Structure, Control & Management

It was a rickety and run-down intermediate education machine which the new independent Irish Free State inherited at the transfer of the powers in February 1922.
However the schools continued as purely private denominational institutions which were free to conduct their own affairs once they complied with rules for recognised status. By this stage Irish politicians had learned the lesson that the church viewed the control of schooling as its prerogative. The state established no ordinary secondary schools and the initiative was left purely in voluntary hands.

One of the most interesting developments in Irish education in the past 50 years has been the process by which the Catholic Church extended its influence in secondary education at a time when the number of religions was declining and its moral authority was under intense criticism from an increasingly secular society. This was due to the fact that the Catholic Church took all the necessary steps to ensure its continuous control even when, in the 1990’s revelations of clerical abuse rocked public confidence.

At the beginning of the 20th century, the Catholic Church was still claiming an absolute right in educational matters. This claim was based on the literal interpretation of Christ’s command “Teach ye all nations”. The church maintained that this order extended to all peoples, even non Roman Catholics. This stance was re affirmed by Pope Pius XI in 1929 and was eagerly accepted by the Hierarchy in Ireland and taught on all teacher training courses until the late 1960’s.

There was a small number of protestant secondary schools and a handful of schools run by lay Catholics but the vast majority of the 21,258 students enrolled in secondary schools in 1926 were in schools run by the Catholic Church.

The catholic schools were established and maintained by religious orders of the Catholic Church but were supported by the state. It could have been expected that the situation would have changed with the foundation of the new state. However, the constitution of 1937 was formally to recognise the role of the state as subsidiary ‘private and corporate initiative’. Even if any of the new leaders had other ideas it was very prudent in the context of an Ireland divided by civil war not to antagonise such a powerful entity as the Catholic Church. As a result there evolved a great relaxation in church state contacts on educational affairs with no conflicts on policy issues.

The government was committed ideologically to curricular policy changes in education, re-establishing through the schools what was understood to be the true Irish, that is the Gaelic, cultural heritage primarily reflected in the Irish language.

There was little concern about structural or administrative reform in education.

On the establishment of the department of education on 1 June 1924, secondary education came under its administration. The report of the department of education from 1924-1925 acknowledged the limits of state influence on the secondary schools “the secondary system is largely a private one in which schools….. retain their full autonomy in all matters of appointment and internal organisations”.

The influence which the state could exert was through the programmes for public examinations, through regulations concerning the granting of recognised status to schools which were to be allocated financial aid and through regulations concerning the qualifications of teachers who would receive state salary awards. The result was that while the control was limited and indirect nevertheless, it could affect a great deal of what went on in the schools which sought state support. Although the department of education claimed that the changes brought about in secondary education under its authority were revolutionary, they can be more accurately seen as a selective implementation of proposals which had long been made under the previous regime.
The changes in the secondary sector focused on the curriculum and examination regulations rather than on the control or administration of the system. It was not until 1964 that the first state grant was given for capital expenditure on secondary schools.

There was perennial opposition on the part of the churches in Ireland to state encroachment on secondary school management.

In 1947 a report of a special departmental committee set up in 1945 urged a restructuring of post primary education. This included the extension of the compulsory leaving age to sixteen years for most pupils, with free education provided.

This unpublished report also recommended state loans at favourable interest rates for new secondary school buildings and extensions and more scholarships.

However with many economic difficulties at the time, these plans were buried to emerge in a somewhat altered form in the 1960s

The vast majority of these schools were single sex schools. The schools tended to be run on very formal lines, boarding schools in particular. Many boarding schools, under the control of religious authorities, were isolated from the life of the wider community, with routines of schoolroom, study, prayer and recreation plotted with the order of an enclosed community, punctuated by holidays.

Secondary school authorities allowed for very little involvement of teachers, parents or pupils in devising school policy, inso far as policy existed other than teaching for the public examinations The uneven geographical distribution of schools placed children in counties such as Donegal, Monaghan, and Cavan at a disadvantage.

The period following 1960 was to witness a dramatic change in state policy on secondary education which led to a large expansion in pupil participation, the re organisation of the rules and regulations of existing schools as well as the institution of new state funded post primary schools.

In the 1960’s only 30% of the secondary school going population was attending second level. While this was a huge increase on the 7% in 1926 it still fell short of what was seen as desirable. There were also pockets of extreme disadvantage where participation rates were much lower than the national average. Co. Cavan, for example, had 17.4% attending, even though this was a good increase from the 1% in 1926.

