
[image: image1.png]IVEA

Representing Vocational
Fducation Committees




M/s Andrea Feeney
Corporate Affairs Division

State Examinations Commission

Cornamaddy

Athlone

Co Westmeath
Dear M/s Feeney
Further to your correspondence of 16 April inviting the IVEA to make a submission to the Advisory Group and your subsequent telephone conversation with our Pat O’Mahony, I have pleasure in attaching a copy of the IVEA submission.

We appreciate your cooperation in accepting our submission at this late stage and apologies for the lateness.
We would be happy to meet with you or other members of the Advisory Group either to respond to any query or to flesh out our submission further. 

Should you need to contact the IVEA regarding this or any related matter, please feel welcome to contact our Education-Research Officer, Pat O’Mahony, on his mobile at any time – 087 2304539.
Yours sincerely

Michael Moriarty
General Secretary Irish Vocational Education Association
26 July 2007

IVEA SUBMISSION TO ADVISORY GROUP ON REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS AT CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONS
26 JULY 2007
CONTEXT
Until the reasonable accommodations option, originally termed special consideration, was first introduced, schools and teachers generally tended to assume that those who could not read and write to something like the standard essential to obtaining an Arts Degree from a university were unintelligent and not capable of benefitting from much that our second or third level education systems had to offer.  

The fact that many of those rejected by our education system went on to achieve to a very high level both in the work place and in the community seemed to be ignored and schools / teachers continued to categorise as failures those students whose reading and writing was not up to an arbitrary standard.  Indeed, prior to the general dissemination of the marking schemes used in the certificate examinations, a significant minority of students would not obtain a pass mark in subjects such as English until they received their Junior Certificate results.  Until those students received their Junior Certificate results most of their work in subjects requiring significant reading or writing would be deemed to be of a standard insufficient to merit even a D grade at ordinary level in in-house examinations.
Slowly but surely, the putting in place of the reasonable accommodations option has improved this situation and now teachers, schools and the Examinations Commission tend to reward student achievement much more fairly.  However, a number of serious issues remain to be addressed.
In today’s world, where most young people legitimately have expectations of completing senior cycle education and then proceeding to complete some kind of third level qualification, followed by a lifetime of dipping in and out of education / learning programmes, it is absolutely essential that all young people be entitled, as of right,  to transparent opportunities to demonstrate their education / training achievements / attainments (skills, knowledge and competences) in whatever manner they can best demonstrate these achievements.   
The reality of our 21st Century world is that only a minority of workers are required to read and write to a level that was once deemed to be essential to success in public examinations.  Most of us, however, need to be able to communicate far better, both in one-to-one situations and with groups, than was ever required previously.  The means of communications have expanded dramatically and the new media / communications require knowledge, skills and competences that are far removed from what was required to communicate effectively even a generation ago.  Today, the emphasis is on making oneself understood to the target of one’s communications - rather than writing elegantly in copperplate.  The ultimate test of a communication is whether or not it is understood by the intended recipient.
While there are a range of issues that impinge on the matter of reasonable accommodations, the capacity to communicate effectively lies at the kernel.

Significant matters that need to be considered include inter alia the following.

· DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S PRACTICE OF ANNOTATING EXAMINATION CERTIFICATES
The recent decision of the Equality Tribunal which held that the DES had discriminated against two leaving certificate students with dyslexia by annotating their leaving certificates would seem to be significant here, though it has to be acknowledged that the case is currently being appealed to the Circuit Court. 

Irrespective of the outcome of the Circuit Court appeal, the following grounds are adduced in favour of the ‘annotation practice’ being discontinued. 

· The practice manifestly labels the recipients of annotated certificates as being ‘less able’ than those whose certificates are not annotated.  Indeed, the practice effectively reveals personal, confidential and quasi-medical information that predisposes the holder of an annotated certificate to discrimination without serving any useful educational purpose.  In effect, the practice results in a breach of the young person’s privacy – a right that is protected by both Article 40.3 of the Irish Constitution and Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights. 

· Scripts are annotated only in the case of examination candidates with ‘reading / writing’ difficulties; those who are otherwise disabled are not identified in any way through an annotation of their certificates.  
· The annotation enables an employer to identify a job applicant with a reading / writing disability prior to even being given an interview – thus preventing the job candidate from demonstrating what he / she is able to do.  This category of candidate is also being discriminated against on the basis that he / she is being assessed exclusively on the basis of what he / she cannot do while the suitability of other candidates is assessed on the basis of both their strengths and their weaknesses.  
· The primary function of our school system is to facilitate, to the maximum, each student achieving his / her full potential – while at school and over the course of his / her life.  Anything that limits this is at odds with the raison d'etre for our school system.  The certificate examinations are intended to contribute to this process of maximising the nurturing of unique, individual student talents.  Since the current practice of annotating examination certificates hinders rather than enhances this process it is antithetical to what our school system is intended to facilitate and so has no place in the system.  

