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

The JMB 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 consequent arrangements, are very helpful in the provision for SEN students.   

Consideration and resolution of these current issues would further improve that provision:

1.
Time/Timing

i)

Consideration needs to be given to the extra 20 minutes made available for certain Leaving Certificate subjects so that it is confined to those students who really need it.  The SEC had a fear of restricting it to a particular group as it would involve a process through which the students in question could be identified and this would cause problems.  

The JMB would argue that the real beneficiaries of the extension in time are the more diligent students who ensure that they use up all the available time thereby placing an unnecessary burden on themselves where the examinations run for over 6 hours.  At the same time the 20 minutes is insufficient for those students who really need a time extension.

ii)

The timescale is usually very tight for the documentation to be supplied by schools.  For example, the requirement for three samples of written work might be reduced to a requirement for one sample authenticated by school certification.  Also, is there really a need for endorsement of the school certification?

iii)

It would be very helpful to schools if decisions relating to reasonable accommodation could be made a full year in advance of the examination to which they refer.

iv)

There is a recommendation that schools should establish procedures for the early identification of pupils requiring reasonable accommodation. A template to guide schools for such procedures would be helpful to schools.

2.
Availability/Training of Supervisors

i)

Schools are experiencing great difficulty sourcing appropriate supervisors for one-student centres. 

ii)

The guidelines for schools, superintendents, readers, scribes and other personnel involved in the provision of reasonable accommodation should be revisited and appropriate training procedures and strict protocols for these personnel be put in place to ensure consistency throughout all centres.  Anecdotal evidence suggests there are some inconsistencies in the level and standard of help being provided by personnel.  This issue ties in with the difficulty schools have in getting appropriate supervisory personnel, and the need for schools to have decisions relating to reasonable accommodation made a year in advance of the examination to which they refer.

3.
Waivers

There is concern that the SEC wish to have grammar/spelling waivers noted on student certificates, particularly since these waivers are not applied to any significant degree.

Explanatory notes on certificates of results give rise to controversy, but it is the view of the JMB 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.

4.
Implications of the EPSEN Act, 2004

There is a need to re-examine the meaning of student physical and/or specific learning difficulties in the context of the EPSEN Act, 2004, with arrangements made for students with disabilities such as Autism, Aspergers and Emotional Behavioural Difficulties.  While many of these students qualify in many cases for SEN resources – resource hours and SNA support – they are not automatically accommodated in examinations. 

5.
Equality of Opportunity

Where students are allocated reasonable accommodation at the Certificate Examinations their parents expect the same arrangements for school based examinations.  Schools must be provided with the resources necessary to fulfil this request, which is reasonable in terms of providing equal opportunity for SEN student familiarisation with the formal examination arrangements.

6.
Assessment of Need

The need for psychological reports to underpin applications for reasonable accommodation at Leaving Certificate level presents difficulties for schools. Lack of access to NEPS services presents 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. 

7.
Examination Paper ‘proofing’

Pupils with hearing or visual impairment provision are exempted from some examination components or have modified question papers supplied – an arrangement justified for pupils with these disabilities. However, anecdotal evidence suggests a need to ensure the all examination papers are properly disability ‘proofed’. 
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