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Abstract 4 

In an effort to understand interpretations of new and revised physical education 5 

syllabuses, and conditions that appear to strengthen or weaken the desire to introduce 6 

them, this paper draws on insights provided by principals and physical education teachers 7 

into the efficient and effective implementation of syllabus within Irish post-primary 8 

schools. Situating the discussion within the area of managing curriculum change (Fullan, 9 

2004), we examine how the various elements of the Irish education system are involved 10 

in providing support for such curriculum developments.  Using principals’ and teachers’ 11 

perspectives on the implementation of the revised junior cycle physical education 12 

syllabus we suggest how the dynamics within the education system might change to 13 

provide effective dissemination and implementation of new and revised senior cycle 14 

physical education syllabuses. We discuss to what extent it may be possible to map the 15 

community of practice notion (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991) 16 

onto the Irish education landscape, seeking to establish how it would work and what 17 

might be some of the most pressing issues. 18 

 19 

 20 

 21 

 22 

 23 
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 26 

Introduction and background 27 

In an effort to understand interpretations of new and revised physical education 28 

syllabuses and conditions that appear to strengthen or weaken the desire to introduce 29 

them, this paper draws on principals’ and physical education teachers’ insights into the 30 

efficient and effective implementation of syllabuses within Irish post-primary schools. 31 

We are of course cognisant that change is complex as well as ‘overloaded, fragmented, 32 

non-linear, relentless and breathtakingly fast-paced’ (Fullan, 2004, p. 10). The aim of this 33 

paper is to examine how recently developed physical education curriculum in Ireland can 34 

inform how we embrace future curriculum developments and the extent to which a gap 35 

exists between the idea of a centrally-produced curriculum and the realities of its 36 

implementation (Stenhouse, 1975; Kelly, 2004). The study recognises that within 37 

communities there is not always a shared understanding of change and the reality of 38 

change (Fullan, 2003; 1999). The study acknowledges that effective change involves not 39 

only altering the context in which the individuals in the organisation operate but more 40 

fundamentally changing the culture of the organisation.  In the case of school change this 41 

brings into focus, among other things, the relationship between external accountability 42 

and internal school development and planning. In this regard it is also important to 43 

consider how the system promotes change and the impact that leadership has on impetus 44 

for change. Fullan (2004) explains that change is inherently complex and that ‘Solutions 45 

occur when people interact in a purposeful way, and when levels of the system interact 46 
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and mutually influence each other’ (Fullan, 2004, p. III). Our interest in this paper is to 47 

address how best to promote such interaction and mutual influence in the Irish context. 48 

Elements of the paper will resonate with previous Irish Educational Studies discussion, 49 

including teacher design teams (Mooney Simmie, 2007), Regional Curriculum Support 50 

Service (Johnston, Murchan, Loxley, Fitzgerald & Quinn, 2007) and the Second Level 51 

Support Service (McDermott, Henchy, Meade & Golden, 2007). 52 

 We begin by contextualising the Irish education system before focusing on school 53 

physical education developments in Ireland, including the proposed examinations in 54 

physical education. We contend that principals and teachers will be better able to face the 55 

challenges of integrating future curriculum developments by reflecting on their 56 

experiences of introducing previous syllabuses. This in turn, will lead us to explore the 57 

extent to which it may be possible to map the concept of communities of practice 58 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991) within the Irish education 59 

context, seeking to establish how it would work and what might be some of the more 60 

immediate issues. 61 

 62 

Curriculum implementation in the Irish system 63 

Post-primary education in Ireland consists of a three-year junior cycle followed by a two 64 

or three-year senior cycle. The junior certificate examination is taken after three years 65 

when students are usually 14 or 15 years of age. The senior cycle caters for students in the 66 