· It is argued that the annotation of the examination certificates of those who receive reasonable accommodations on the grounds of ‘reading / writing’ difficulties is essential to underpinning the credibility of the certificate examination results - for the purpose of entry to both further education and employment.  However, neither the CAO nor third level colleges make a distinction between the results obtained by those who avail of reasonable accommodations and those obtained without availing of such facility.  On the employment side, HR departments now have available to them a whole raft of instruments for assessing aptitudes and capacities; if the capacity to read fluently, spell accurately or write grammatically is particularly important to employers, it is open to them to test applicants for employment accordingly.  
· Third level colleges do not annotate the awards granted to those who avail of reasonable accommodations – eventhough a far greater proportion of their graduates enter employment than do those exiting the school system.  Indeed, third level colleges only refer to the reasonable accommodations that enrolling students availed of in the Leaving Certificate for the purpose of making determinations about what accommodations they might need to provide to these students at third level. 
· The fundamental reason for granting reasonable accommodations is to provide a level playing pitch so that the dyslexic student, for example, is not discriminated against in demonstrating his / her educational achievements / attainments through sitting one or other of the standardised state examinations.  However, the subsequent inclusion of the notation on the certificate essentially negates the accommodations that were granted at the time of the examination.  What is given with one hand is taken away with the other.  This would seem contrary to the provisions of the Equal Status Act (2000) which, in summary, prohibits discrimination on grounds of disability and requires those who provide services to accommodate the special needs of those who, without such accommodations, would find it impossible to avail fully of such services.
· The mere existence of the annotation practice is prone to dissuade students who could benefit from the reasonable accommodations option from availing of it for fear of being labelled.   This means that significant numbers of students with learning difficulties label themselves, with a consequent negative impact on their self-esteem and their confidence as learners – resulting in a self–fulfilling prophecy to their lasting detriment.  It is nothing short of amazing to see the improved academic performance and confidence of students who acknowledge their need for some kind of reasonable accommodation in examinations so that they may demonstrate their knowledge, skill and competence in examinations in the clear knowledge and belief that they are not, in any sense, unintelligent but need the accommodations facility in order to demonstrate their educational attainments to the fullest.  In an analogous sense, some young people find it difficult to acknowledge that they need to wear glasses – even when not wearing them manifestly constrains their academic or sporting achievements.
· THE EXTENT TO WHICH THOSE WHO NEED REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS ACTUALLY AVAIL OF THEM
While it is difficult to be in any sense definitive about the proportion of those entitled to reasonable accommodations who actually get to avail of the facility, anecdotal evidence would suggest that whether or not an examination candidate entitled to reasonable accommodations gets to enjoy the facility is very much a matter of chance – dependent on the proactivity of the school, individual teachers, the parents, the student, etc.  It is understood that one secondary school had some 36 special centres this year for the state examinations.  This school had devoted a lot of time and resources over the years to assuring that every examination candidate entitled to reasonable accommodations obtains such accommodations.  Unfortunately, most schools have neither the awareness nor the resources to ensure that all their eligible students have the opportunity to avail of these accommodations. 
Structures and processes need to be put in place with a view to ensuring that those entitled to such accommodations have a real opportunity to avail of them.  The current approach of relying on the proactivity of schools, parents or students needs to be replaced by an efficient and effective system for firstly identifying those entitled to them and then encouraging and guiding them to make the most of their entitlements.

