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Overview'of'my'talk'today'

• General!overview!of!Irish!EducaDon!system!
•  Time!for!quesDons!and!discussion!

• Policy!developments!in!Literacy!and!Numeracy!
•  Time!for!quesDons!and!discussion!

• Curriculum!Development!in!Lower!Secondary!EducaDon!!
•  Key!quesDons!for!us!to!consider!in!curriculum!development!!

!and!sharing!of!experiences!!



Structure'of'Irish'Educa5on'







The'Irish'educa5on'system
•  EducaDon!!

•  Compulsory!from!age!6R16!
•  Free!in!public!schools!
•  Most!children!start!at!age!5.!
!

•  Primary!schools!
•  Can!start!in!September!aUer!4th!birthday!
•  8!years:!Junior!Infants,!Senior!Infants,!then!classes!1R6!
•  Typically!age!5!to!12.!
!

•  Secondary!schools!
•  Start!aUer!primary!schools.!
•  5!or!6!years:!age!13!R!18!
•  Junior!cycle,!normally!3!years!–!Junior!Cycle!Profile!of!Achievement!!!
•  TransiDon!year!(opDonal,!more!than!half!(54%)!take!up!the!opDon)!
•  Senior!cycle,!2!or!3!years!!!

•  !Leaving!CerDficate!ExaminaDon!(58,000)!
•  !Leaving!CerDficate!Applied!!(VocaDonal!track,!only!5%!in!2018)!



Educa5on'at'a'glance'

•  The!level!of!upper!secondary!a_ainment!among!25R34!yearRolds!is!
one!of!the!highest!among!OECD!and!partner!countries!(91.9!%,!rank!
10/45!,!2017)!

• Almost!all!expected!to!graduate!from!an!upper!secondary!general!
programme!(100!%,!rank!1/33!,!2016)!

•  In!Ireland,!expenditure!on!primary!through!terDary!educaDonal!
insDtuDons!as!a!percentage!of!GDP!is!one!of!the!lowest!among!OECD!
countries!and!partner!economies.!(3.5!%,!rank!35/37!,!2015)!

h_p://gpseducaDon.oecd.org/CountryProfile?
primaryCountry=IRL&treshold=10&topic=EO!!



Policy'actors'in'the'Irish'Educa5on'space'–'all'
under'the'aegis'of'Department'of'Educa5on'and'
Skills

NaDonal!Council!for!
Curriculum!and!
Assessment!

DES!–!Teacher!educaDon!
secDon!
DES!–!InspecDon!of!schools!!!

State!ExaminaDons!
Commission!! Teaching!Council!!



DES'–'work''

• FuncDons!centralised!in!DES!
• general!regulaDons!for!the!
recogniDon!of!schools,!!

• prescribes!curricula,!
•  implementaDon!of!
curricula,!!

•  inspecDon!of!schools,!
• establishes!regulaDons!for!
the!management,!
resourcing!and!staffing!of!
schools,!!

• centrally!negoDates!
teachers’!salary!scales.!



Ac5on'plan'for'
educa5on'E2018
Five!goals!with!key!
themes!that!are!being!
addressed!



The'Na5onal'Council'for'Curriculum'and'
Assessment'(NCCA)'
•  Is!a!statutory!body!of!the!Department!of!EducaDon!and!Skills.!

•  The!twentyRfive!members!of!the!Council!are!appointed!by!the!Minster!for!a!
threeRyear!term.!The!members!represent!the!partners!in!educaDon,!
industry!and!trade!union!interests,!parents’!organizaDons!and!other!
educaDonal!interests.!The!Council!also!includes!one!nominee!each!of!the!
Minister!for!EducaDon!and!Skills!and!the!Minister!for!Children!and!Youth!
Affairs.!The!Minister!for!EducaDon!and!Skills!appoints!the!Chairperson.!!!

•  The!Council!is!supported!in!its!work!by!three!boards!and!a!number!of!
development!groups.!Members!of!these!represent!similar!stakeholders!to!
Council.!!



