Submission to the Advisory Group on Reasonable Accommodations for State Examinations. 

Working within the post primary education system, for a fee-paying second level school, I would like to take this opportunity to comment on the current situation regarding the allocation of reasonable accommodations for students with special educational needs at Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate level. 

I have recently completed a postgraduate qualification (HDip SEN) in the School of Education and Lifelong Learning at University College Dublin and   I am now working towards completion of a M.Ed. in SEN. During my studies and in my role as SEN Co-ordinator I have observed and been concerned by a number of anomalies within the present system which may hinder students who have been diagnosed with SEN, participating within the state examination system. My main concerns and observations may be listed as follows:

1. In applying for reasonable accommodations for students at Leaving Certificate level, evidence is generally required in the form of recent educational assessments. Within the fee-paying school structure, parents are usually requested to provide these assessments as representatives of NEPS psychologists are not assigned to such schools. Assessments are carried out to establish what reasonable accommodations should be applied for and what recommendations can be followed to aid students within the established educational system of examinations. On receiving recommendations, parents expect that schools will then apply for reasonable accommodations that are suggested. There are two discrepancies that schools can encounter on this basis:
· The reasonable accommodations recommended by psychologists do not fall within the guidelines stipulated by the state examinations commission.
· The RACE representative, who visits the school to establish what recommendations should be put forward to the commission, can make decisions, based on a limited period of testing, which disregard previous educational assessments and diagnosis. 
2. In applying for reasonable accommodations for the Leaving Certificate, one of the questions on the application form relates to whether students have availed of any accommodations during in house examinations. This would seem to indicate that if students have done so then there would be an argument that they should receive the reasonable accommodation during their state exams. However, if schools implement this and inform teachers that the student should receive, for example, spelling & grammar waivers then teachers take that into consideration during exams, the student may be again disadvantaged as the RACE representative can recommend no accommodation when it comes to Leaving Certificate level.
3. The time it takes from application for reasonable accommodations to the decision on what accommodations are allocated is unreasonably long, especially if students appeal the decision as they may not know the outcome of the appeal until a very short period before the exam. Furthermore, if their appeal is unsuccessful, they are likely to be very concerned going into their state examinations.
4. Additional time for students is allocated for students who have a physical need. Students with specific learning difficulties are disadvantaged as timing is an issue in terms of reading the question, focusing on how to formulate an answer and time to check spelling and grammar. Extra time should be an option for SEN students with specific learning difficulties.
5. At Leaving Certificate level, additional time has been allocated to all students in English, Irish, Geography and History. Students who normally receive additional time of 10 minutes per hour, up to a maximum of 30 minutes, in all other subjects, only receive an additional 10 minutes in these subjects, although they will receive up to 25 minutes in all other subjects. Thus, students are put in an unfavourable position in English, Irish, Geography and History in comparison to the general allocation of additional time.
6. At Junior Certificate level, schools are given the responsibility of allocating reasonable accommodations. This would seem to be a sensible approach as the SEN departments are working with students throughout and so will be well placed to consider what accommodations are suitable, within the guidelines set by the state examinations commission. However, it would be an advantage for students to receive their accommodations at this level and that these accommodations should then be set for all of their school exams and Junior and Leaving Certificate examinations. A more formal process at this stage, perhaps involving RACE representatives, would provide consistency for students and diminish the concerns around the allocation of reasonable accommodations in the run up to Leaving Certificate. SEN staff would have a longer period within which to prepare students for the state examinations, taking into consideration the allocated accommodations from Junior Certificate. 
8. As one of the aims of the allocation of reasonable accommodations is to diminish, as far as possible, the impact of a physical or learning need, in terms of attainment, why is it that students who are above average or gifted, are unable to receive any accommodations as they are not able to indicate their potential as their ability compensates so that they fall above the criteria for accommodations? 
9. Reading Comprehension is an area which many students with specific learning difficulties have concerns with. Additional time should be allocated for students with such needs during examinations. Comprehension is a skill required for all subjects and a difficulty in this area needs further consideration. 
Yours truly,

Val Reilly

SEN Co-ordinator
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