The current approach to identifying those entitled to reasonable accommodations is both capricious and cumbersome.  In its current manifestation, the whole system of reasonable accommodations in certificate examinations is quite superficial.  The facility is available provided the parent, the school and the student are sufficiently persistent to overcome all the obstacles that lie in the path of those who wish to avail of the facility.
· THE NEED FOR EARLY INTERVENTION
While a reform of the reasonable accommodations system / process would constitute significant progress in terms of providing a level playing pitch at the point of the certificate examinations, the overall benefit to all students eligible for such accommodations would still be quite marginal as many of these students will already have had their education and general development grievously encumbered by the failure of the school system, in earlier years, to provide them with similar accommodations on a daily basis and particularly at the time of in-house examinations / tests.
The whole reasonable accommodations system needs to be integrated into the implementation of the EPSEN Act if it is to achieve what was originally intended.
In the Implementation Report: Plan for the Phased Implementation of the EPSEN Act 2004
 it is estimated that some 18% of school students have some form or other of special education need, with approximately one third of these experiencing a specific learning difficulty that would entitle them to reasonable accommodations in certificate examinations.  While it is acknowledged that a significant proportion of the 18% would only require a waiver on spelling and grammar, nevertheless a very significant proportion of these students would, on a daily basis, need accommodations such as a reader / scribe or the use of some kind of assistive technology (dictaphone, laptop, etc.) to make the most of what the school has to offer them educationally – to complete homework / class-work or even the most elementary kind of test.  It seems that if these supports were to be provided from the day a student commenced school, the educational attainments of many of these students would be much closer to their potential than they are currently.  Furthermore, it may be argued, with considerable justification, that much of the student indiscipline that afflicts our second level schools today could be avoided were the learning difficulties of students addressed effectively from the very beginning of their schooling.  Students who find it difficult or impossible to achieve in the context of the school’s academic structure will seek to be recognised in some other way – usually by behaviour that  disrupts both the teaching and the learning.  The critical issue here is that, in the medium to long term, the reasonable accommodations system for certificate examinations needs to be integrated into the totality of the support system that it is proposed to put in place for SEN students through the phased implementation of the EPSEN Act of 2004.  The certificate examinations are towards the end of a student’s compulsory education and, irrespective of how good the accommodations provided at this point may be, they are in many instances, a very significant sense, too late to ensure that the student can fully enjoy his / her enforceable right under Section 1 of the EPSEN Act of 2004 ‘to participate in and benefit from education’.
· THE NEED TO EXTEND THE REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS FACILITY TO ALL STUDENTS WHO NEED IT TO DEMONSTRATE THEIR EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENTS - IRRESPECTIVE OF WHETHER OR NOT THEY FALL STRICTLY WITHIN THE ‘SPECIFIC LEARNING DIFFICULTIES’ CATEGORY 

Currently, the reasonable accommodations facility is only extended to students whose intellectual ability lies within the normal range and who experience difficulties in learning a specific skill such as reading, writing, spelling, grammar and arithmetic.  When students with learning difficulties outside of this category make application for reasonable accommodations, their applications are rejected on the grounds (irrespective of how the rejection may be phrased) that they are not intelligent enough to merit an accommodation.  In other words that they are below what the SEC / DES deems to be normal – in terms of intelligence.  This is a harsh and unconscionable response and one that is very difficult to explain to either the students or their parents.  Notwithstanding their scores on standardised IQ tests, it is the general experience of the practicing teacher that the vast majority of those students deemed to be too unintelligent to merit being granted some kind of reasonable accommodation in certificate examinations invariably obtain better results in standardised examinations if provided with the accommodation of a reader or a scribe or the option of dictating his / her answers to examination questions.  Indeed experience shows that many of these students have highly developed verbal communications skills.  For these reasons, it is recommended that the reasonable accommodations facility should be extended to all certificate examinations candidates who require such a facility in order to demonstrate their educational attainments / achievements.  In this context, it is instructive to note that students, who subsequently went on to gain admission to the Garda Training College and / or to complete apprenticeships in a range of trades with distinction, had their applications for reasonable accommodations rejected on the grounds that their intellectual ability was below that which is found within the average range.  What is average? 
· THE NEED FOR SCHOOLS TO BE APPROPRIATELY RESOURCED WITH A VIEW TO ENSURING THAT ALL STUDENTS WHO ARE ENTITLED TO REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS HAVE A REAL PROSPECT OF BEING IN  A POSITION TO AVAIL OF THEM. 
The task of ensuring that all students eligible for reasonable accommodations have a real prospect of being in a position to avail of them is both important and demanding and, even under the current dispensation, the whole process / system needs to be managed / driven by an appropriately informed and interested member of a school’s teaching staff.  This person should, ideally, have a specific post of responsibility where the duties and responsibilities are very clearly delineated.  For the system to operate effectively, this post holder would need to promote proactively (it is insufficient to merely process applications that are submitted) and facilitate access to reasonable accommodations for every eligible student.  To do this effectively, the post holder would need to know the students well and to liaise with the remainder of the teaching body.  He / she would need to be very much aware of students experiencing learning difficulties – from the first day the student arrives in the school.  The school referred to above (that had the 36 special centres in the 2007 certificate examinations) had put in place a structure and process for ensuring that the person with responsibility for making the reasonable accommodations applications was always thoroughly informed on these matters. Each second level school would need to do likewise.  
Far too many students slip through the cracks at the beginning of their second level education because there is no system in place for identifying those who may be at risk.  Ideally, primary schools should be conveying meaningful reports on all students to the receiving second level schools and these reports should then be the foundation of the second level school’s student learning profile but, until the current objection to the transfer of this information is resolved, it is up to the second level schools, themselves, to build a learning profile for each one of their students.  The creation and maintenance of these profiles is critical to schools meeting the learning needs of students experiencing any kind of learning difficulty.  One of the key functions of the post holder referred to above could be the commencement and ongoing updating / management of these profiles. 
Invariably students / parents need assistance both in completing the applications for reasonable accommodations and in pulling together the necessary supporting documentation – previous exam results, samples of work done under examination conditions, psychological reports, etc.  Oftentimes student with learning difficulties are poor at organising their own affairs at this period in their lives and, without considerable support and encouragement, the application may not get to be submitted.
Sourcing psychological assessments can be very difficult and there are often long delays in their provision.  Students experiencing learning difficulties who also come from disadvantaged backgrounds will probably require considerable persuasion to get them to commence the application process, in the first instance, and then constant support and encouragement to get them to persist with the drawn out process.  
Once the applications are submitted, there are SEC / DES requests for clarifications and further information and these all need to be responded to appropriately or the application will lapse.

