Submission to Advisory Group on Reasonable Accommodations at the Certificate Examinations

Submitted by Ms. Síobhra Aiken, President of the Union Secondary School Students, Mr. Niall Dennehy, Education Officer of the Union Secondary School Students, Ms. Aoife Price, Welfare Officer of the Union of Secondary School Students.

We are very pleased that an advisory body has been set up to re-examine/review policy on Reasonable Accommodations at the Certificate examinations.

There are a number of issues that we would like to raise. The first refers to the first point in the terms of reference regarding access, participation and benefit for all students.  In order to apply for reasonable accommodations at certificate level, it is necessary to have a report from an Educational Psychologist.  This could be the first stumbling block for many students as access to Educational Psychologists is extremely limited.  Presently a limited number of students in any given school will only be assessed in each school year.  This may mean that the resource teacher has to make a choice between two or more students as to who needs the assessment most.  This could result in students that need reasonable accommodations not being able to apply for them because of the lack of an Educational Psychologist report.  Moreover while private reports will be accepted this may not be an option for all students.  Not all parents have €350 to €400 to spend on an assessment.  Added to this, as some disabilities are hereditary for example dyslexia there is also the possibility that parents themselves may not have been educated and may not fully realise the implications of their child not receiving these accommodations. This limited Educational Psychological service may result in all students not having equal access and being unable to benefit from reasonable accommodations that would enable them to achieve at their own highest potential.

The second issue we would like to raise is that when reasonable accommodations are given it is then recorded on the student’s certificate making this a second class certificate.  If accommodations are given it is after detailed reports are submitted and serious consideration is given by the Department to the application.  Most of these students have had to work extremely hard to overcome their disability and far from giving them an advantage over others these accommodations enable these students to reach their own highest ability.  They also have to adjust to sitting an exam in a room on their own, being different from their peers and not having the peer support before and after the exams.

The third issue of concern is that of a reluctance to allow extra time.  Having consulted with students who have applied for this extra time, there appears to be a reluctance to grant this particular accommodation.  It is appreciated that other accommodations are available such as tape recorders but the majority of students we consulted would much prefer to have extra time.  These students also reported the non-granting of extra time to have been a cause of extreme stress to them at a time which in itself is stressful anyway.

With reference to students who experience illness, injury or bereavement at exam time there appears to be very little available to them.  We are aware that some have been granted extra time and those with physical injury to their hands may use tape recorders.  However for those who are physically or mentally unable to complete their certificate examination there appears to be no option but repeat the year.  Surly in this day and age there should be the possibility of the limited number involved sitting their exams in July.  Evan if there were only one or two centres in Ireland. It is very difficult to see how students can be expected to sit an exam perhaps even after the death of a parent or other close relative.

Thank you for taking the time to read this submission.
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