15 to 18 year age group. Students normally take the Leaving Certificate examination at the 67 

age of 17 or 18, after 5 or 6 years of second-level education. Second-level students may opt 68 

to follow a non-examinable one-year Transition Year programme after they have completed 69 
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the junior certificate examination and before proceeding to the Leaving Certificate. It would 70 

be difficult to underestimate the influence the Leaving Certificate has on Irish education 71 

but almost more importantly on the psyche of the post-primary system. Traditionally the 72 

predominating function of the Leaving Certificate is that it is the route by which students 73 

progress to higher education. To date assessment at Leaving Certificate has comprised, to 74 

a large extent, a written terminal examination though this is changing and a greater range 75 

of assessment options is becoming available. 76 

The Department of Education and Science (DES) commits itself to providing 77 

high-quality education which will enable individuals to achieve their full potential and to 78 

participate fully as members of society, and contribute to Ireland's social, cultural and 79 

economic development 80 

(http://www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/des_statement_stratgey_miss.htm ).  The 81 

DES has under its aegis a number of agencies with special responsibility for policy 82 

formulation, research and evaluation and assessment. In this context the Department 83 

works very closely with two agencies The National Council for Curriculum and 84 

Assessment (NCCA), advises the Department so that the latter can identify and 85 

implement ‘appropriate curricular and assessment reforms’. The Council and committees 86 

of the NCCA are structures whose members represent constituencies such as teachers, 87 

parents, higher education, employers, and school management.  The State Examinations 88 

Commission (SEC) is responsible for maintaining the quality and integrity of the state 89 

examinations ‘in the context of national educational goals and international standards’ 90 

(http://www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/des_statement_stratgey_ch2.htm).  91 

http://www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/des_statement_stratgey_miss.htm
http://www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/des_statement_stratgey_ch2.htm
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The DES retains the curriculum implementation and evaluation functions. In 92 

terms of implementation, support services for teachers and schools are administered by 93 

the Teacher Education Section (TES) of the DES. The TES was established in May 2003 94 

and is concerned with the education and development of primary and post-primary 95 

teachers. It seeks to promote coherence and synergy of interventions across the teacher 96 

education and development continuum of pre-service, induction and continuing 97 

professional development (CPD) (The Teaching Council, 2008). The TES oversees two 98 

layers of implementation machinery that impact directly on post-primary CPD. On a 99 

broad front the Second Level Support Service (SLSS) promotes a strategic approach to 100 

the provision of support for post-primary schools and is organised on a regional basis.  It 101 

aims to (1) assist teachers in acquiring the skills they need to provide their students with 102 

desired learning experiences, (2) assist schools in making informed choices about the 103 

programmes that best suit their students, (3) promote greater coherence in the provision 104 

of support, and (4) take account of the constraints within which schools operate 105 

(http://www.slss.ie/aboutus.html). The SLSS offers school-based support, staff 106 

development programmes, regional cluster based support, and modular courses. A review 107 

of the work of the SLSS and its vision of CPD is discussed by McDermott et al., (2007). 108 

Alongside this structure there are more focused support services related to the 109 

introduction of particular new or revised subject syllabus. One such service is the junior 110 

cycle physical education (JCPE) support service, established in September 2003, which 111 

provides in-service education for the revised JCPE syllabus. The service is staffed by a 112 

team of three seconded second-level (post-primary) physical education teachers and is 113 

responsible for delivering in-service education to schools within particular geographical 114 

http://www.slss.ie/aboutus.html
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locations. The support service makes extensive use of associate presenters who tend to be 115 

physical education teachers with expertise in a particular area for example dance, 116 

gymnastics or health related activity (HRA). The JCPE support service is currently 117 

offering five in-service education days comprising  (1) introduction to the syllabus and 118 

pedagogies associated with games and adventure activities, (2) exploration of teaching 119 

principles with particular reference to gymnastics, health-related activity and athletics, (3) 120 

planning and assessment focusing on dance and aquatics, (4) HRA / Action for Life, and 121 

(5) embedding the JCPE syllabus.  122 

Subject-specific support services usually operate over an intensive phase of three 123 

years before being absorbed into the general SLSS where support for the enhancement of 124 

generic areas such as teaching and learning methodologies and the curriculum aspect of 125 

school development planning are maintained. Due to the perceived need for additional 126 

teacher support the initial phase of the JCPE service has gone beyond that three year 127 

period and its future is unclear. In the context of the senior cycle physical education 128 

(SCPE) and new Leaving Certificate physical education (LCPE) syllabuses currently 129 

being developed it is likely that a support service will be required but the format of such a 130 

service is yet to be determined.  131 

All three teacher trade unions in Ireland welcome the development of a 132 

comprehensive CPD programme to address the professional needs of teachers at the 133 

various stages of a teaching career. The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation, the 134 

