Submission to the Advisory Group on Reasonable Accommodation at the Certificate Examinations

ACCS welcomes the current review by the advisory group on Reasonable Accommodation at the Certificate Examinations. The original report of the expert Advisory Group on Certificate Examinations published in January 2000 and the arrangements which were put in place consequent on that report, have made a positive contribution to the provisions for pupils with physical and learning difficulties in the important area of state examinations. School managements report that both the Department of Education and Science and the State Examinations Commission have been particularly accommodating and helpful to them in the management of these arrangements.

Listed below is a range of issues, which we suggest should be considered in the context of the present review.

1. Current arrangements cover students who have physical and/or specific learning difficulties. There is, in our view, a need to re-examine the meaning of these terms in the context of the EPSEN Act of 2004. Arrangements should be made to include students with syndrome related disabilities (e.g. autism, aspergers syndrome etc.) and students with emotional and behavioural disabilities. Many of these pupils are allocated resource teaching and/or special needs assistants in their teaching but have no automatic route to accommodation in examinations. The interest of the pupils themselves and of other students requires that this issue be considered.

2. If reasonable accommodation arrangements are to be effective and of benefit to students, they must have the opportunity to familiarise themselves with these arrangements both in their classroom experiences and in the conduct of school exams and tests. This requires the provision of appropriate resources for schools in equipment, in manpower and in the training of those who will undertake this task. It raises also the issue of timing. It could be argued that decisions relating to reasonable accommodation should be made a full year in advance of the examination to which they refer so that students can be properly prepared to avail of such accomodation.

3. The need for psychological reports to underpin applications for reasonable accommodation at Leaving Certificate level often presents difficulties for schools. Access to NEPS services is already presenting increasing difficulty in meeting the requirements of the EPSEN Act. Consideration should be given to an enhanced role for school personnel in the assessment of need for reasonable accommodation at Leaving Certificate, as is currently the practice at Junior Certificate level.

4. The current Reasonable Accommodation arrangements provide for:

· an allowance of 10 minutes per scheduled hour for those pupils who have the help of a scribe.

· provision for breaks or rest periods in each examination session up to a maximum of 20 minutes where warranted by the physical or medical condition of the candidate

It is quite likely that candidates with physical conditions will also require a scribe. It is not entirely clear whether these provisions are cumulative or otherwise. There is already some concern about the length of time which is required of all students in the course of the examinations – as much as 6.5 hours on some days. For students requiring special accommodation this is an exceptional pressure. This matter should be examined in detail during the course of the review.

5. The guidelines for schools, superintendents, readers, scribes and other personnel involved in the provision of reasonable accommodation should be revisited and appropriate training procedures for these personnel be put in place to ensure consistency throughout all centres.

6. In the case of pupils with hearing or with visual impairment, provision is made for pupils to be exempted from some examination components or to have modified question papers supplied. These arrangements are essential and well justified for pupils with these disabilities. We suggest, however, that those responsible for the setting of examination papers be asked to examine the degree to which tests might be made “disability proof”. A “code of practice” to be followed in the preparation of tests should be considered.

7. The provision of explanatory notes on certificates of results has been the subject of some controversy. It is the view of ACCS that the integrity and credibility of examination results must be fully preserved in the interest of all pupils including those with special educational needs. For this reason we believe that certificates of results should give a full picture of both the attainment and the limitations of the student. A careful study is required of the means by which this may be accomplished.

8. It has been recommended that schools should establish procedures for the early identification of pupils requiring reasonable accommodation. It would be useful if a template for such procedures were made available to guide schools in this regard.

We wish the advisory group well in its deliberations and look forward to its conclusions.

