To: 
Advisory Group on Reasonable Accommodations 

Date: 
17.05.07

The reasonable accommodations currently available to students with illnesses and/or temporary/lifelong difficulties, which preclude their accurate demonstration of learning, in certificate examinations have greatly increased the access to such examinations. This is a most welcome development since achievement of certification in these examinations is still the biggest indicator for successful and independent living in Ireland. 

While the paradigm shift, of decreasing traditional barriers in education, is still in a developing stage in Irish post primary education, these accommodations by their very existence, set a standard of inclusivity for schools as well as decreasing the impact of disability/difference/injury on performance of individuals.

Although modified assessment, testing knowledge and skill in subject appropriate ways, would ultimately be more appropriate for all students, it is vital that the integrity of the current examination process is maintained for its lifetime while specific accommodations to remove unessential barriers are provided. I believe, however, that there are a number of ways in which the system could be broadened to cater more fairly for specific groups of people and could be streamlined to be more cost-effective over the long term. 

1.
Firstly, the provision of reading and writing accommodations (access to a reader, spelling/grammar waivers and use of tape recording/word processing/scribe) needs to be reviewed. Does giving these provisions only to students who have specific learning difficulties rather than borderline or mild general learning difficulties mean that those of lesser intellectual ability, as demonstrated in psychological assessments, are doomed to achieving what they can on their own? If modifications and accommodations in teaching these students are recommended, so that their learning can be maximised, then it would appear that testing modifications which allow them to demonstrate their learning is also indicated. 

2.  With regard to provision of accommodations for those students who have specific learning difficulties, which is, I presume, based on the fact that they have been unable to achieve standards of literacy that are in line with their actual ability, the deciding factors about whether to grant accommodations need to be revisited. For students of high average/superior ability who have learned and can process information at a high level, the crude measurement of attainment on reading and spelling of isolated words, with the same cut off point for all, seems unfair. For example a student with an IQ score of 120(+) is quite unlikely to read and spell so badly on these specific skill tests so that she/he will score below the 20th %ile. Nevertheless, due to their specific learning difficulties, when faced with reading and writing in context, the students’ ability to perform these skills in timed tests severely limits their capacity to demonstrate actual learning and ability. It may be more appropriate to develop a system of determining eligibility for accommodations that is based on discrepancy (the original way of determining the degree of specific learning difficulty) rather than having the same cut-off attainment scores for all. A true higher thinker who spells at the 25th%ile and has difficulties with timed processing of information that has to be read, for example, will be penalised in marking schemes if no accommodation is made for their disability so that their ability can be assessed. There are many historic examples of good thinkers and writers who failed to demonstrate their ability in examinations and this system provides an opportunity to correct this problem. There are many ways to approach this such as: comparing literacy scores with IQ scores, using tests which measure the same things that will be measured in exams (such as contextual reading/spelling rather than isolated words) or automatically granting the use of word processors (with available tools) to those with these difficulties.

3. I cannot envisage a life/study situation beyond post primary school where individuals will not have access to word processing for the rest of their lives, if they choose to use it. I believe that limited access to these tools has become seriously discriminatory since all students in some schools are now permitted to use them for all learning and assessment. I encountered a situation this year in which a student’s quality of handwriting was considered too good to warrant the use of a word processor. In fact the student needs to be able to read over his work and insert the words he omits in initial drafts, due to a specific language processing difficulty, so that the intended response/essay, rather than parts thereof, can be read by others. This is one of the most classic traits of dyslexia and there is insufficient time in examinations to rewrite whole passages by hand once the errors of omission have been detected.

4.
While I realise that there needs to be some reasonable time constraint in examinations, it does not appear that those with specific difficulties (other than medical/physical/sensory) are given any time considerations in the current system. I am aware that an additional time allocation was given to all students but this does not seem to level the ground for those with difficulties as other students can also use this time to enhance their written performance. In most higher education/employment situations successful completion of tasks in a reasonable, rather than specific, timeframe is acceptable.

5.

For students who have difficulties associated with Asperger syndrome I believe that it would be appropriate to consider them eligible for accommodations in writing even if their degree of difficulty with this is not as severe as others with specific writing difficulties. Their language difficulties/idiosyncracies are well documented in the research literature and their difficulties, although not considered severe by onlookers, can cause undue anxiety, which prevents them demonstrating their ability. Many of these students are accomplished users of word processors and associated tools: preventing their use of such tools in examination circumstances, when they use them in all others, is very difficult for them to comprehend and seems an unnecessary barrier.

6.  The provision of access to readers and separate centres also warrants review. While some students, those who have sensory/health/mental health difficulties or those who make audio recording of their responses, need a completely separate centre in order to perform in examinations and not contaminate the process for other students, there are many who could be accommodated in groups that are smaller than the main centres. For example, students with access to reading, who are sitting the same paper, could have the paper read to them in its entirety at the beginning of an exam and then be well spaced in a large room for additional reading throughout the exam. Earplugs could be worn to prevent distraction while passages are being read for others in the room. The numbers accommodated in this way could be tailored according to the amount of reading in a given exam, for example more students could be facilitated in a group for the Mathematics exam than in English, which has extended passages. Alternatively, if talking text could be created for examination papers, where highlighted sections could be read on command, students could be accommodated in groups with computers and headphones. This would involve initial expenditure but would significantly reduce the number of individual superintendents. If the current system continues, schools that have large numbers of separate centres will need someone on site that can co-ordinate them (deal with potential difficulties with audio equipment, manage emergency absence etc.) for the duration of the examination process

7.   I believe that the extension of spelling/grammar waiver and/or automatic use of word processing facilities with associated tools should be extended to all subjects, especially at leaving certificate level. While marks are not specifically allocated for these skills, in non-language subjects, there is no doubt that the presence of extremely weak structure and spelling has an impact on the marks that students with specific difficulties receive. This is particularly evident in subjects where essay-style answers are required.

8. There also appears to be a need to clarify the situation with regard to Special Needs Assistants employed at schools during certificate examinations. It states in some contracts that assistants are available to work throughout the examination period but it is unclear whether this includes acting as superintendents in separate centres. There are many issues relating to this but I believe it would be useful to clarify the position so that individuals and schools are clear about the national standard. 

9. Finally I would like to address the issue of placing asterisks and explanations on certificates issued to students. It seems that accommodation is given with one hand and its benefits potentially taken away with the other. I think that it reflects a lack of comfort with granting accommodations. Perhaps it would be more appropriate for institutes of further education and employers to ask their own questions with regard to accommodations for situations where areas that needed accommodating in examinations would indicate an inability to perform essential tasks. The placing of asterisks indicates that the certificate is lesser or at least different to one without same.

I would like to indicate that these are my personal observations and opinions, based on a lengthy period of working in special education (mainly with students of at least average ability) in Ireland and abroad. I am currently working in Mount Temple Comprehensive School (81002K) but my views in this submission are not a representation of general school opinion. I would be happy to be part of any further research or work in this area if asked to do so.

Yours sincerely,

Audrey Halpin

 (087-2815325)

halpa65@yahoo.com