Teachers’ Union of Ireland and the Association of Secondary Teachers of Ireland operate 135 

branch structures which provide teachers with opportunities to share ideas and 136 

knowledge, foster collegiality, and receive information on issues that impact on their 137 
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work. While the Teaching Council has a remit to oversee and create opportunities for 138 

CPD for registered teachers, the section of the Teaching Council Act governing this role 139 

has yet to commence. The Teaching Council is preparing for such a role by researching 140 

practice in other jurisdictions and by reviewing current provision for CPD in Ireland. The 141 

TES acknowledge that there is an over-emphasis on nationally-driven CPD activities and 142 

an under-emphasis on activities meeting school improvement needs identified in the 143 

context of school development planning (Ryan, 2006). Accordingly, there is support for 144 

teacher-initiated CPD delivered locally, perhaps through Education Centres, with 145 

accreditation opportunities and pathways to further study for teachers (Ryan, 2006). 146 

There is an aspiration to have linkage between participation in CPD and Teaching 147 

Council registration. Tentative suggestions on how the Teaching Council might further its 148 

remit to promote teaching as a profession is discussed by Sexton (2007). 149 

The provision for context-specific professional development is available for 150 

primary schools in Ireland through the Regional Curriculum Support Service (RCSS). 151 

RCSS advisors support teachers in their own schools providing advice on curriculum 152 

content, methodologies, planning and implementation for all subject areas (Johnston et 153 

al., 2007). The concept of Teacher Design Teams (TDTs) have been pursued in Ireland, 154 

connecting curriculum implementation and the CPD of teachers at regional level by 155 

providing creative spaces where groups of teachers work together to ‘reconsider the 156 

teaching of their subject, the intellectual stimulus of working together and the challenge 157 

to move the thinking forward’ (Mooney Simmie, 2007, p. 165). 158 

 159 

School physical education in Ireland 160 
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In order to provide context for the insights provided by principals and physical education 161 

teachers into the efficient and effective implementation of syllabus within Irish post-162 

primary schools it is necessary to include some background on the physical education 163 

provision in those schools.  164 

A revised JCPE syllabus was introduced in 2003 (DES/NCCA, 2003) to support 165 

the planning and teaching of the subject for lower secondary students (12-15 years). The 166 

senior cycle physical education syllabus is currently being revised and for the first time in 167 

Ireland, students are to be given the opportunity to study physical education as a subject 168 

for certification in the Leaving Certificate. The introduction of physical education in the 169 

Leaving Certificate system poses significant conceptual and practical challenges for all 170 

education stakeholders, including principals and teachers. For example, the proposed 171 

assessment for Leaving Certificate Physical Education (LCPE) comprises a written paper, 172 

a video analysis element and a practical assessment. Whilst this assessment schedule is 173 

familiar to colleagues from other jurisdictions, what makes the Irish proposals different is 174 

that the Leaving Certificate relies entirely on the external setting and marking of all 175 

examination assessments with no involvement of the students’ own teachers.  176 

In terms of time allocated to physical education a significant number of schools do 177 

not deliver the DES recommended two hours per week of physical education per student. 178 

The progressive reduction in time allocated to physical education within the post-primary 179 

curriculum (an average of 75 minutes a week in Year 1 to 57 minutes a week in Year 6) 180 

reflects an international trend, although an increase in time allocation to 101 minutes per 181 

week in Year 4 is particular to the Irish context where students have an opportunity to 182 

follow the non-examinable one-year Transition Year programme. The availability of 183 
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adequate curricular time for physical education and the overcrowded curriculum are 184 

issues we have discussed previously (MacPhail & Halbert, 2005).  185 

Physical education as a Leaving Certificate subject in Ireland is relatively late in 186 

arriving with respect to most other subject areas. For a context of assessment in Irish 187 

schools refer to Looney (2006). The extent to which physical educators in Ireland are 188 

supportive of such a development is difficult to establish at this moment. Research to 189 

identify factors that impact on teachers’ decisions regarding the teaching of a syllabus can 190 

allow such factors to be addressed in the construction and dissemination of a syllabus. In 191 

