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ASTI SUBMISSION

ADVISORY GROUP ON REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS AT THE CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONS
INTRODUCTION
The ASTI notes the context for the current review as arising from the November 2006 decision of the Equality Authority which found the system of annotation of students’ examination Certificates to be discriminatory and contrary to the requirements of the Equal Status Acts, 2000-04.  The ASTI also notes that the Department of Education and Science has stated that it will present a legal challenge this decision.  The outcome of this legal challenge will be significant and will have a number of policy consequences which will invariably extend beyond the assessment and certification process in the Certificate examinations to include issues in relation to ensuring equity of access to education for persons with special educational needs.  In these circumstances, the ASTI does not consider that it would be appropriate to make a statement on the issue of the annotation of students’ examination Certificates.  Rather, in its submission below, it makes a number of observations on the current system of reasonable accommodations in the certificate examinations, on the assessment and identification of students with special educational needs, and on administrative and other issues facing schools in relation to  reasonable accommodations.
OBSERVATIONS ON LEAVING CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION
The opening statements on the status of the Leaving Certificate examination in the 2000 Report of the Expert Advisory Group on the Certificate Examinations remain relevant to the current review:

“”Any consideration of arrangements for the examination of candidates with special needs has to recognise that the Leaving Certificate Examination is a key point in the lives of students.  On the one hand, performance on the examination is taken to represent students’ achievement after 13 or 14 years of education. On the other, it is used to make important distinctions about students’ future education, which, in turn seriously affects their life chances.  The examination enjoys a high status and is regarded by most people as a fair means of making decisions about students’ educational achievements.  It is essential that fairness to all candidates, and the perception of fairness, be maintained in the administration of the examination.”
The “high-stakes” nature of the examination was affirmed in the comprehensive discussion paper on Senior Cycle prepared by the NCCA in 2002.  This paper underlined the enduring nature of the societal consensus on the need to retain the fairness, credibility and currency of the examination. 
“As this Paper has already established, the assessment arrangements associated with the Leaving Certificate enjoy public confidence in terms of standards, status and currency.…Their perceived objectivity is seen as a major strength of the Leaving Certificate.”
The “gateway function” of the Leaving Certificate examination, and the social confidence which it enjoys, assumes greater significance in our much observed national context of sustained social change.
The ASTI has reiterated these observations because it strongly believes that the assessment and certification functions of the examination are extremely important for individuals in terms of entry to employment and progression to further education and training.  The ASTI would also underline that there is a need for balance in terms of achieving compatibility between the multiplicity of aims and objectives in education policy.  
ISSUES IN CURRENT RACE PROVISION
A number of issues have emerged in teachers’ professional discourse on the present system of RACE.  Some of these were also raised in the Report of the Expert Advisory Group in 2000; some have emerged as schools have, in this brief seven-year period, become markedly more diverse in terms of student intake.  These issues are highlighted below.

PROVISION OF EXTRA TIME

Circular S11/2000 provides for the provision of extra time in four subjects following a recommendation in the 2000 Report that, by making the time element in an examination less critical, the special needs of some candidates could be better met. This system in now in place for over seven years and the ASTI is not aware if any analysis of its uptake and correlating marking outcomes has been undertaken.  There is for some time a strongly held view among teachers that this measure in fact confers an advantage on students who do not have special educational needs and who tend to be in the higher achievement groups.  The ASTI strongly recommends that this measure be dis-continued.

Assessment of Students

The Report of the Expert Advisory Group in 2000 provided a statement of principles for the provision of reasonable accommodations to students.  This statement of principles remains valid. The core principle is that special arrangements are designed to assist a candidate in demonstrating their achievements in an examination setting: they are not designed to compensate for a possible lack of achievement arising from a disability. Concomitantly, such arrangements should not give some candidates an advantage over other candidates.  Teachers have expressed concerns that a number of developments in schools could undermine this core principle.  
The most enduring concern of teachers relates to the assessment of students’ needs.  Similar concerns were raised in the 2000 Report in the section on Candidate Identification.  Notwithstanding the Report’s treatment of the problems, and the subsequent issuing of Circulars S40/94, S11/2000 and S70/00, schools have yet to be issued with clear guidelines for the identification of students who might require RACE.  The application forms do not provide sufficient advice in this regard.  For example, at present, applications are considered where it can be established that a student whose general intellectual ability is below the average range also has a more specific learning difficulty. The reality is that schools do not have adequate allocations of specialist teaching personnel –viz., Learning Support Teachers, Resource Teachers and Guidance Counsellors - who are capable of testing and assessing students’ needs.  This problem is greatly exacerbated by the difficulties in accessing the assessment services of NEPS.  Lack of assessment capacity in schools was analysed in detail in the 2006 NCSE Implementation Report on the Plan for the Phased Implementation of the EPSEN Act, 2004.  The lack of standardised assessment criteria for RACE and the poor capacity of schools to provide assessment raises serious questions in relation to the equity in the current system.