NCCA Structures 

Council 

 Senior Cycle EC and  
Primary  

Specialist development groups  

Junior Cycle 

Specialist development groups  Specialist development groups  

Executive teams  



A representative Council 

• Teacher unions 
•  School management 
• Trade unions 
• DES and SEC 
•  Business/employers 
•  Parents 
•  Foras na Gaeilge 
•  Nominations of the organisations are appointed by the Minister 





Some'thoughts'on'curriculum
 

! Curriculum is not ‘neutral’ 
! It is a social, cultural, epistemological and political construction 

(Slattery, 2013) 
! It is usually - and should be – contested (Biesta and Priestly, 2013) 
! Direct influence of the NCCA applies in the curriculum as envisaged 

‘name and hope’ approache (Reid,2006) 
! How the curriculum is implemented and mediated by schools/

teachers is key to change (Dempsey, 2015) 



Environmental'Factors

!  Economic recession – education still catching up  
! The speed of globalisation and its twin demands – ‘difference’ and ‘complexity’ 

!  Migration  

! Personalisation of education – the individual or the common good? 

! Marketisation of education – instrumental view of education for work  

!  Social inequality and the lack of a strong commitment to addressing it – access/outcome 

! Generally, responding to ‘imperatives’ 

!  Insufficient investment in education 

 



Competences/skills'agenda

19 



20 



Curriculum'from'early'childhood'
to'end'of'primary'school'



Early'childhood'educa5on

22 

• Aistear’s!guidelines!describe!good!
pracDce!in:!!

• Building/partnerships/between/
parents(and(prac++oners(

•  Learning/and/developing/through/
interac+ons(

•  Learning/and/developing/through/
play(

•  Suppor8ng/learning/and/
development/through/assessment(



Themes

23 

• WellRbeing!
•  IdenDty!and!belonging!
• CommunicaDng!
•  Exploring!and!thinking!



Role'of'play

24 

•  The/playing/adult/steps/sideward/
into/another/reality;/the/playing/
child/advances/forward/to/new/
stages/of/mastery/

Erik!Erikson!
•  Play/is/o@en/talked/about/as/if/it/
were/a/relief/from/serious/learning./
But/for/children/play/is/serious/
learning./Play/is/really/the/work/of/
childhood/

Fred!Rogers!



Primary'school'curriculum

25 



Provision'for'pupils'with'Special'Educa5onal'
Needs
•  The!Department!of!EducaDon!and!Skills!(DES)!provides!for!the!educaDon!of!children!with!
special!educaDon!needs!through!a!number!of!support!mechanisms!depending!on!the!
child’s!assessed!disability.!

•  SecDon!2!of!the!EducaDon!for!Persons!with!Special!EducaDonal!Needs!(EPSEN)!Act!2004!
requires!that:!“A!child!with!special!educaDonal!needs!shall!be!educated!in!an!inclusive!
environment!with!children!who!do!not!have!such!needs!unless!the!nature!or!degree!of!
those!needs!of!the!child!is!such!that!to!do!so!would!be!inconsistent!with:!

!
In!general,!educaDonal!provision!for!children!with!special!needs!is!made:!
•  In!special!schools;!
•  In!special!classes!a_ached!to!ordinary!schools;!
•  In!integrated!sepngs!in!mainstream!classes.!



•  12% of school population 
•  9% of primary school population 

and 3% of second level school 
population  

•  Predominantly White (Of non-Irish 
- 66% White; 9% Black, 14% 
Asian, 10 % Other in 2016 
Census)  

•  Immigrant students are 
overrepresented in larger 
schools, schools located in urban 
areas and those with a socio- 
economically disadvantaged 
intake (Byrne et al 2010)  

 
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/education-forum/
forum-2017-migrant-trajectories-through-education  



Ques+ons?(



Interesting features of the Irish 
education system 



School size at primary and secondary 
17-18 



Gender separation 
• In most European countries (16 out of 26 for which 

data are available) there are no single sex schools for 
15 year-olds.  

• In Ireland approx 44% of all (15 year old) pupils are 
in single sex schools.  

• 17 girls’ schools, 18 boys’ schools and 15 mixed 
schools in the top 50 third level feeder schools (Irish 
Times, 2017) 

 



School autonomy 
 

•  Each school 
•  A board of management (unpaid) 
•  A school principal  
•  Defines 

•  Admission policy 
•  School development plan and school discipline policies. 