a similar curriculum development in Scotland, Higher Grade Physical Education, it was 192 

evident that teachers’ interpretations of what the examinable course entailed were not the 193 

explicit reasons for choosing to offer the programme. Decisions were embedded in the 194 

context in which individuals worked and included students’ needs and conditions for 195 

teaching an examinable programme (MacPhail, 2004). The same study noted concern that 196 

physical education teachers were removed from the implementation of HGPE and called 197 

for an overall strategy that would result in the construction of physical education being a 198 

collaborative venture between all interested parties. Such a removal from the process 199 

resulted in teachers wanting to receive considerably more specific central guidance 200 

related to the delivery of the syllabus, looking to receive appropriate training and 201 

resources from central agencies (MacPhail, 2007). This paper is concerned with what 202 

appeared to impact on principals’ and teachers’ decisions to engage with curriculum 203 

developments, even before considering the extent to which the school could 204 

accommodate such developments. 205 

 206 
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Methodology 207 

In January 2003, an extensive baseline survey (refer to MacPhail & Halbert, 2005; 208 

MacPhail, Halbert, McEvilly, Hutchinson & MacDonncha, 2005) sought to provide a 209 

detailed picture of the physical education infrastructure in all 763 Irish post-primary 210 

schools and to ascertain the possible impact of new and revised physical education 211 

syllabuses on schools In an attempt to complement and extend understanding of baseline 212 

data, structured interviews were conducted with 13 principal teachers and 12 physical 213 

education teachers. In the case of most schools the principal and physical education 214 

teacher were interviewed. In an effort to contextualise principals’ and teachers’ views, 215 

issues related to their own school and their engagement with the implementation of the 216 

JCPE syllabus were explored. Issues discussed included the nature of the information 217 

they had received on the revised syllabus, their level of familiarity with the revised course 218 

and their needs for additional information and support. Finally, their general thoughts on 219 

LCPE were probed.  220 

Interview data were reviewed repeatedly and continually coded using ATLAS.ti 5 221 

seeking similarities and differences, groupings, patterns and items of particular 222 

significance (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). This paper sets out to identify and discus the 223 

dynamics of schools striving to accommodate curriculum developments and their 224 

concerns in relation to physical education becoming an examinable subject. We refer to 225 

the experiences reported by principals and teachers in their attempts to implement the 226 

revised JCPE syllabus as a starting point in identifying the nature of the issues they may 227 

face in integrating senior cycle physical education syllabuses. In relation to the 228 

introduction of the revised syllabuses (and particularly senior cycle physical education 229 
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and LCPE) change incorporates new materials, new practices and new 230 

beliefs/understanding (Fullan, 2004, p. 4). 231 

 232 

Induction in curriculum innovation (revised JCPE syllabus) 233 

Dissemination of revised syllabus 234 

In discussing Schon’s (1971) Proliferation of Centre model of dissemination, Kelly 235 

(2004) states that such a model represents an acknowledgement that attention must be 236 

given to the process of dissemination itself and not merely to the details of the innovation 237 

to be disseminated. This is an important point to keep in mind with respect to the 238 

dissemination of the JCPE syllabus. 239 

A copy of the revised JCPE syllabus was sent from the DES to the principal of 240 

every post-primary school in Ireland, the usual first stage in the dissemination process of 241 

a revised syllabus. The in-school distribution of the syllabus is at the discretion of the 242 

principal and consequently each school decides how best to do this. The only additional 243 

information provided was a brief memo and thus it is unsurprising that the principals’ 244 

awareness of the provision of the syllabus is limited.  245 

Principals reported ‘glancing’ at the document as it arrived on their desk before 246 

passing it on to the physical education staff. A number of teachers reported not receiving 247 

any syllabus documentation and hence were not familiar with the contents of the syllabus. 248 