As a result of these low numbers, Dr. Paddy Hillery, Minister for Education in 1963 announced his intention to establish comprehensive schools “ where facilities exist for post-primary education that do not at present exist”. He also made it very clear that he had been in discussion with the Catholic Hierarchy prior to his announcement “the vast majority of the pupils will be Catholics…. I have had consultation which is proceeding with the Catholic Hierarchy on the management of schools”.

In the following years there was much debate as to the form and type of management structure of the new comprehensive schools. Eventually it was agreed that a three person board school be constituted to administer each school and that a nominee of the bishop should act as a chairman. The other 2 nominees were of the VEC and the minister. However there was no representation for parents or teachers on the boards of the new schools. This is a situation which continues to present despite numerous attempts by parent and teacher organisations to have the matter rectified. This is another indication of the degree of control achieved by Catholic Hierarchy in secondary schools. 

In 1967 a scheme of free post primary education was introduced in Ireland. This led to an unprecedented increase in the number of students wishing to attend. This was mainly in response to the OECD report published in 1966, Investment in Education.

In 1968 Sean O’ Connor, assistant secretary in the department of Education published and article which he stated “No one wants to push the religious out of education, that would be disastrous, I want them as partners, not always as maters”. He insisted that there should be dialogue between the church and the state on all matters raised in the article. His comments received much criticism, not only from catholic school management but also the ASTI. Looking back, this was probably the beginning of the “Community School Debate”.
In October 1970 a document was sent out from the department of education to the catholic hierarchy outlining proposals for the establishment of community schools. As a result of the civil rights movement at that time, the papacy of John XXIII and the problems emerging in Northern Ireland, there was a widespread feeling that these community schools would be truly community based and might be either multi denominational or non denominational. These hopes were however quickly dispelled when Padraig Faulkner stated in the Dail in 1970 “There is no question of interference by the State with school property. The state will not be on the board of management of these schools or assume ownership in any form”.

In the case of community schools it became clear at a very early stage that the catholic church was going to have a very direct input into their management. There are currently 65 community schools  which have 10 person management boards representing religious authorities, the local VEC, parents and teachers. They also have the right to employ chaplains paid for out of public funds, a right which has been upheld in the supreme court.  While these schools are multi-denominational, they are essentially Catholic in ethos.

By 1972 the changes in the 2nd level education was causing concern for the Catholic Church. The previous ten years had seen the introduction of 2 new types of schools, comprehensive and community. In may 1972, a working party was set up by the catholic church to evaluate and report on the role of religion in education in Ireland in the coming decades. In February 1973, they presented a report entitle “the Future of Religious Involvement in Education” or the FRIE report. This report confirmed what was already suspected. The proportion of Catholics religious in religious run secondary schools was in steady decline. In 1961/1962, 57% of teachers in such schools were  Catholic. In 1972/1973 it was 34%. It was predicted that the figure would drop to 28% by 1975. This change was due to a number of factors such as the increased numbers attending secondary school, the decline in vocations and the aging of those religious already in education. It was now clear that soon it would no longer be possible to staff schools by religious in a high proportion.
The FRIE report suggested 6 possible courses of action. One of these was to “share management of religious schools with lay people”. This proposal may not seem so innovative in 2007 but at the time it was quite revolutionary. Religious run secondary schools had always been separate and distinct from the state. Society accepted that they were run by people who had a very definite religious mission and were prepared to continue for very little monetary reward either from the state or society in general. They did not tolerate interference in that mission. The proposals of the FRIE report were revolutionary in so far as the religious were prepared to compromise on new forms of management if “it could conceivably be the means of ensuring continuity of Catholic education in the hands of lay teachers should the religious withdraw from a school”.
As a result of this report, devolved management structures have been introduced into more than 80% of religious or clerically owned Catholic secondary schools while the proportion of religious teaching in these schools had dropped to 5%. The result has been that many of these schools have become lay Catholic schools with lay principals. With the severe decline in current religious vocations it is unlikely there will be any direct involvement of religious of these schools in the near future.

The problem which has begun to emerge is that Catholic schools were originally established not only for missionary purposes but also to help those on the margins of a colonial society. The fact that they were opposed to the social system meant that they could have been seen as socially radical. They are now very much a part of the established order. The current evidence shows that the greater the religious involvement in secondary schools, the higher the participation rates of middle to upper-middle classes in such schools. The irony is that this is happening at a time when religious practice is in decline ant there’s little evidence to show a higher religious practice among members of higher socio-economic groupings. The fact is that having a catchment area with a choice of schools, one of them being religious, possibly even fee paying religious, only serves to divide the community, aggravating local class status hierarchies (Hannan 1997). Fee paying Catholic schools even enjoy the privilege of the state paying for a high proportion of the teaching salaries. In such cases, the presence of religious can only serve to reinforce social divisions.