•  Selects teachers 
•  Manages its own budget and timetable. 
•  Is a Body Corporate(can be sued, must have insurance) 

•  Most schools have a  “patron” 
•  Traditionally a church body. 
•  Now often “trust bodies” or ETBs 



Role of churches 

! Church schools are often public schools 
◦  Most schools were initially established by a Church and then funded by the state. 

! Most schools are under the patronage of a church 
◦  For historical reasons, different Christian denominations went to different schools. 
◦  The role of the churches is declining (and controversial) 
◦  The majority schools (Roman Catholic) accept non-Catholic students. 

 



Irish primary schools 2018 
Roman!Catholic! 2,785!–!90%!of!students!!

Church!of!Ireland! 174!

MulDdenominaDonal! 115!

InterdenominaDonal!! 17!

!Presbyterian!! 15!

Muslim! 2!

Methodist! 1!

Jewish! 1!

Methodist! 1!

Quaker! 1!

Total) 3.111)



Private schools 
•  There are a small number of private schools 

•  These charge fees.  
•  But also get state funds – teachers are paid by the state, but not the other costs. 
•  About 47 private schools, less than 2% of total. 

 

•  Results 
•  Over-represented in access to higher education 
•  But statistically no better than other schools, but take in better performing students. 
•  A way for parents to give their children an advantage? 



Irish'language'schools'
Enrolment'in'Irish'medium'schools.

In 2018 there are 
147 mainstream 
schools outside the 
Gaeltacht and 101 
inside the Gaeltacht 
with 44,555 students 
in all Irish schools  



Transition Year 

• One year, between the junior and senior secondary cycles (age 15-16) 
 

•  In-school,  
•  Not focussed on the formal curriculum 
•  Wide range of educational activities 
•  Curriculum sampling, projects, work experience. 

 

•  Impact 
•  About 55% participate 
•  Builds confidence, maturity 
•  Contrast with the exam driven approach. 
 



Literacy'and'numeracy'2010E'
present





Literacy'and'Numeracy'Forum'–'October'2018'''
'

•  The!forum!aims!!

•  celebrate!exemplars!of!quality,!excellence!and!innovaDon!in!Literacy!and!Numeracy!
in!the!Irish!school!system!

•  capture!the!voices!of!learners!as!to!their!reflecDons!on!the!literacy!and!numeracy!
competence!and!knowledge!

•  strive!for!excellence!R!providing!curricula!and!learning!outcomes!appropriate!for!
current!and!predicted!future!skills!requirements!and!to!

•  highlight!the!work!of!our!educaDon!partners!and!industry!to!improve!literacy!and!
numeracy!skills!!



Some'things'that'have'worked'at'school'level

• having!literacy!and!numeracy!as!a!major!strand!in!the!school!
development!plan;!

•  raising!the!profile!of!literacy!and!numeracy!amongst!all!members!of!
the!school!community;!

•  focusing!on!literacy!and!numeracy!as!part!of!the!school!selfR
evaluaDon!process;!and!

• having!regular!meeDngs!at!which!literacy!and!numeracy!is!at!the!core!
of!the!school’s!improvement!and!raising!achievement!agendas.!



Lower'Secondary'Educa5on'
Reforms'



Key'Skills'–'Lisbon'Agenda'2000

2006 
2015 

2007 



Curriculum'as'Product….

•  StandardizaDon!
• Rote!learning!&!memorizaDon!
• High!Stakes!Exams!
•  Tracking!
• Accountability!
•  Linearity!
•  Evidence!based!
• DeterminisDc!

Irish classroom 
1920’s….. 

Irish classroom 2016……….. 



What is the purpose of 
education in Junior Cycle?

•  Help students become better learners 
and develop a love of learning 

 
•  Provide a solid foundation for further 

study 

 
•  To develop skills for learning and life 

 
•  To support learning through improved 

reporting to both students and parents 

 
 
 

Research informed us: 
•  Exam dominated 
•  Dynamic of “giving out” and 

“acting up”. 
•  Disengagement in 2nd Year 
•  Self-confidence dis-improved 
•  Streaming showed very significant 

consequences for all 
•  Stress levels high – mental health 
•  Self-image 
•  Lack of competence development 
•  Rote learning 