As with many aspects of school life, the principals’ role here is crucial, as illustrated by 249 

the following comment from a teacher; 250 

 251 
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‘It [JCPE syllabus] came direct into the school. The school was asked to apply to 252 

go to this in-service and it was only when we were accepted that we found out 253 

about it. It was the principals who were asked about it and our principal 254 

progressed forward, so it was only when the letter of acceptance came that we 255 

actually found out about it.’ (Teacher) 256 

 257 

This illustrates the principal acting as a ‘gatekeeper’ in relation to staff and school 258 

involvement in curriculum innovation. 259 

Based on interview data, it would be wrong to surmise that principals are simply 260 

not interested in the contents of the syllabus. The range of tasks in which a principal 261 

engages in daily frequently does not allow for comprehensive reading of the extensive 262 

range of documentation that arrives in the school. It appears that they were not provided 263 

with the support to access specialised concepts and language in a subject area with which 264 

they were not familiar. In this instance a number of principals stated that they would have 265 

preferred, along with other school management and physical education staff, to have been 266 

initially introduced and taken through the syllabus by people with relevant expertise. 267 

This, they argued, would have prompted them to engage with the development before 268 

passing on the document and responsibility to the physical education staff. Such a process 269 

would also encourage discussion on implications for the school in delivering the revised 270 

syllabus, giving; 271 

 272 

‘people the opportunity to go, hear what’s on the table, look at some of the issues there 273 

and come back feeling it’ll work because, to be honest, very often a lot of that paper 274 



Irish curricular dissemination / implementation 

 14 

comes in, you give it a very quick read and then it’s passed on to somebody else.’ 275 

(Principal) 276 

 277 

There is clearly a concern being expressed as to the nature of the dissemination process, 278 

which has implications for the incorporation of the revised course in the school 279 

curriculum. 280 

As one would expect, physical education teachers’ needs for additional 281 

information were not as obvious. Indeed, no one expressed a desire for further 282 

information, which is unsurprising given their expertise in the subject area and their 283 

expectation of in-service support.  284 

 285 

Availability and suitability of in-service provision 286 

In discussing in-service provision, principals and teachers alluded to the practical 287 

difficulties associated with releasing teachers for attendance at courses during the school 288 

day. The most pressing issue for principals was securing adequate cover for teachers who 289 

were off-site for the day(s). As one principal observed; 290 

 291 

‘(…) everytime that you talk about in-service the question is when and how do I 292 

cover for that? (…) that’s the real question then that I as a principal has to face 293 

every time. When is it happening? How will I provide cover for this?’ (Principal) 294 

 295 

In helping the principal to cope with this situation it was suggested that identifying the 296 

topics to be covered during a given course would allow teachers to make a professional 297 
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decision as to whether they needed to attend all, or some parts, of the course. By being 298 

aware of the focus of an in-service event, teachers could be more discerning as to what 299 

they attend thus reducing the pressure on principals to provide cover for all teachers on 300 

all occasions.  301 

Comments relating to the desired focus of in-service courses frequently referred to 302 

guidance on curriculum planning. This may reflect a realisation that the introduction of 303 

the revised JCPE syllabus will require teachers to follow a prescribed programme 304 

possibly for the first time, a prospect described by one principal as ‘quite alien’ to some 305 

teachers.  From the teacher perspective there was an appreciation for the value of sound 306 

planning and the need for them to adopt the practice and be supported. The JCPE support 307 

service identified this need at an early stage and put in place an innovative programme of 308 

in-service with a strong planning emphasis. The other distinctive aspect of the JCPE 309 

courses was a clear focus on enhancing pedagogy as opposed to the more traditional 310 

subject matter approach. There is evidence from the teachers’ comments that they 311 

recognised the need for this pedagogical focus; 312 

 313 

‘(…) an in-service every term (…) to bring up new ideas because that’s what your 314 

looking for pupils nowadays. You want to keep them enthusiastic about physical 315 

education and motivated, so new ideas would be great.’ (Teacher) 316 

 317 

In considering the situational factors impacting on principals’ and teachers’ decisions to 318 

embrace curriculum developments and the extent to which they believe the school 319 

context can / cannot accommodate such developments, it appears that issues of  320 
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communication and appropriate in-service are key. Obviously there are other 321 

considerations such as the availability of curricular time, facilities and adequate staffing 322 

levels which are significant and these have been addressed in earlier work arising from 323 

this study (MacPhail et al., 2005). Before we can extrapolate from the experience of 324 

introducing the JCPE syllabus, we should consider the special conditions arising from the 325 

proposed introduction of examinable physical education (LCPE) to the Irish system. 326 

