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Schooling in the Republic of Ireland 2004 — policy context and

reform agenda.

1. Introduction

While much of the analysis presented here is relevant to the education system before
and beyond schooling, a particular focus is placed on those issues most pertinent to

primary and post-primary schooling.

Four key features of the current policy landscape in education are outlined below:
» The strategic goals of the Department of Education and Science
»  The partnership approach to policy-making
* Equality and Inclusion
» Building and leading the knowledge society

Where relevant, examples are given of recent or current responses to or attempts to
address particular issues or concerns.

At the end of this note, an overview is presented of one major reform initiative that

incorporated system-wide reflection and attempted to integrate foresight processes into
the proposals for change and their implementation strategies.

2. The strategic goals of the Department of Education and Science

The Statement of Strategy 2003-2005 of the Department of Education and Science sets

out the following mission statement:



The mission of the Department of Education and Science is to provide for high-
quality education, which will:

» Enableindividualsto achieve their full potential and to participate fully as
member s if society, and

= Contributeto Ireland’s social, cultural and economic devel opment.*

This mission reflects the dual goals that underpin most education policy debates and
much of official policy discourse. While the goals are generally presented together and
given equal weighting in policy rhetoric, in practice there can often be a tension

between the two goals.

In support of this mission, the Department of Education and Science has undergone
significant reform and restructuring, notably the establishment of a number of
independent and/or statutory agencies to direct work in particular areas. Notable among
these have been the Education Welfare Board and the Special Education Council.

In recent times, education in Ireland has seen the development of an extensive
legidative framework, including the Education Act (1998), the Qualifications Education
and Training Act (1999), the Education Welfare Act (2000), the Official Languages Act
(2003) and the Education for Persons with Disability Bill (2003) Understanding the
implications of these new legidative directives and learning how to interface with new
agencies and organisations has added to the complexity of educationa change for al the
partners in education, and will continue to be a significant feature of Irish education for
the short to medium term

3. The partnership approach to policy-making

Ireland has an established tradition of partnership in policy-making for the social and

economic arena. The policy-making approaches for education share a similar approach.

L www.education.ie




A good case-in-point is the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA).?
This statutory agency advises the Minister for Education and Science on curriculum and
assessment for early childhood education, and for primary and post-primary schools. It
is constituted from representatives of teacher unions, school management organisations,

parents groups, industry and trade union interests. It operates on a consensus basis.

The review of the Primary School Curriculum (1999) — the first mgor review since
1971 - and its subsequent and ongoing introduction in primary schools is generally seen

asa‘success story’ for the partnership approach to policy making.®

However, given the increasing social and cultural diversity in Irish society, consensus
has become more difficult to achieve. While those who are represented on the National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment may feel that they participate in the shaping of
policies, those who are not represented feel themselves to be excluded. The contestation
associated with curriculum has, in recent times, become more marked and more
vociferous. The issue of language in the curriculum for schools, for example, has been
relatively uncontested until recent times. English, Irish and another modern European
language have been studied by the vast mgjority of students. Of late Arabic, Japanese,
and Russian have been provided for and there are calls for additional languages to be
offered, and for access to mother-tongue to be provided for children and students who
have neither English nor Irish as their first language. The NCCA recently published a
paper on thisissue. Consensus on thisissue will be difficult to achieve.

A recent initiative of the Minster for Education and Science entitled Your Education
System involved the publication of a discussion paper on general issues in education and
a series of open public meetings to discuss these and any other issues attendees wished
to raise® Submissions were also sought on the key themes in the paper. This
consultation process aims to inform the directions for education policy for the future.

The introduction to the process sets the context.

2 www.necaie
3 for details of the curriculum, see www.ncca.ie, for details of its introduction to schools, see WWW.pcsp.ie
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Society in Ireland has changed dramatically over the last number of years and
this pace of change will accelerate. Schools as we know them today are unlikely
to look the same in 10-20 years time. What is learned, how it is learned, the role
of teachers, the role of schools and other educational institutions will be very
different in the future. This process is about positioning ourselves so that the Irish
education system develops to reflect societal change. It is about maintaining and
enhancing our international competitiveness. It is about ensuring that our

education system acts as agent of social cohesion.
The themes covered in the discussion paper include:

* Therole of the school in the future

* Thelearning process and how it will change in the future
» |CT and itsimpact on learning

» Examinations/qualifications

» Therole of teachers and other education professionals

* Theissueof quality and parents information regquirements
» Therole of further and higher education into the future

» The need to maintain competitiveness into the future

» Thesocia inclusion agenda

* Theissueof funding

» Therole of communities and their connectivity with education into the future

The Y our Education System initiative is continuing.

4. Equality and Inclusion

The economic development of Ireland during the late 1990s and into the new century
has surpassed all expectations, and has given rise to a heightened awareness of the
pivotal role education plays in increasing prosperity, and the responsibility education
has in promoting social inclusion. While the economic boom enriched educational
opportunities for many there till remains inequality of access, participation and

outcome for many students. Barriers arising from difference in socio-economic status,



ethnicity, disability, and gender all serve to hinder the development of a fully inclusive
and cohesive society.

While these issues have received considerable attention in discussions relating to access
to and experiences of tertiary education in Ireland in recent times, they are an ongoing
feature of policy debates about early childhood, primary and post-primary education.
There is an increasing awareness that as Ireland develops further as an information
society and a knowledge-based economy, the role played by education in laying the
foundations and providing the conditions for lifelong learning and for social and civic
participation is critical. Debates on these issues as they relate to schooling are giving
increasing emphasis to equality of outcome as well as equality of access. While equality
and inclusion issues have been recurring themes in Irish educational policy discourse,
the increasing cultural and ethnic diversity of the school-going population has added a
new strand to the debate.