Equity in Current System
Problems in the assessment of students raise issues in relation to equity in the current system. Another equity issue was raised in the Expert Report which remains to be addressed. This relates to those students who do not demonstrate evidence of a discrepancy score between measures of their ability level and their achievement level but who, nonetheless, appear to have the same kind of cognitive difficulties as those who demonstrate a high discrepancy score.  There is ample evidence to indicate that students from disadvantaged homes and communities fall into the former category; such students, because they do not meet the assessment criteria for additional supports from the NCSE, are not necessarily guaranteed learning support to enable them to overcome their literacy or numeracy difficulties. 
The issue of equity of access for students is even more problematic because of the wide definition of special educational needs in the EPSEN Act 2004 and the enforceable right conferred on persons with such needs to “participate in and benefit from education” (Section 1, NCSE ’06).  The NCSE estimates that, given the definition of special educational needs in EPSEN Act, the prevalence of SEN is almost 18% of children.  The NCSE’s 2006 Report provides a wide-ranging analysis of the implications of this prevalence rate which should be examined in detail by the Advisory Group.

Finally the issue of equity must also be raised in the context of the potential for abuse in the current system.  The 2000 Report raised the issue of the wide variation between schools in terms of application rates for RACE.  There is widespread anecdotal evidence that parents who can afford to commission private educational or psychological assessments for their children can subsequently secure RACE provision which, teachers claim, gives them an unfair advantage over other students.  The 2000 Report also made the point that evidence of discrepancy between ability and achievement level is not necessarily due to a disability or specific learning difficulty but, rather, a result of poor motivation or failure to study.
The ASTI is aware of the complexity of the above issues which the Advisory Group must take on board. Potential solutions to these issues could include the development of a standardised procedure for the identification of candidates who require RACE.  Schools should be encouraged to engage in the process of submitting applications for RACE early in the school year in order to ensure sufficient time for additional documentation to be provided where necessary and for appeals to be dealt with. The provision of assessment documentation verifying the needs of candidate should also be required. As noted in the 2000 Report, given that candidates are already in school for three years before their first Certificate examination, adequate assessment procedures should be conducted well in advance of the examinations and the applications process for RACE. 
NEWCOMER STUDENTS
The system of RACE was put in place to assist students with disabilities and other special educational needs following advice from the National Disability Authority and in accordance with the requirements of the Equal Status Acts 2000-04.  At school level, a view is emerging that some newcomer students should also be entitled to reasonable accommodations in their examinations on the basis of the entire examination being conducted in a language which is not their native language and in which they may not have had the time or the sufficient level of language support to acquire an age appropriate level of competency.  Such students, it is claimed, should also be entitled to reasonable accommodation in terms of a waiver in the assessment of spelling/grammar in their language examination papers.  The ASTI recommends that the Advisory Group consider this emerging issue.
SUMMARY

As noted at the beginning, the imminent legal proceedings in relation to the decision of the Equality Authority will determine whether the system of annotation of examination Certificates will remain.  Whatever the outcome of these proceedings, the ASTI is strongly of the view that the fundamental principle of RACE –namely that it is a form of assistance rather than compensation to students with special educational needs – should be maintained.  It would also argue against any measure which would undermine the validity and currency of the Leaving Certificate certification process.  In this context, the ASTI would underline that a proper balance should be achieved between  the needs of students who have received assistance to undertake the Certificate examinations and the needs of the majority of students to have a fair, transparent and valid system of assessment and certification. 
