Report on visit to Ireland, November 2006

The aim of the visit to Ireland was to explore developments in curriculum change which might inform similar work underway in Scotland.
Since 2003, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) has been conducting a review of curriculum and assessment in early childhood, primary and post-primary education.  The role of the NCCA is to advise the Minister of Education and Science; when proposals are agreed by the Minister, they are implemented by the relevant body within the Department of Education and Science (DES). 
A Framework for Early Learning

In Ireland, compulsory education begins at age six but most children start school at age five.  In 2005, consultation was concluded with the early childhood sector on the development of a framework to support early learning from birth to six years.  The themes within the framework were wellbeing, identity and belonging, communication, and exploring and thinking.  Drawing on findings from the consultation, the NCCA designed a portraiture study.  The purpose of the study was to develop portraits of babies, toddlers and young children in early childhood settings.  It has helped the NCCA to:
· represent the voices and experiences of children
· check the breadth and depth of the framework’s themes

· develop exemplars of good practice across the early childhood sector

· document good practices by practitioners in planning for, extending and enriching, and assessing children’s learning and development

Primary Curriculum Review

Findings from the first phase of the NCCA review of the primary curriculum were published in The Primary Curriculum Review Phase 1: Final Report (2005). They highlighted teachers’ needs for additional support on the English curriculum, the involvement of parents in supporting their child’s learning, and teaching methods and assessment. The DES also carried out an evaluation of curriculum implementation in primary schools. 
Six themes identified from both of these studies were:
· planning

· methodologies

· parents

· differentiation

· literacy & numeracy

· assessment

There are a number of Irish medium schools but Irish is compulsory in all schools.  The influx of immigrants in recent years (50,000 from Poland alone) has posed its own challenges.  Guidelines have been produced on language and literacy in Irish medium schools and on English as an additional language. A report on ongoing pilot projects on modern languages will contribute to advice the NCCA is scheduled to give the Minister in 2007.

In 2004, the Minister requested the NCCA to identify key issues relating to implementing standardised testing of literacy and numeracy in compulsory schooling, and to provide corresponding advice.  Two documents were subsequently published: Standardised testing in Compulsory Schooling and Assessment in Primary Schools.
Work on general guidelines for assessment and guidelines for specific assessment of subjects in primary school is ongoing.  National report card templates are being produced to facilitate the introduction of common recording and reporting procedures.

Phase 2 of the review of the primary school curriculum includes research on wellness in the curriculum and science in the curriculum; a framework for ICT; guidelines for teaching students with general learning difficulties and students who are exceptionally able; and intercultural education.
Features common to all of these developments are:

· more connections across early childhood, primary and post-primary education

· greater emphasis on cross-curricular themes

· greater focus on learning and teaching

Efforts to involve parents and teachers more have resulted in a DVD for parents and a review and reflection template for teachers.  This template is designed to prompt teachers’ thinking about the primary school curriculum and to provide feedback to the NCCA.
Review of the Junior Cycle

Course committees in five subjects were convened to begin the review of the junior cycle, including addressing issues of curriculum overload and overlap; broadening the range of assessment approaches; and undertaking syllabus revision and development as appropriate.  A common template is now complete in the case of ten subjects and is being applied to all subjects on a phased basis.