The problem for the future may revolve around the ethos of the second level system. It is generally accepted that the ethos of a school is formed by the beliefs and attitudes of the students, parents, teachers and management. Whatever similarities existed between these groups in the past now seem to be under threat. In changed circumstances, will the Catholic influence continue to be central or will their values and attitudes change in order to maintain control in changing times? Issues such as divorce, homosexuality and abortion which are a reality for many students, parents and or teachers in the schools are still seen as unquestionably wrong by the Catholic Church.
The role of the Catholic Church has been widespread and central in education in Ireland. It is extremely difficult to see how such a dominant role can be maintained in the future without surrendering some of those values which the very children they are hoping to educate wouldn’t even consider. The inevitable question is, will the Church be forced to withdraw from those schools in which it have invested so much, not by the state as was once feared, but by a realisation that the institutional church may be out of sync with the values and morals of the very parents whom it has educated.

Types of School

There are several types of post-primary school in Ireland. The history of each type of school and the management structure may differ but they also have a lot in common. The second level education sector comprises secondary, vocational, community and comprehensive schools.

Secondary schools are privately owned and managed. The trustees of the majority of these schools are religious communities or Boards of Governors. Vocational schools are State established and are administered by Vocational Education Committees (VECs) while community and comprehensive schools are managed by Boards of Management.
Second Level Education
There are 800 second level schools in Ireland, 80 of them of with boarding facilities. While all schools follow the curricula and syllabi laid down by the Ministry of Education and examinations are set and marked centrally by the Ministry, some schools offer, in addition, preparation for the International Baccalaureate and the British A level examinations.

There are three types of second level school, mainly differentiated on the basis of administration and sources of funding.

1. Secondary Schools
These schools, which comprise the majority of second level schools in Ireland, are privately owned and managed. Typically run by boards of governors, by religious bodies, or by individuals, they are heavily state funded and with the exception of a relatively small number, do not charge tuition fees to Irish students.

All 80 of the Irish boarding schools come under the category of secondary schools and many of them have a strong tradition of enroling students from abroad. In addition to the boarding schools many day secondary schools now enrol overseas students and some can arrange accommodation for foreign students.

2. Community/Comprehensive Schools
These schools are comprehensive in nature, combining academic and technical education as well as having a community dimension in terms of adult education and facilities. They are administered by Boards of Management representative of local interests and totally funded by the State. 

3. Vocational Schools
These schools are totally State owned and funded and they are administered by local education committees. Their tradition is based on technical and vocational education but they have expanded in recent years to incorporate a very wide subject mix. In addition to providing second level education the vocational education system has become increasingly involved in devising and implementing a range of continuing education and training services to post second level students.

Curriculum & Examinations
In addition to the core subjects of Irish, English and Mathematics, most schools have a wide range of subjects including Accountancy, Art, Biology, Business Organisation, Chemistry, Civics, Commerce, Computer Science, Economics, Geography, History, Home Economics, Languages, Mechanical Drawing, Music, Physical Education and Physics.

Teachers
Secondary teaching remained very much an amateur and unattractive occupation in the 19th century. No regulations existed concerning teacher qualifications, no formal training was available or demanded, no inspection system was operated, no net salaries existed and there was no security of tenure or pension rights. There was no doubt but that such defects had a bearing on the quality of the education provided and this reflected societies lack of concern about secondary education.

It was only gradually, however, in the 20th century that professional status was won.

A registration council came into operation in 1918 and its regulations called for graduates with teacher training. In June 1922 the Free State government gave interim grants in support of teacher salaries until 1924-1925 when incremental salary scales paid by the state were conceded. From then on teachers would receive an incremental salary from the state as well as a basic salary from the school employers in 1929 a superannuation (regular payment by an employee to a pension fund) scheme was implemented. However it took until 1937 for the ASTI to negotiate satisfactory contracts of employment.
As Irish became obligatory for all pupils in 1934, Irish summer courses were arranged to help secondary teachers achieve a competence in Irish and from 1926 a test in oral Irish became a requirement for registration as a secondary teacher. 

Vocational schools
In 1922 the control of technical education in the Irish Free State came under the Department of Agriculture. As was the case with national and intermediate education, technical instruction became a branch of the Department of Education on its establishment in 1924 and from June of that year central funds for technical education were to be voted by the Oireachtas.

