordinators - will be essential.  

· While in general there will be consistency in the functions and roles that apply across schools ‘the who’ and ‘the how’ may vary in different context and situations.  

· An agreed approach to co-ordination at school level will also be important – otherwise confusion may prevail.  However, there should be flexibility in how this is managed in terms of who should be assigned responsibility. 

· Appropriate professional development and planning time will be important for class teachers if they are to have a more explicit role in the delivery of guidance to students within subjects and if they are to understand how this fits with other provision.  Clearly a commitment by the management to investing in guidance is needed 

· The allocation of sufficient resources by the Department of Education and Science is crucial.  

Failure to address these issues in a manner that recognises the time and expertise required will not just hinder but is likely to prevent an innovative and effective whole- school approach.  

Structure of the Draft Framework 
The TUI is reluctant to indicate the relative important of personal guidance, educational guidance or career development.  It holds that each of these must be viewed as strong, essential components of any comprehensive guidance provision. 

Guidance needs of groups and individual are influenced by a number of school based, family related, personal, social and other factors, which in many instances are interconnected.  The priority and time given to each guidance component may vary from year to year depending on the size and composition of student groups and particular needs, issues and crisis that may present. In addition the extent to which guidance is best provided through general classroom activity, group work with a guidance focus or one-to-one sessions will depend on the needs of class/year groups and individuals on an ongoing basis and at specific points in time.  

In broad terms TUI consider that wide ranging guidance needs of post - primary students are reflected in the curriculum tables presented in the consultative document.  However, while the TUI accepts that the proposed framework for guidance may act as a good planning tool for it has reservations that in practice it will become too prescriptive. 

For the framework to be embraced with any enthusiasm there must be a clearer commitment to maintaining and extending aspects of the guidance service that are currently delivered by guidance counsellors.  In its current frame the document is seen as representing a move towards prioritising group work and guidance activity that can be located within subject teaching and general classroom interaction.    The TUI is concerned that the proposals set out in the document could, in practice, sideline the very significant role of guidance based group activity and one-to- one sessions provided by qualified guidance counsellors. Therefore their expertise is at risk of being devalued.  The TUI notes in particular that a relegation of individual one-to-one sessions delivered by qualified guidance counsellors is not acceptable as the Union wholeheartedly supports the centrality of one -to-one sessions in the full development of an individual’s potential.  It is therefore advised that the pivotal role of the qualified guidance counsellor to the design and provision of guidance, within a whole school approach, become more explicit in the framework.  In tandem the role that general subjects and their teachers may play should be further explained in terms of the relativity of their work to the expert and central role of the qualified guidance counsellor.  

A Supportive School Environment
A school guidance programme should accommodate a mix of group based activity and one-to-one sessions depending on the needs of individual and groups at a particular time.  Flexibility is advocated in respect of how these are designed at school level.  

The Union is in favour of a cross- curricular approach to guidance provision as this is in keeping with whole-school planning.  It also acknowledges that many teachers have skills that are appropriate and relevant to the provision of general guidance.  However, a cross-curricular approach must not be advocated at the expense of current provision that promotes the availability of one-to-one sessions as deemed appropriate by the qualified guidance counsellor(s).  Such a move would in all probability cause dissent and resentment, would act against a co-operative, supportive environment weakening rather than strengthening current provision.   

TUI recognises that school life should and must offer many developmental experiences to students.  Some subjects lend themselves to a greater focus on developmental work and processes than other.  It must also be recognised that not all developmental processes will have a particular guidance focus.  To capture and bring together the suite of developmental activities that may be presented to students as part of the formal guidance programme a good level of co-ordination and co-operation among school staff will be required.  If this is to be sustained it must be supported by school management and resourced adequately.  Resources in this context  includes planning and development time for teachers,  professional development activities, co-ordination time which may in some instances merit the payment of a financial allowance.     

The TUI is concerned that in some cases Department Inspectors through the whole-school inspection process appear to be already critiquing guidance provision through the lens of the draft document.  This may not be intended but nonetheless it sits uncomfortably with the TUI.  It suggests that there may be an assumption by some that the draft document will be accepted without amendment and a belief that the framework (if agreed with amendments), can be implemented without due consideration or attention to the additional resource requirements such as co-ordination and planning time and professional development.  This the TUI believes is unhelpful and is contributing to a negative engagement by school based personnel even with aspects of the document that, in general, are perceived as positive.  

Planning the Implementation of the Framework

A significant concern for TUI is that the management, school principals and teachers will expect guidance counsellors to deliver an inordinate amount of class based sessions, leaving little time for individual sessions with students. The TUI calls on the NCCA to give a strong commitment that this is not what is intended.  Rather the combined work of what can be done by class teachers through their subject based work and the guidance counsellor through their work (group/one-to-one sessions) is what will constitute the overall guidance service. 

A question that arises is to what extend the qualified and practising career guidance counsellor will be expected to advise and provide resources for other subject teachers. How will this affect current work and relationships? It is accepted that a sharing, co-operative relationship already exists among certain personnel. However, the draft document indicates a move towards a more formalised approach across all subjects.

Appropriate professional development will be essential for all teachers that are to engage in delivering aspects of formal guidance programme, however general, within their subject. Other wise it will be difficult to achieve a cohesive approach that will facilitate the gelling of the suite of experiences and maximise the benefits the students.  

Due consideration must also be given to time for planning and the development and/or adaptation of materials and appropriate resources. Strong and effective coordination to bring about and maintain a coherent approach and to promoting of co-operation among teachers and other personnel, will be essential if implementation is to be effective.   

The framework document has the potential to alter the nature and work practice of teachers and guidance counsellors alike.  Undoubtedly implementation will create different and new demands on the time and expertise of staff and on general materials and resources required.  In this regard the TUI note that even in the absence of the proposed framework its position is that the ratio of 1 ex- quota guidance counsellor to every 250 students should be restored.  

The TUI is not opposed to change.  However, change that may lead to different conditions of work and additional responsibilities must be subject to more comprehensive discussion, clarifications and national negotiations if appropriate.  Therefore, any commitment to the implementation of the proposed framework will be contingent on a full exploration of the practical implications involved and the availability of appropriate resources.   

For Further Information Contact: 

Bernie Judge 

Education and Research Officer

Teachers’ Union of Ireland


Phone:  01 4922588

Email:  bjudge@tui.ie  

�  The term guidance is understood to be a generic term that embraces guidance and counselling. 
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