 327 

Examinable physical education  328 

Recognition of learning 329 

Principals and teachers agreed that student learning and achievement in physical 330 

education ought to be recognised formally and in the Irish context that means through the 331 

examination system. This is of course a perspective that applies to other subjects equally. 332 

What distinguishes the views of principals and teachers in this regard is that they not only 333 

refer to learning and achievement in examinable physical education but also to the 334 

recognition of achievement/involvement in physical activity and sport generally. Similar 335 

to a justification for examinable physical education reported by Green (2005), principals 336 

expressed the desire to provide students with the opportunity to pursue study in an area in 337 

which they have a particular ability and / or interest; 338 

 339 

‘I’d feel that if children or young people have a talent in PE, then there isn’t really 340 

any reason why they shouldn’t be credited with that through the exam system’ 341 

(Principal)  342 

 343 
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‘(…) the regime we operate is that the core for Leaving Cert. is Irish, English, 344 

Maths and they select four other subjects at random from a full list. I don’t see 345 

any difference if PE is an exam subject which is included (…) If there’s an exam 346 

syllabus developed for PE it goes into the basket with all the other subjects. 347 

Students make their choices and our bands and options are arranged to suit the 348 

choices of the students.’ (Principal) 349 

 350 

While there is a clear support for physical education at Leaving Certificate, there may be 351 

a level of misunderstanding of what will ultimately constitute examination physical 352 

education and its requirement for students; 353 

 354 

‘It’s a great subject that can cater for children who are not necessarily going to be 355 

hugely academic but they can get some high grades when it’s half practical and 356 

half theoretical and something that they enjoy.’ (Teacher) 357 

 358 

The misconception implied in this comment is all the more disturbing given that it comes 359 

from a physical education teacher. This is a further indication, if one were needed, of the 360 

necessity for a thorough and comprehensive induction in the new subject for all 361 

practitioners. 362 

 363 

General physical education provision 364 

One issue that featured as a concern for principals and teachers was the impact on general 365 

physical education provision of introducing examinable physical education. This is 366 
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accentuated in a climate of limited available resources and curricular time (MacPhail & 367 

Halbert, 2005). The specific concern related to the possibility of the extra requirements of 368 

a Leaving Certificate subject diminishing the resources available for other physical 369 

education programmes within the school. Similar to findings in the UK (Stidder & 370 

Wallis; 2003 & Green; 2001), there may be a danger that those in the senior cycle who do 371 

not choose LCPE, or in some cases junior cycle students, may receive less physical 372 

education as a result of the introduction of LCPE in a school; 373 

 374 

‘(…) the tendency for certain types of senior cycle students is to withdraw from 375 

PE or attempt to withdraw. If you don’t have the general programme there and 376 

you don’t do everything you possibly can to try and maintain the highest levels of 377 

participation, that withdrawal will get greater. And you’re trying to target a group 378 

to build up a certain appreciation and respect and involvement in physical 379 

education for their overall well-being down the road.’ (Principal) 380 

 381 

Nature of senior cycle physical education 382 

There was a strong desire to maintain provision to all students at senior cycle, with a 383 

particular emphasis on increasing students’ potential for continuing an active lifestyle 384 

throughout adulthood.  A number of comments questioned the extent to which 385 

examinable physical education would perhaps change the current senior cycle physical 386 

education experience for the teacher. There was evidence that teachers currently enjoyed 387 

a high level of flexibility and autonomy.  As one teacher commented in relation to their 388 

current practice; 389 
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 390 

‘[Currently] there are no deadlines as such. If a class really likes a dance project 391 

that you’re doing you can extend it into the next class. If they really enjoy yoga 392 

you can extend it for another two weeks (…) you have flexibility.’ (Teacher) 393 

 394 

While this flexibility may be retained in relation to non-examination senior cycle physical 395 

education it would diminish significantly in the LCPE environment where there will be a 396 

strong degree of prescription and greater levels of accountability.  397 

 398 

Potential increase in status 399 

Principals acknowledged that within Ireland’s exam-orientated post-primary education 400 

system there is a tendency to prioritise those subjects that contribute to the students’ 401 

examination performance as manifested by points accumulated for entry to higher 402 

education. Findings from the baseline survey (refer to MacPhail & Halbert, 2005) related 403 

to the likely improved status of physical education as an examination subject is supported 404 

by the comments of principals and teachers. There was an acknowledgement that 405 

examinable physical education was likely to increase the credibility of the subject within 406 

the school and physical education teachers hoped that other teachers and management 407 

would begin to see that their subject was ‘a proper subject rather than they’re just playing 408 

games’ (Teacher). The attraction of a potential increase in status for the subject is likely, 409 

in many cases, to overcome the reluctance on the part of teachers to become involved in 410 

providing examination physical education. 411 

 412 
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Caution related to implementation 413 