During the academic year 1924/1925 there were 65 technical schools operating. The content and range of the courses (continuation courses) were limited, centering on life on the farm for boys and aspects of domestic life for girls. The vocational education act 1930 made it compulsory to set up schools in each local authority area. In 1936 there were 26 new vocational schools under construction and extensions to 21 others. The minister for education made it cleat that the type of education in vocational schools was to be completely practical. Students who attended vocational schools were not permitted to sit for the Intermediate or Leaving Cert exams. This privilege was to be reserved for the traditional secondary schools and therefore create the impression that the vocational schools  were inferior to the longer established schools. The minister insured that the Vocational Education act 1930 did not run counter to established catholic practice. The minister also made sure courses were single sex, no co education. The main subjects offered to boys were Irish, English, mathematics, general science, rural science, art, mechanical drawing, woodwork and metal work. The subjects for girls generally included Irish, English, arithmetic, commercial subjects and domestic economy. The courses were whole time and involved between twenty five and twenty eight class attendance hours per week.
The constitution
The new constitution in 1937 highlighted the states philosophy on the relative role of the state, the churches and parents in the education system and emphasised the role of religion in society. In the years following, clerical unease at the low profile of religion within the vocational system appeared in several articles. In 1942, prompted by the Irish technical education association, the department issued what was known as memorandum v40 which set out more precise guidelines than those of the 1930 act.

A key feature of this memorandum was the specific inclusion of religious studies as part of the courses offered and a greater emphasis on the Irish language and other distinctive features of national life.

A group certificate examination was introduced on a nationwide scale for vocational schools in 1947 to be taken at the end of the 2 year continuation course. To pass in any subject group one had to pass in certain obligatory subjects and one could add a number of optional subjects. The department of education re organised the technical school examinations in 1936 with a more practical emphasis to serve not only as evidence of progress at technical schools but also as tests of occupational efficiency.

The commission on vocational organisation in 1944, as well as regretting what it regarded as the inadequate agricultural and rural emphasis in the vocational schools, considered that technological training which was “the keystone in the industrial development and economic security of every nation” was not receiving the promotion it deserved. However it was not until 1960 that a national apprenticeship board was established with power to require all employers to send their apprentices to training courses.

Possession of the day vocational certificate became the basic qualification for entry to apprenticeship

In 1932 there were ninety eight vocational schools with 676 full time teachers and 598 part time teachers. By 1959 the number of schools had grown to 272 with 1574 full time and over 500 part time teachers. Enrolment in whole time day continuation courses rose by 7925 in 1931 to 25608 in 1957. Evening and adult courses had proved very popular.

There were problems however. 1960
The full time continuation courses were only of two years duration and were of a terminal character with little or no transfer value to further formal education.

Irish social attitudes still tended to disparage manual and practical type education and aspiring middle class parents preferred the more prestigious academic type education which led to greater opportunities for further formal education and white collar employment.

Many vocational schools were small and there was more demand for evening classes than full time courses.

The small schools prevented the employment of a range of specialised staff and some teachers were not attracted by the short duration of the full time courses and the consequent limitations on professional satisfaction.
A further problem was the high pupil drop out rate from even the short 2 year courses.

Vocational schools also had to cater for a more than normal distribution of dull or under motivated pupils who saw “tech” as a convenient stop gap until something better turned up.

Some of the pupils failed to reach the entrance standards of secondary schools and in some instances parents were unable to pay the fees for secondary schools.

However, with a new concern for industrial and economic expansion making itself evident, by the late 50’s it became obvious that the area of vocational and technical education would be brought more to the forefront of Irish education in the following decades.
Curriculum and Assessment
While reforms took place in the public examinations following independence, written examinations continued to dominate secondary schooling. The main curricular change was the greater concentration on the Irish language and Irish history. The government was committed ideologically to curricular policy changes in education, re-establishing through the schools what was understood to be the true Irish, that is the Gaelic, cultural heritage primarily reflected in the Irish language. There was little concern about structural or administrative reform in education. On the establishment of the department of education on 1 June 1924, secondary education came under its administration. Very little change occurred in later decades. A tradition of non specialised general education prevailed.

