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Participant: Pat Power, Principal   
Organisation:  St Brigid’s College, Callan, Co Kilkenny  
Study Visit: Assessment in Primary, Secondary and Higher Education, 11th – 15th 
March 2013,  Corfu, Greece  
 
School leaders need to be reflective practitioners and they need to do this with as wide an 
experience as possible. So the opportunity to reflect on a local, regional, national and 
international scale should be welcomed and embraced and I was delighted to have the 
opportunity to attend a study visit on “Assessment in primary, secondary and higher 
education” in Corfu in march 2013.This was under the title of  
“Quality assurance mechanism in schools and training institutions”. 
 
It was a brilliant opportunity to see how other European countries are implementing 
assessment.  It was an opportunity to compare and contrast the Irish educational scenario 
with good practice in other European countries.  It was also an opportunity to reflect on my 
own work professionally and hopefully affirm some areas of the work I do while on the other 
hand be challenged in other areas where new strategies or methadologies or ways of 
looking at things may emerge. 
 
Our study visit was professionally organised and had a well-defined theme. It afforded the 
opportunity to develop professional  relationships which is an essential pre-requisite to 
successful outcomes. The opportunity to visit  primary, secondary and higher level schools in 
Corfu further enriched our experience. The mutual learning involved required participants to 
contribute to discussions, describe their systems and learn from one another. In many cases 
participants were reassured about the efficacy of systems in their schools while, in other 
cases, there was a need to acknowledge that aspects of their system need further 
development.  Participants came prepared to contribute and to learn, to listen and be heard 
respectfully in a professional dialogue.  
 
The presentations made by each participant of our group (14 people from 14 different 
countries) were both informative and thought-provoking.  The background and experience 
of the members of the group were all related to the education sector but reflected a wide 
diversity of roles within it, representing primary and secondary sectors, higher education 
and inspectors and quality control providers. It is also important to point out that within a 
country there can be considerable differences between regions of the country.  A very 
substantial professional and collegial relationship was established among group members. 
Visiting the different educational institutions gave us an opportunity to talk with 
teachers/lecturers/leaders and students.  This acted as a catalyst for further professional 
dialogue, sharing of ideas, good practice between the course participants.  The discussion 
around assessment led to to very good cross fertilization of ideas and good debate on the 
pros and cons of issues raised in an atmosphere of mutual respect.  This was very well 
facilitated by our Corfu host. Participants propose to remain in contact in order to exchange 
experience and concrete examples of good practice. A communication network involving 
gmail has already been created. Through a common folder on Google Drive, Study Visit Corfu 
– Assessment. Participants will upload documents, tools and instruments relating to 
assessement in order to share good ideas and methods.  This will ensure perpetuation of our 
experiences on the Study Visit. 
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I was nominated as the reporter for the group to CEDEFOP which meant that I was very 
conscious to represent all the voices present and this in turn meant I had to reflect on not 
only what is happening in my school and country but also what is relevant in the 
international context. I believe that every country has something that is of benefit to others 
and by sharing items of good practice all of us contributed to a pool of knowledge that was 
of mutual benefit. I was interested on its impact on teaching and learning and they were 
interested in how the system was evolving in Ireland. 
 
Given the prospect of major Junior Cycle reform and the move away from rote learning to 
the development of key skills and competences and their use in assessment in the future, it 
was very good timing from an Irish prespective.  Most European countries are going down 
this road with different countries at different stages. 
 
There were many examples of good practice and I was particularly struck by the Finnish 
system with regard to  Individual Learning Plans, Curricular flexibility and trust in their 
teachers. They have an understanding of student needs and what is required regarding the 
need to “learn to learn”. Our group saw it as a living example of a system that resonates 
with us all when it says that throughout Europe, all students should have an equality of 
opportunity, same school system, access to books and same quality of teachers. 

 
There are many challenges common across Europe. These include 
 
• Frequent changes of political and strategic decisions by Departments of Education in 

many countries have negative impact on education in general and also in particular 
areas. In Ireland, we are suffering from initiative overload with too much being 
introduced at the one time. 