There is evidence of a deficit between what principals say and what they propose to do. It 414 

appears that principals are exercising a certain level of caution, effectively distinguishing 415 

between listening and engaging with an initiative on a conceptual level and enacting its 416 

implementation on a practical level. From our survey data, 75% of principals stated that 417 

physical education should be available as a Leaving Certificate subject while only 22% 418 

stated that they would offer LCPE in their school. Interestingly, 59% were ‘not sure’ if 419 

they would offer LCPE in their school. It appears that while principals have conveyed a 420 

positive disposition to the availability of physical education as a Leaving Certificate 421 

subject, they are not prepared or are unable to commit due to a lack of information on the 422 

syllabus and implications for implementation. One can surmise that such a high level of 423 

non-committal responses suggests that principals are open to persuasion. As Fullan 424 

(2004) states, successful implementation consists of some transformation or continual 425 

development of initial ideas. Principals and teachers in the study would welcome an 426 

opportunity to develop initial ideas of what the introduction of the revised senior cycle 427 

physical education syllabus and the new LCPE syllabus will entail. 428 

 429 

Observations and implications for implementation 430 

Principals’ and teachers’ positive dispositions towards the introduction of new and 431 

revised physical education syllabuses is undermined by an apparent uncertainty 432 

surrounding them. To counteract this uncertainty and the lack of knowledge /information 433 

(particularly in relation to LCPE) it is imperative that principals and teachers have 434 

opportunities to learn about the syllabuses and engage with the implications of 435 
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implementation before the syllabuses appear for the first time in the school. For example 436 

in relation to new and revised senior cycle syllabuses it may be necessary to provide 437 

guidance to schools on how they might put in place and sustain a curriculum that 438 

provides LCPE without diminishing other physical education programmes.  Engaging 439 

with staff within the immediate environment of the school may aid principals and 440 

teachers in identifying pre-conditions and constraints that may arise when making 441 

curriculum decisions. This would begin to position teachers and schools as the key agents 442 

in the change process. 443 

While acknowledging that the teacher’s role is central to the effectiveness of any 444 

attempt at curriculum change or development (Kelly, 2004), there is a need within Ireland 445 

for support structures that effectively promote change and development within schools. 446 

Fullan’s (2004; 1999) notion of ‘deep learning communities’ is similar to that of 447 

professional learning communities and communities of practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 448 

1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991), providing an infrastructure that supports change, a setting 449 

where teachers come together to learn from each other and identify professional 450 

development opportunities, acknowledging that working together as a learning 451 

community enhances a sharing of expertise. Schools can no longer afford to work in 452 

isolation and Fullan (1999) proposes a set of schools operating within the same 453 

geographical area, relying on a coordinated but flexible delivery of staff development 454 

requirements. This may be a means of allowing principals and teachers to share their 455 

tensions between the expectations of state departments and the context of their particular 456 

school(s), with the potential to link with the respective teacher trade unions branch 457 

structures. 458 
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 459 

School- and teacher-networks have recently become evident in the Irish second-460 

level system. School Networks and Education Centres are examples of structures 461 

promoting community of practice principles while individual projects such as Teaching 462 

and Learning for the Twenty-first Century (TL21) (Hogan, Brosnan, de Roiste, 463 

MacAlister, Malone, Quirke-Bolt & Smith, 2007) and Project Maths (NCCA, 2008) 464 

operationalise the principles.  Particular to physical education is a project initiated by the 465 