Structure of the Junior Cycle 

8 Principles 

24 Statements of Learning 

Subjects 
Short 

Courses 
Other Areas 
of Learning 

Level 2 
Learning 

Programmes 

8 Key Skills 

Assessment and Reporting 

C 
U 
R 
R 
I 
C 
U 
L 
U 
M 

Wellbeing 



The)Principles)
of)Junior)Cycle)
Educa&on 

Learning)
to)Learn 

Choice)and)
Flexibility 

Quality 

Crea&vity)
and)

Innova&on Engagement)
and)

Par&cipa&on 

Con&nuity)and)
Development 

Inclusive)
Educa&on 

Wellbeing 



Phased implementation

Sept)2018 Sept)2017 

)
English 

Science 

Business!Studies 

Irish 

Art,!CraU!&!Design 

Modern!Languages 

Maths 

History)
Geography)

Music)
Home)Economics 

)
Wellbeing 

English 

Science 

Business!Studies 

Irish 

Art,)CraT)&)Design 

Modern)Languages 

!
Wellbeing 

!

!
English 

Science 

Business)Studies 

!
!

Sept)2016 



Subjects'in'the'Curriculum:
All!Students!

MUST:!
EssenDal!
Learning:!

English!

Irish!

Maths!

18!Other!
Subjects!



Furthermore:!
 
◆  Other Areas of Learning will also 

be reported on!
 
◆  Schools can offer the Level 2 

Learning Programme 
 

◆  Schools can offer Short Courses !

Sept)2019 

All!subjects!from!2018!plus)
)

Materials)Technology)Wood 

Metalwork 

Technology 

Technical)Graphics 

Religious)Educa&on 

Jewish)Studies 

Classics 

)
Wellbeing 



Flexible)programme)for)student)learning 

Balance)between)knowledge)and)skills 

Dual)approach)to)assessment 

Repor&ng)a)broader)picture)of)learning 

Student)wellbeing)is)central)to)the)
Framework) 

Suppor&ng)con&nuity)and)learning)Y)building)
on)primary)school 

Key)Messages)of) 
Framework)for)Junior)

Cycle)2015 





A Personal Project: Caring for Animals  

Exploring Forensic Science 

Enterprise in Animation  

Chinese Language and Culture  

Artistic Performance  

Coding      

Philosophy 

Digital Media Literacy  

Civic, Social & Political Education 

Social Personal Health Education 

Physical Education  

Short Courses 

 
 

 

Level 3 

Level 2 



Wellbeing 
!

300!&!moving!to!400!hours!over!3!years 

!
•  Physical!EducaDon 

!
•  Social,!Personal!and!Health!EducaDon!

(including!RelaDonship!and!Sexuality!
EducaDon)! 

!
•  Civic,!Social!and!PoliDcal!EducaDon 

!
•  Guidance 



!Why)does)wellbeing)ma\er?)

!

Student!wellbeing!is!present!when!the!
students!realise!their!abiliDes,!take!care!
of!their!physical!wellbeing,!can!cope!

with!the!normal!stresses!of!life,!and!have!
a!sense!of!purpose!and!belonging!to!a!

wider!community.!!
! ! ! ! ! ! !!

!
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Junior Cycle Wellbeing Guidelines (2017) 



Building a shared 
understanding of wellbeing 

It is important that the whole school community 
builds and shares a common understanding of 

wellbeing, especially of what we mean when we talk 
about student wellbeing 

 
Wellbeing for All 

Wellbeing Guidelines p.15 





Who are L2LPs designed for? 

The special needs of 
this child is such as to 

prevent him from 
accessing some or 
all of the subjects 

and short courses on 
offer at junior cycle. 

A Framework for Junior Cycle, 2015 

Learners with a low mild to high moderate 
learning disability 



What are Level 2 Learning 
Programmes? 

•  There are 5 Priority Learning 
Units (PLUs) 
 
 

•  Each PLU focuses on 
developing the social, 
personal and pre-vocational 
skills that prepare students 
for further study, for work 
and for life 

Living in the Community 

Personal Care 

Preparing for Work 

Numeracy 

Communication and 
Literacy 

Plus 2 Short Courses  



CoRcurricular!
acDviDes 

Sports 

CiDzenship 

Student!Council 

Spirituality 

Ethics 

VisiDng!Speakers 

DebaDng 

24)Statements 

)of)Learning 

Key)Skills 

Other)Areas)of)
Learning 

Guidance!and!
Counselling 

Pastoral!
Care 



One$Subject’s$Journey 

Ongoing$assessment$that$supports$
student$learning!