In 1924 the intermediate education act was passed and this allowed changes in the examination system and the programmes of instruction. Under the new system the three grades of results examination was abolished and they were replaced by two certificate examinations- the intermediate and leaving certificates-which have continued since then as the examination framework for secondary schools. To obtain a pass in the intermediate certificate examination a pupil had to pass five subjects which had to include the following categories: 1) Irish or English, 2) a language other than that taken at 1, 3) mathematics or (for girls only) arithmetic with any one of science, domestic science, drawing or music, 4) history  and geography. To obtain a pass in the Leaving Certificate a pupil had to pass five subjects which must include either Irish or English. Irish was declared an obligatory subject for the award of the intermediate certificate from 1928 onwards and for the Leaving certificate from 1934.

From 1932 all recognised pupils had to study Irish. This requirement remained in force until 1973 and was controversial some holding that it was counter productive by fostering unfavourable attitudes to Irish. At the time of its introduction many Protestants regarded it as a discriminatory measure.

A notable feature of the new programmes for secondary schools was the introduction of ‘open courses’ whereby the Department prescribed the general content for each subject but each school was free to submit for approval the courses and textbooks which it intended to use.
To encourage secondary schools to give a more prominent place to Irish than just provide it as a school subject, the rules and programme of 1924 recognised three types of secondary schools-Grade A, Grade B (which became subdivided into B1 and B2) and Grade C. Irish was to be the official language in the Grade A schools and all subjects other than English were to be taught through the medium of Irish. Irish was also to be the official language of the Grade B schools and was to be used as the medium of instruction for some subjects. In the Grade C schools Irish was just taught as a school subject. There was an extra grant of 25 percent based on capitation paid to grade A schools and grade B schools got an extra financial incentive, the amounts of which varied according to the extent of teaching through the medium of Irish.

By 1935 grade A and B schools formed 56 per cent of the total number of secondary schools. This progress was not sustained however and by 1956 they only formed 48 per cent of the total. An incentive to pupils to use Irish when answering examination papers came in the form of bonus marks. A student who answered papers other than mathematics and art, through the medium of Irish was given a bonus of 10 per cent and an extra five per cent could be obtained in the mathematics papers. By 1935 36 percent of all public examination papers were answered through the medium of Irish.

One of the problems facing the use of Irish as a medium of instruction in secondary schools was the scarcity of suitable textbooks in Irish. To solve this problem, a government sponsored publishing company, and Gum, was established in 1926 with the purpose of encouraging and publishing books in the Irish language, particularly textbooks for use in secondary schools.

Although the abolition of the results fees had removed a distasteful pressure, the public examinations nevertheless continued to exercise a huge influence on secondary education. The department published each student’s results under his examination number but named the schools at the top of the lists of numbers. The unhealthy rivalry was further fanned by many schools publishing the success rates of their named pupils as advertisements in the public press. Apart form the changed status of Irish the main lines of the curriculum continued as they had been, though there was a decline in the study of modern continental languages.

Higher and lower courses were introduced in the early 1930’s for several subjects and mark allotments varied between grades and subjects. These mark ratings were important for winning state intermediate scholarships or for careers where the total marks came into account for recruitment purposes. Modern languages, science , commerce, drawing, manual instruction all scored lower that other subjects and Irish got more marks that English. The tendency for a predominantly literary curriculum, with Latin as the predominant ‘extra’ language continued.
The minister insured that the Vocational Education act 1930 did not run counter to established catholic practice. The minister also made sure courses were single sex, no co education. The main subjects offered to boys were Irish, English, mathematics, general science, rural science, art, mechanical drawing, woodwork and metal work. The subjects for girls generally included Irish, English, arithmetic, commercial subjects and domestic economy. The courses were whole time and involved between twenty five and twenty eight class attendance hours per week.

A group certificate examination was introduced on a nationwide scale for vocational schools in 1947 to be taken at the end of the 2 year continuation course. To pass in any subject group one had to pass in certain obligatory subjects and one could add a number of optional subjects. The department of education re organised the technical school examinations in 1936 with a more practical emphasis to serve not only as evidence of progress at technical schools but also as tests of occupational efficiency.

The commission on vocational organisation in 1944 as well as regretting what it regarded as the inadequate agricultural and rural emphasis in the vocational schools, considered that technological training which was “the keystone in the industrial development and economic security of every nation” was not receiving the promotion it deserved.

It was not until 1960 that a national apprenticeship board was established with power to require all employers to send their apprentices to training courses.

Possession of the day vocational certificate became the basic qualification for entry to apprenticeship

Following 1924 a number of scholarships, tenable for 2 years, were awarded by the state on the results of the inter cert. There were 75 and had an annual value of £40.