• In some countries there is a gap between the rationale and the delivery and 
implementation of assessment, due to the lack of cohesion between the government 
bodies and the Schools and Colleges.  

• In some countries there is an information vacuum between the government regulations 
being set and how these regulations have to actually be implemented on the ground by 
students, parents and teachers. 

• Teachers are faced with the necessity to fundamentally change their teaching methods 
for students to fully attain and understand skills and competences that will support 
their learning for life. It is questionable as to whether the methods of assessment are 
keeping pace with these changes. There is a need to develop functional assessment 
tools for formative and summative assessment of processes and results of teaching and 
learning. The development of assessment policies and tools and instruments to 
implement the policies is not systematic and continuous. 

• There is a need for a high standard of continuous professional development to support 
teachers in their implementation of new initiatives. New assessment procedures can 
mean change and change leads to a perceived additional workload for teachers. 
Teachers need to be supported and motivated by providing clear targets and output, 
training and supports. 

• To involve pupils in the process of their learning is essential. Pupil’s self-assessment has 
to be systematic. Students should be allowed to be part of the assessment creation 
process and take responsibility for their own learning. 
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• Socioeconomic and political influences exert varying weights of influence on the new 
governmental initiative under consideration within the member countries. 

• Traditional perspectives in teaching can be incorporated with the use of new methods 
and procedures of assessment.  

 
Trends in Europe that might apply to the Irish system include 
 
• Competence based assessment is a growing trend in schools rather than just knowledge 

based education. 
• Assessment is a continuous and systematic process. It must be integrated into the 

teaching and the student’s individual learning process on an ongoing basis.  
• Assessment is centred upon competences, thus knowledge, understanding and 

application of the skills taught and not just on the assimilation of the knowledge. 
• Internal and external evaluation of schools also takes place at regular intervals. 
• Staff training – all partners agreed this is important for success re proposed changes to 

assessment. 
• Enthusiastic teachers are willing to develop formative assessment and assessment for 

learning strategies but a major challenge is getting ‘on board’ those teachers who may 
be sceptical or reluctant to change their practice. 

• A greater emphasis on student welfare – restoration of guidance and counselling, 
greater access to a psychological service and access to a proper canteen. 

• A greater emphasis on overall performance of students over their first 3 years in 
second-level school, as envisaged by the new JC, rather than a single measurement at 
the end of three years. 

• Junior Cert Changes - no other country had an emphasis on a state exam for this age 
group. Student participation and cooperation will figure in the proposed Junior Cycle 
reforms.  Student assessment, will be more in line with the model in the other European 
schools. 

 
I found the whole experience beneficial and I came home energised. I have a greater 
understanding of what is happening in member countries re assessment and I take with me 
examples of good practise that will enrich the practise of assessment in my own work. The 
development of professional  relationships is an essentail pre-requisite to successful 
outcomes not alone of this study trip but of future collaborations. Ideas gathered will also 
feed into my work on School Self Evaluation, Literacy and Numeracy, School Improvement 
Planning as as well as the Key Skills and Statements of learning for the Junior Cycle reform. 
 
I will be sharing instruments and tools which I learned about on the study visit to support 
the implementation of assessment with teachers in my school and also to the National 
Curriculum Advisory Group of the JMB, of which I am a member and the NCCA network 
schools of which our school participates in. These will also support the implementation of 
the Key Skills as part of the junior cycle reform. I am more convinced than ever of the need 
to high light the importance of students and the rest of the school community of being 
aware of themselves having dual citizenship i.e. of both Ireland and Europe. 
 
I think the whole concept of study visits is excellent and I found it very well thought out, 
administered, supported and evaluated by Leargas and CDEFOP. 
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I am very appreciative of the opportunity that was given to me and I also found the task of 
being group reporter a worth while activity and learning opportunity.  I would highly 
recommend to teachers and school leaders and managers the idea of a Study Visit.  
 

   