Transition 
from  

Primary 
School 

First Year Second Year Third Year 

Ongoing 
Assessment 

Ongoing 
Assessment 

Check 
In 

Check 
In 

Check 
In 

2nd Year 
 

Classroom-
Based 

Assessment 
Final  

Assessment 

3rd  Year 
 

Classroom-
Based 

Assessment 

1 2 3 



Eight'general'issues'
•  epistemological!(what!should!count!as!knowledge?),!!
•  poliDcal!(who!shall!control!the!selecDon!and!distribuDon!of!knowledge),!!
•  economic!(how!is!the!control!of!knowledge!linked!to!the!exisDng!and!unequal!
distribuDon!of!power,!goods,!and!services!in!society?),!!
•  ideological!(what!knowledge!is!of!most!worth?),!!
•  technical!(how!shall!curricular!knowledge!be!made!accessible!to!students?),!!
•  aestheDc!(how!do!we!act!“arvully”!as!designers?),!!
•  ethical!(how!shall!we!treat!others!responsibly!and!justly!in!educaDon?),!!
•  and!historical!(what!tradiDons!in!the!field!already!exist!to!help!us!answer!these!
quesDons?)!

(Beyer!and!Apple!1988,!p.!5)!



Some'final'comments

School!educaDon!is!one!of!the!most!important!and!contested!policy!
areas!for!governments!across!the!world.!!
Evidence!of!relaDve!performance!internaDonally!has!become!a!key!
driver!of!policy.!!
Human!capital!in!the!form!of!a!highly!educated!populaDon!is!seen!as!a!
key!determinant!of!social!jusDce!and!economic!success.!!
The!pace!and!character!of!social,!economic!and!technological!change!
has!profound!implicaDons!for!how!we!conceive!educaDon!in!the!
future.!!



Discussion!



Websites'to'consult'

• www.ncca.ie!for!all!curriculum!documents!and!examples!of!
assessment!materials!

• www.des.ie!for!Department!of!EducaDon!
• www.teachingcouncil.ie!For!informaDon!on!teacher!registraDon!!
• h_ps://www.educaDon.ie/en/PublicaDons/InspecDonRReportsR
PublicaDons/EvaluaDonRReportsRGuidelines/SchoolRSelfREvaluaDonR
GuidelinesR2016R2020RPostRPrimary.pdf!school!self!evaluaDon!
guidelines!





•  Biesta,!G.J.J.!&!Priestley,!M.!(2013).!CapaciDes!and!the!Curriculum.!In!M.!Priestley!
&!G.J.J.!Biesta!(Eds.),!Reinven8ng/the/curriculum:/new/trends/in/curriculum/policy/
and/prac8ce,/London:!Bloomsbury.!

•  Byrne,!D.,!McGinnity,!F.,!Smyth,!E.,!Darmody,!M.,!(2010)!‘ImmigraDon!and!School!
ComposiDon!in!Ireland’!Irish/Educa8onal/Studies,!Vol!29!No.!3,!pp.271R288.!!

•  Dempsey,!M.!(2015).!Gearing!up!for!skills!developmentR!a!challenge!of!Junior!
Cycle!reform.!Educa8on/MaIers/26R31!!

•  OECD!(2018),!Educa8on/at/a/Glance/2018:/OECD/Indicators,!OECD!Publishing,!
Paris.!hIp://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eagU2018Uen/!

•  Reid,!A.!(2006).!Key!competencies:!a!new!way!forward!or!more!of!the!same?!
Curriculum/MaIers,!2,!43R62.!

•  Sla_ery,!P.!(2013).!Curriculum!Development!in!the!Postmodern!Era:!Teaching!and!
Learning!in!an!Age!of!Accountability,!3rd!EdiDon.!New!York:!Routledge!



Národní ústav pro vzdělávání
Projekt Podpora práce učitelů
www.ppuc.cz



Podpora budování kapacit pro rozvoj základních pre/gramotností v předškolním 
a základním vzdělávání - Podpora práce učitelů (PPUČ) je financován Evropskou unií.
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