Once the SEC / DES advises a school on the outcomes of the reasonable accommodations applications these have to be conveyed to both students and parents and appeals have to be facilitated – again this entails considerable communications with parents and students.  After the appeals have been disposed of, candidates whose applications have been successful will need to be prepared to avail of the accommodations that have been offered them.  In the case of a tape being allowed, this may well mean sourcing the appropriate tape recorder (something that is not always easy to do, since the SEC / DES insists on the use of C60/90 cassette tapes) and getting the candidate trained in the proper use of the tape recorder.  Finally, suitable superintendents have to be organised for the special examination centres that are established to accommodate candidates who are allowed readers, tapes, etc.  

During the examinations, a school that has a significant number of special centres needs to devote considerable attention towards making sure that everything is running smoothly in the special centres.  This will mean significant extra work for the member of the school staff charged with managing the examinations within the school and, to do this effectively, will require the appointment of extra examination attendants.
In summary, for the reasonable accommodations system to operate to the maximum benefit of those students who need it will require a proper resourcing of the system at school level.  To date, neither the DES nor the SEC seems to have fully recognised this need.
· THE NEED TO EXPAND THE RANGE OF REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS CURRENTLY OFFERED TO CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONS CANDIDATES. 
· While it needs to be acknowledged that the SEC is both reasonable and flexible when it comes to requests from schools and colleges for the establishment of special centres to accommodate students experiencing difficulties in sitting public examinations, nevertheless, it is felt that the reasonable accommodations currently on offer need to be expanded to ensure that all students have an equal opportunity to demonstrate their educational attainments in certificate examinations.  In reviewing the range of accommodations currently on offer, it would be important to have regard to developments in the area of ICT. 
· Notwithstanding the kindness and co-operation of SEC staff when crises occur at examination times, there is an urgent and compelling need for some kind opportunity for students to repeat examinations where, through no fault of their own, they are unable to sit one or more papers in a certificate examination.  The availability of this option is particularly important to students sitting the Leaving Certificate examination.  
As a former school principal, this writer has had to organise special centres for students to sit Leaving Certificate papers on the morning that parents and siblings were buried.  In one case, a student who was repeating the Leaving Certificate in order to obtain the points for medicine had to sit Honours papers in Chemistry and Physics in the days between his teenage brother’s accidental drowning and his funeral.  On other occasions, family tragedies or sudden candidate illness resulted in students having to repeat a whole school-year.  If third level colleges can provide opportunities for students to repeat examinations, even when they fail them the first time, why can the SEC not provide such opportunities?  To ask a student to sit a critical examination within hours of witnessing the death of a close family member is both cruel and unconscionable – no matter what the justification.  Was an employer to require an employee to attend for work in a similar context would be deemed totally unacceptable.  It should be possible to devise a system that would ensure that only those who genuinely merit such an accommodation would be allowed avail of it.  
CONTEXT
The introduction of the reasonable accommodations facility has had a significant impact on the way second level students are both taught and assessed and, consequently, the culture of our schools has begun to adjust in order to take account of the real needs and aptitudes of their students.  We have now reached a point where the reasonable accommodations system needs to be reformed in the context of our own experience and best practice internationally.  The reasonable accommodations system also needs to be integrated into the day to day life of the school – its students and its teachers.

While some may see the whole reasonable accommodations system as a mere add on that comes into play at examination time, it has been much more than that and its existence has contributed greatly to our schools becoming more caring and relevant institutions – for many of their students.  The next phase in the evolution of the system has the potential to transform, for the better, teaching, learning and assessment in our schools system – thereby ensuring that all students have a real chance to gain fully from the opportunities that our schools provide.
. 

� http://www.ncse.ie/docs/ncse_imp_report.pdf
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