Recent initiatives to promote greater equity and cohesion in education have placed
increasing emphasis on the empowerment and capacity-building in schools. School
Development Planning® for example, supports schools in self-evaluating across a range

of headings and in the design and delivery of appropriate responses.

The traditional ‘ special programme’ based response is giving way to a greater emphasis
on the integration of services and the schools being the fulcrum of this activity.

5. Building and L eading the Knowledge Society

Ireland is acutely conscious of the emerging dynamics of the knowledge society. As a
country highly dependent on inward foreign investment, its people are its greatest
resource, and an educated, learning-friendly and highly skilled population is central to

economic strategy and planning.

> for information on school development planning in primary schools see www.sdps.ie, for post-primary,
www.sdpi.ie



In keeping pace with these developments, schools in the 21% century are
challenged to enable their learners to develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
they will need to become lifelong learners in the knowledge society. The quality
and relevance of the learning experience schools provide will increasingly depend
on the extent to which they prepare learners to manage the demands of modern

soci ety successfully.

Partner ships between teachers, parents, students, and school management will be
central to the evolving culture of schools which meet the needs of learners in the
knowledge society. In so doing, these learning organisations of the future may
bear only passing resemblance to the schools of the past. (NCCA, Strategic Plan
2003-2006)

The on-going development of the National Framework of Qualifications® and the
ensuing greater awareness of access and progression for all learners has been, and will

continue to be, significant in the overall support for the agenda of lifelong learning.

The demands and pressures on schooling in this context are significant. The dynamics
of the reform process are demanding, and often conflicting. A call for greater flexibility
for learners to alow for more individualised learning paths, especialy for students in
the post-primary education is matched by calls for more students to study physical
sciences and for greater time to be allocated to mathematics. The demand to ensure that
the system can meet the needs of all learners, is accompanied by a warning that high

standards must be maintained.

While these, sometimes contradictory, demands ensure that the process of education
reform remains contested, there is broad agreement that greater accountability is needed
across all sectors of the education system. There is little agreement however, as to the

shape and degree of that accountability.

® www.naai.ie



6. Looking to the future — the case of the reform of senior cycle

education

A short summary of the process of drawing up the reform proposals by the National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment is presented here. More details of the
proposals, the scenario used and all the supporting documentation are available at
www.ncca.ie. The preparation of these proposals used the ‘Toolbox’ and made explicit
reference to the Schooling for Tomorrow project in its documentation. In moving from
a consultative phase on the challenges facing senior cycle education (generally those
sketched in the overview of policy presented earlier in this note) to a set of proposals, a
scenario approach was taken which presented a vision of senior cycle education in
Ireland in 2010.

This ‘future scenario’ was constructed using a number of sources including;

» A comparative study of upper secondary education across systems

» A magor discussion paper on senior cycle education and the options for its
development

* Anonlinesurvey (which attracted considerabl e interest and comment

» Structured bilateral meetings with key agencies and organisations in education,
industrial policy and further and higher education

» Engagement with groups and networks not generally included in traditional
‘partnership’ dialogue in education

» The Schooling for Tomorrow Toolbox

The scenario, presented in a booklet called ‘Directions for Development’ was launched
at a Forum on Senior Cycle Education in Autumn 2003. The scenario for 2010 was
presented and used as the basis for discussion. The scenario was ‘mapped’ using a set
of ‘directions’ connected in the matrix below.



SUPPORTING STRATEGIES

Investment in Professional Information Monitoring,
change development for and research and
for teachers engagement evaluation
and support with parents
for schools and students

I N s
Towards a different school culture for senior

cycle students
[ i I

Towards a re-structured learning experience

at senior cycle
I h

Towards a re-balanced curriculum at senior
cycle

Towards different assessment arrangements
and a new ceirlificate for senior cycle
I h

PLANNING

The use of a scenario and of a general ‘futures' approach was well received. It alowed
for engagement with medium and long-term issues and forced the debate beyond the
urgent and the proximate. Some of the more complex policy themes of Irish education
were addressed through the scenario approach which alowed for the practical
implications of decisions and priorities to be projected into the day-to-day experiences
of schooling for 16-18 year olds.

Those working within education welcomed the fact that the scenario presented called
for system-wide integrated innovation. Considerable disquiet had been expressed in the
consultation process and bilateral meetings at the perceived overload experienced by
schools faced with multiple initiatives with little apparent connection. The scenario was
premised on a range of linked innovations as presented in the matrix above. Those
working outside education also welcomed this approach; they also focused on the long-
term horizon within which the change was planned and the fact that further engagement

in foresight was integrated into the scenario and its supporting strategies.



Although a more formal evaluation of the consultation process based on the ‘Directions
for Development’ has yet to take place, the NCCA who sponsored the consultation is
pleased that it allowed for school communities — parents, teachers, students and
management — to engage with potentially complex issues in an accessible format, and to

actively participate in shaping the educational agenda.

In June 2004, based on extensive engagement with the scenario for 2010, the NCCA
will present a set of proposals for the reform of senior cycle education. These proposals
look to the medium and long-term and emphasise the need for ongoing monitoring to
ensure that foresight continues to inform and shape devel opments to 2010 and beyond.



