A BRAVE NEW WORLD OR JUST MORE OF THE SAME

Junior Certificate English … What is really going on in the classroom
Dr Tom Mullins.


It is now 14 years since the Junior Certificate English Syllabus was introduced. From the perspective of what had preceded it the syllabus presented a radical view of both English as a subject and of the role of the teacher of English. It attempted to shift control of the syllabus away from the centre and invited English teachers to take responsibility for what was taught to their students. In that way the syllabus was aggressively child-centred: it challenged an elitist view of culture and traditional assumptions about the nature and purpose of literary education. In the same vein, it deconstructed the accepted view of literacy as being monolithic and one dimensional and insisted on the need to view literacy in a more complex manner, identifying a range of literacies rather than demanding one literacy for all. The new English syllabus was truly democratic, recognising and respecting diversity and inviting all to participate in the discovery of the excitement and power of language in a variety of manifestations personal, social and cultural. The syllabus aspired to create a new context in which materials and texts of all kinds would be found in the English classroom. To facilitate this variety the syllabus avoided prescription (for the most part). Instead it put the emphasis on developing a range of skills and concepts that the student would learn within the context of materials and texts chosen by the teacher to suit his or her particular students and classroom situation. In this way it was thought that the reading of texts would become more meaningful in personal terms and the skills and concepts learned would subsequently inform the students’ reading of other texts. Furthermore, an emphasis was not put on reading a limited number of texts in an academic manner but rather on the pleasurable and recreative reading of a wide range of texts in meaningful ways.

Despite these aspirations the new model of the subject proposed was not universally accepted or welcomed by all teachers. While many delighted in the freedom others shied away from the new responsibilities. This response was predictable, perhaps, and, while disappointing, should not have been surprising, considering the limited resources and the sparse programme of teacher re-training that were made available at that time. Recent research in Australia on the introduction of new syllabi shows that it is important to distinguish in such contexts between the aspirational syllabus and the enacted syllabus. In democratic societies all syllabi, in their making, are products of negotiations between interested parties, which can be described as stakeholders or publics. Initial negotiations take place between representatives of all publics and, eventually, the aspirational syllabus is produced. But the really significant negotiations take place when the syllabus in enacted by teachers in the context of their own classroom. In simple terms the syllabus is what gets taught. The real syllabus is the enacted syllabus and, in this context, the power of the individual teacher is nearly absolute. The Australian research shows that what tends to happen is that the practising teacher frequently re-frames the aspirational syllabus, interprets it within the context and approach of the previous syllabus so that, at least in the short term (and in many cases permanently), little significant change actually occurs. Teachers may change the texts but they do not change either their approach to the texts or the methodology by which they teach them or the mode of assessment used. In this scenario the medium (teacher, method and assessment) certainly becomes the message (the subject syllabus). The Australian researchers described this process as a “syllabus filleting process”. The aspirational syllabus is filleted like a newly caught fish and what remains is simply another version of what had been there previously.

How accurate is this description for the present state of the Junior Certificate English syllabus? According to some evidence from the state examinations the omnipresence in student answers of such texts as To Kill a Mocking Bird, Romeo and Juliet and a narrow range of poems by Seamus Heaney would give cause for concern. Furthermore the widespread presence of text-books which, in their approach to English, just pay lip-service to the new ideals would suggest that some “filleting” has indeed occurred. In the light of this it becomes imperative that some genuine research should be carried out in schools on the state of English at Junior Level so that it can be established what is really happening in the classrooms. The brave new world that was aspired to may not have arrived but it would be of great interest to find out exactly what has emerged at this stage in the enacted English Junior Certificate Syllabus.
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