An amendment of the scheme in 1929 which increased the number of scholarships to 112 and provided separate schemes for boys and girls was the only significant change made until the 1960’s. The main scholarship scheme for university studies was based on the results of the leaving cert. The local authority scholarships included the application of a means test and number made available was never large, amounting to only 214 in 1962-1963. These scholarships went very little distance in fulfilling the need of aiding the many thousands of interested and intelligent children whose families could not afford to send them on for secondary education. Although the fees were not huge (the average tuition fee for a day pupil in 1960 was as low as £13 per annum) for many families, even modest fees were a problem.

In 1947 a report of a special departmental committee set up in 1945 urged a restructuring of post primary education. This included the extension of the compulsory leaving age to sixteen years for most pupils, with free education provided.
This unpublished report also recommended state loans at favourable interest rates for new secondary school buildings and extensions and more scholarships.

However with many economic difficulties at the time, these plans were buried to emerge in a somewhat altered form in the 1960s.

Referring to the school year of 1962 the investment in education team concluded “the curriculum in a great many schools is limited and is of a classical grammar school type. Small schools in particular appear to have difficulty in providing a varied course” Thus there had been no re-organisation of the curriculum to bring it more into harmony with industrial, agricultural or commercial needs of the new state.

From 1924 to 1960, the number of secondary schools nearly doubled (278-526) and the number of enrolled pupils more than trebled (22,897-76,843). 1950 saw the most considerable increase in schools and pupils enrolled. However, even in 1960 the pupils in secondary schools represented only about 16 percent of those enrolled in national schools. Many secondary schools were small, as late as 1961-1962 about 65 percent of them had less than 150 pupils. This affected the range of subjects, facilities and the levels of staff competency which could be offered, although staff worked hard and long to fill the need. 

The vast majority of these schools were single sex schools. The schools tended to be run on very formal lines, boarding schools in particular. Many boarding schools, under the control of religious authorities, were isolated from the life of the wider community, with routines of schoolroom, study, prayer and recreation plotted with the order of an enclosed community, punctuated by holidays. Secondary school authorities allowed for very little involvement of teachers, parents or pupils in devising school policy, in so far as policy existed other than teaching for the public examinations

The uneven geographical distribution of schools placed children in counties such as Donegal, Monaghan, and Cavan at a disadvantage.

The period following 1960 was to witness a dramatic change in state policy on secondary education which led to a large expansion in pupil participation, the re organisation of the rules and regulations of existing schools as well as the institution of new state funded post primary schools.

In July 1937 Eamon de Valera took the initiative in calling a conference of the minister of education, the secretary of the department and the secondary school inspectors. In his opinion the existing programmes were “too extensive and too vague”. He urged a narrowing of the subjects of the programme feeling that its range hampered the gaelicisation task. The inspectors were not in agreement with the full changes proposed so no significant changes were made except for that prescribed textbooks were reintroduced for the various secondary subjects between 1939 and 1941.

An interesting and surprising feature of the conference was that no concern was expressed about the effect which a solely written examination was having on fluency in Irish.

Another appraisal of the secondary school curriculum was undertaken by the council of education in 1954. It was six years before it completed its deliberations in 1960 and fro those who patiently awaited guidelines for a reformed system the report proved a big disappointment.  It identified the dominant purpose of the schools as the inculcation of religious ideals and values. The report endorsed “the grammar school type” curriculum, humanistic and intellectual in character.. The report supported and introduced and oral Irish examination for leaving cert but did not extend this to other modern languages. A scheme of free secondary education for all was regarded as impossible but the council did recommend a much greater extension of scholarship provision for secondary education.

By the time the council of education report was published in 1962, more analytical and dynamic thinking was taking place which would reshape post-primary schooling in the following decades.
Compared with previous decades, the period 1960-1980 witnessed a dramatic increase in government and public interest in education. Various investigative bodies such as the commission of higher education examined and reported on many areas of the educational system. Many striking policy initiatives resulted in altering significantly the shape of the education system. Educational change was as a result of significant changes of attitude which were occurring in Irish society generally. A notable landmark in this was the publication in 1958 of the government white paper on economic expansion which led to the first economic programme and changed attitudes to economic and industrial development. Economists were now emphasising education as an economic investment rather than taking the traditional view of education as a consumer service. The return on investment in education, both individually and socially were held to be as high as investment in capital plant.

The prosperity of a modern technological society depended on the availability of an educated workforce.
Increased economic growth and production in turn allowed for greater financial resources to be applied to education. An expanding economy allows for and needs an expanded education system. New emphasis was placed on slogans such as “a nations wealth is its people”. It was felt that  a society needs to draw on the full potential of its pool of talent and many commentators remarked that existing educational provision was not facilitating that.