Work on assessment is for learning began with a developmental project in schools. This project has been completed and additional work is underway.
Although young people start secondary school at age 12 or 13 in Ireland, schools face similar challenges in S1-S3 to their counterparts in Scotland.  An increased staying-on rate has led to questions about the need for externally assessed examinations at the end of third year. Teachers have reported disaffection and a lack of discipline, especially after second year.  In 2002, as part of the review of the junior cycle, the NCCA commissioned the Educational Policy Research Centre of the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) to engage in a longitudinal study of students’ experiences of curriculum in the first three years of their post-primary schooling. The research involved qualitative and quantative analysis of the responses of over 800 students and of key staff in 12 case study schools. This study is expected to continue until the end of the senior cycle.  A report on the first year of study, entitled Moving Up: the experiences of first year students in post-primary education was published in 2004.  The aims of the second year study were to capture students’ experiences of teaching, learning and the curriculum, and to trace changes in students’ attitudes to school and schoolwork over the course of second year.  This report has also been published in hardback: Pathways through the Junior Cycle. Analysis of the data from the third year cohort, which will complete the junior cycle study, is now well underway.
National programmes in place to support vulnerable young people are the Junior Certificate School Programme (JCSP) and the School Completion Programme (SCP). The JCSP is an intervention within the junior certificate aimed at students who are potential early school leavers.  Priority is given to basic skills, especially literacy and numeracy.  Other features of the programme include a creative curriculum; primary/secondary transfer arrangements; cross-curricular approaches; involvement of parents; recognition of achievement; and national and school based in-service training for teachers.
The SCP is a key component of the strategy of the DES to discriminate positively in favour of children and young people who are at risk or who are experiencing educational disadvantage, such those from the travelling community.  Currently, there are 82 SCP clusters, encompassing 299 primary schools and 112 post-primary schools.  The programme is intended to be preventative with children supported from an early age, during school and after school hours, out of school and during holiday times.

Senior Cycle Programmes
The senior cycle lasts for two to three years, depending upon whether students choose the Transition Year or not.  Programmes available are the 

· Leaving Certificate

· Leaving Certificate Vocational

· Leaving Certificate Applied 

· Transition Year
Since 2003, the NCCA has been consulting on the senior cycle.  This process highlighted challenges to meet the needs of all students, to treat students equitably, to reward different kinds of achievement and to support independent learning. Directions for Development followed the consultation and sets out a vision for the senior cycle in 2010. The subjects of this vision are the school and its culture; the structure of the curriculum and its content; and how learning is assessed and certificated.
Research on the Transition Year has influenced the review. Introduced in 1974, with a mission to “promote the personal, social, educational and vocational development of the students and to prepare them for their role as autonomous, participative and responsible members of society,” it is currently offered in 550 schools. Each school devises its own programme in accordance with DES guidelines which cover essential elements of the programme:
· Core subjects e.g. Irish, English, maths

· Subject sampling e.g. drama, economics, Spanish

· Modules designed specifically for the Transition Year e.g. Family Awareness

· Calendar events e.g. work experience; social outreach

A re-balanced curriculum will include transition units which can be taken as part of the transition year or spread across three years. Short courses such as politics and society; media studies; and European and global studies will also be available. Key skills will be embedded across the curriculum and a new form of certification, which will include examination results and achievements in other areas, will be introduced.

Focus on Research

A strong focus on research is a main feature of the NCCA plan and underpins developments in all sectors.  In addition to research already mentioned in this report, other areas of study are international trends in mathematics education and international practice in embedding key skills in the curriculum.  
International outlook
It was clear from the visit that there is a positive attitude towards Europe, globalisation and enterprise. The success of Ireland’s experience within the European Community has provided an impetus to explore and capitalise on educational research and developments in other countries.
Conclusion
Certain aspects of the work currently underway in Ireland could prove useful to current work in Scotland, in particular:
· A sharp focus on research to provide an evidence base for proposals. Major research studies have been commissioned e.g. the longitudinal study of secondary education, and an assessment of the Transition Year

· Including the ‘student voice’ e.g. the portraiture study in early childhood

· Publication of a vision for 2010 for senior cycle education: Directions for Development
· Aspects of senior cycle review: Transition year/Transition Units

· Quality of national support: first and second level support services

· National pre-Neet strategies: Junior Certificate School Programme & School Completion Programme

· Communications: parents e.g. DVD; teachers e.g. curriculum review template, informative newsletter

· International outlook: European funding; NCCA leading CIDREE project on student voice; international papers
Shared educational challenges, such as the recognition of achievement at national level and strategies to meet the needs of the NEET group, could merit partnership working between Scotland and Ireland in the future.
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