The curriculum has changed over the past 30 or 40 years. The subject choices today differ in many respects from the choices made by parents 40 years ago. For example, the proportion of students taking Latin to leaving cert between 1964 and 1994 has dropped from 90% to 1%. There has been a substantial increase in the numbers taking modern European languages. The emphasis within the language syllabi has also changed with a much greater emphasis on oral language today. This emphasis will continue to increase as the White paper on education made a commitment to increase the proportion of marks fro oral and aural competence.

A number of cross curricular areas of study have also been introduced in recent years. These include SPHE and CSPE which is now an exam subject. CSPE has taken over from the old Civics programme which had not been overhauled since the 1960’s at its introduction. As it was not examined in the Junior Cert, Civics was a subject that wasn’t taken very seriously by students. As an examination subject is hoped that it will be given a higher status in schools across the country. Religion is another subject which has only recently become an examination subject. These subjects require an innovative approach to teaching and assessment and as a result, teachers receive inservice programmes to support them in those subjects.
In modern society exams are vital for a number of reasons:

1. Jobs

2. Higher Education/College

3. To accredit successful completion of a course

4. To judge quality of teachers/Schools

However the junior cert and leaving cert seem to be the main purpose of secondary education here and the demanding nature of examinations means they often dominate the curriculum

Theory of multiple intelligences
Pluralism and equality in Irish Education – SEN, Travellers, Subject choices

Approaches to Curriculum
Traditionally there was a strict adherence to the curriculum. Text books were heavily relied on. When questioning pupils teachers sought correct answer with little room for discussion. Students worked along. Assessment of pupils was separate from teaching-only through tests.
The modern approach is somewhat different. Text books are not as heavily relied on. With the development of ICT many teachers have computers in their classrooms which are linked to overhead projectors. This enables teachers to use power point presentations in their classes as well as having many internet resources at their fingertips. This engages pupils greatly. Students are now also often put working in groups which has been proven to be an effective learning strategy.

In 1989 the intermediate cert was replaced by the junior cert

In 1984 the curriculum and exams board was set up.
White Paper on Education (1995)

By the year 2000, 90 per cent of those commencing second level education will complete senior cycle

Education Boards will be responsible for ensuring effective arrangements are in place for monitoring and tracking school attendance

Reforms of the junior and senior cycle curricula will be completed. These reforms will ensure that the curriculum caters adequately for the wide range of ability levels now participating in second level education

The needs of students with disabilities will be catered for through provision in mainstream schools, in special schools, or a combination of both

Within 10 years all traveller children will complete junior cycle and 50 per cent will complete the senior cycle

Reforms of the junior and senior cycle curricula will be completed. These reforms will ensure that the curriculum caters adequately for the wide range of ability levels now participating in second level education

Through pre-service and in-career development a more diverse range of teaching methods will be promoted

There will be a fundamental shift of emphasis towards school-based assessment methods in the Junior Certificate

1995 the White paper in education recognised that the revision of curriculum needs to be supported by changes in teaching methods and out educational goals should promote broad range of outcomes of educational achievements. This must be reflected however in our assessment policy.
The Curriculum

The curriculum is prescribed by the State and there are two State examinations

· The Junior Certificate Examination 

· The Leaving Certificate Examination

These take place at the end of the Junior Cycle and the Senior Cycle, in June.

Second level education consists of a three-year Junior Cycle (lower secondary), followed by a two or three year Senior Cycle (upper secondary), depending on whether the optional Transition Year is taken.

The Transition Year, which immediately follows the Junior Cycle, provides an opportunity for students to experience a wide range of educational inputs, including work experience, and it is free from formal examinations. Transition Year puts an emphasis on personal development, social awareness and skills for life.

In Senior Cycle, students can take the traditional Leaving Certificate, the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) or the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA).

Syllabi are available in 34 subjects. All subjects are offered at two levels, ordinary and higher. Irish and Mathematics are also available at foundation level. Students following the established Leaving Certificate Programme are required to take at least five subjects, one of which must be Irish.

The last number of years have been characterised by a programme of revision and updating of syllabi for individual subjects.

Assessment

At school level, formativethe (development of knowledge, understanding, skills and attitudes rather than assessment for marks or grades), diagnostic and summative(used to determine grades or marks) assessment is undertaken on a regular basis, with particular emphasis being placed on more formal examinations before the Christmas, Easter and Summer breaks. On the basis of these assessments, teachers and principals report to parents on student progress and advise on level and subject options.

At the end of senior cycle, students take the Leaving Certificate examination. Grades awarded in this examination are translated into points scores for entry to University and third level education generally.

Students who follow the Leaving Certificate Applied programme take a number of Link Modules which have a strong vocational dimension. These students also take an examination, but they have accumulated some credit over the two years of study.

ICT at Second Level

The role of ICT in curriculum and assessment is a key focus of the ongoing review and implementation of junior and senior cycle education. In revising subjects at both junior and senior cycle, syllabuses and associated guidance are establishing the role of ICT as a teaching and learning tool, as an integral part of the curriculum, or as an integral part of curriculum and assessment.

The National Centre for Technology in Education is an Irish Government agency established to provide advice, support and information on the use of information and communications technology (ICT) in education. Many other websites and resources are available to assist and encourage teachers to use ICT.
SEN
The EPSEN Act 2004 (Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs) provides for the provision of education plans for students with special educational needs (SEN). Under the Act, children with SEN will be educated “in an inclusive environment with children who do not have SEN”, unless this should be inconsistent either with the best interest of the child, or with the effective provision for the other children.

The State examinations

The minister for education and science decides all policy in relation to the state examinations, including the syllabus content, the assessment structure and the duration of the examinations. The determination of examination requirements is a consultative process. The national council for curriculum and assessment (NCCA) develops syllabuses including assessment specifications and presents them to the minister for approval.

Developments in assessment aim to address the full range of candidate achievement need and background. In addition to written examinations, the SEC operates diverse modes of assessment such as oral, aural, practical tests and coursework in order to evaluate a broad range of knowledge, skills and competencies.
The operation of the state examinations is a significant logistical exercise. Each year the administration of the examinations involves:

116000 candidates in four examination programmes, junior cert, leaving cert, LCVP and LCA programme

89 examination subjects

985,000 grades
1.8 million grades

3 million individual test items

3 million examination papers made up of 34 million A4 pages

250 different test components-oral, aural, practical, project and portfolio items and the written examinations papers.

The State Examinations Commission (SEC) is a statutory body established in 2003. The SEC’s role is to provide a high quality state examinations and assessment system incorporating the highest standards of openness, fairness and accountability

The Expert Group on the Certificate Examinations (2000) stated:

The leaving Certificate examination itself is a key point in student’s lives in that it represents students achievement after many years of education an it is used to make important decisions about future education. It enjoys a high status both nationally and internationally
Leaving Cert Applied
There is growing recognition for the Leaving Certificate Applied. The Leaving Certificate Applied is a two-year Senior Cycle programme introduced in 1995. It is now being offered in 230 schools and centres. It aims to provide the option of a

programme emphasising vocational preparation and the development of personal and practical skills. There is general agreement among students who have taken Leaving Certificate Applied and their parents and teachers that the range of courses offered, combined with the programme’s innovative assessment system, has made it an extremely positive experience for most participants. Through its success in building students’ self confidence and in developing skills such as communication, teamwork and enterprise, as well as practical skills, the programme is an excellent preparation for adult life, for further education, training and for the world of work. Important though the intrinsic value of any educational programme is, the recognition and value accorded it by external bodies are also vital. This is particularly true where employers are recruiting staff. From the start, holders of Leaving Certificate Applied have had the possibility of progression through the education system via Post-Leaving Certificate courses to certificate and, possibly, to diploma/ degree courses at third level. As regards qualification for employment, the Department of Education and Science has stated that 60 credits in Leaving Certificate Applied is equivalent to six D’s at ordinary level in the Established Leaving Certificate.
 Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme

LCVP is a Senior Cycle Programme of the Department of Education and Science, designed to give a strong vocational dimension to the Leaving Certificate (established). The programme combines the virtues of academic study with a new and dynamic focus on self-directed learning, enterprise, work and the community. Young people taking the LCVP have a unique opportunity to develop their interpersonal, vocational and technological skills. These skills are equally relevant to the needs of of those preparing for further education, seeking employment or planning to start their own business. The LCVP is funded by the Department of Education and Science under the National Development Plan.

LCVP is also a subject that can be taken on for the senior cycle that entails continuous coursework and key skills including communication, team work, problem solving and is practical as it will set students up for the world of work. This and the LCA is a step in the right direction, however it must be recognised that different people learn in different ways (Gardener and his theory on multiple intelligences), and the Irish education system must take this on board and come up with more ways of assessment that suits the various intelligences.