Kerry Education Service, examining the impact of a community of practice on physical 466 

education teachers’ professional development.  The project monitors and evaluates the 467 

impact of a collaborative learning framework as a potentially effective model for 468 

professional development.  This learning community (a community of practice) is 469 

supported at the local, regional and national level to develop its members’ professional 470 

capacities as teachers and leaders of physical education in Kerry schools. Furthermore it 471 

seeks to create and implement models of good practice in physical education at junior 472 

cycle with a particular focus on the interplay of assessment processes and student 473 

learning. A number of other initiatives have supported clusters of Irish physical education 474 

teachers working to improve their practice. These include an assessment for learning 475 

project (NCCA / JCPE support service), the establishment of communities of physical 476 

education teachers attached to Education Centres to access in-service provision (Physical 477 

Education Association of Ireland), clusters of physical education teachers emerging from 478 

in-service programmes (JCPE support service) and networks of physical education 479 

teachers (Tannehill, O’Sullivan & Ni Chroinin, 2006). School-based networks would 480 

allow principals, school management and physical education teachers to be supported 481 
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throughout consideration and implementation phases of new and revised syllabuses by 482 

fellow colleagues. 483 

The establishment of professional development schools (PDS) similar to those 484 

piloted by Stroot, O’Sullivan & Tannehill (2000).contribute to the school-based network 485 

concept. Stroot et al. acknowledged that many physical education teachers have 486 

professional lives isolated from other physical educators because they are the only 487 

physical educator in the school, or their teaching space is isolated physically from the rest 488 

of the school or because they are consistently involved in extra-curricula activities. By 489 

bringing together teachers from multiple sites, teachers can be encouraged to identify 490 

professional development needs, plan, create resource materials and share teaching ideas. 491 

There is also the possibility that schools (members of a network) who are offering the 492 

LCPE programme may host students from other network schools who, for whatever 493 

reason, are unable to provide LCPE.  494 

Responses from principals and teachers indicated a desire for an in-service focus 495 

on pedagogy and planning rather than on content.  This may well be addressed in the 496 

restructuring of the SLSS, along with other support services, to provide curriculum and 497 

pedagogical support rather than only subject-specific (Ryan, 2006). While it is currently 498 

beyond the capacity of individual subject support services to alter the system of in-service 499 

provided to schools, it is open to them to change the nature of the provision. Specifying 500 

the break-down of the content / focus of an in-service course in advance would facilitate 501 

varying degrees of teachers’ attendance, encouraging teachers to prioritise their needs and 502 

aiding principals in the continual struggle to provide cover for teachers attending in-503 

service. The flexibility available to support services in regard to the provision they offer 504 
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is reflected in the innovative programme of courses provided by the JCPE support service 505 

focussing on planning and the embedding of the syllabus in existing school curriculum. 506 

Principals’ reluctance to release physical education teachers due to a lack of 507 

qualified replacements is a supply problem that may be ameliorated by the recent increase 508 

in numbers of PETE undergraduate places. However it may be more than just a matter of 509 

numbers as the current output of newly qualified teachers ought to be adequate for the 510 

needs of the system. Without a coherent structure for providing qualified replacements, it 511 

is difficult to imagine how a system predicated on the temporary release from teaching 512 

duties of participants can function effectively.  In planning future implementation 513 

strategies the agents of teacher supply and the providers of in-service must address this.  514 

The nature of in-service provision in Ireland is being challenged. There appears to 515 

be an underlying preference for a move towards CPD occurring outside school time, 516 

acknowledging that the current system is not sufficient to deal with the CPD needs of 517 

Irish teachers. As a result of their increased involvement in school development planning 518 

and whole-school evaluation, schools are in a stronger position to identify what they need 519 

in terms of professional development (e.g., curriculum planning and teaching and 520 

learning, along with opportunities for subject specific support).  The School Development 521 

Planning Initiative was established in 1999 to stimulate and strengthen a culture of 522 

collaborative development planning in schools, with a view to promoting school 523 

improvement and effectiveness. This encourages bottom-up development with schools 524 

determining, and being more knowledgeable about, their needs and requirements 525 

particular to their own context. To a certain extent these initiatives better position 526 

principals and teachers to identify in-service provision that best suits their context, an 527 
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issue raised during the interviews with principals. Whole-school evaluations are a recent 528 

innovation providing a formal procedure for evaluating the effectiveness of the school 529 

management and planning process.  They also look at the quality of the curriculum and 530 

learning and teaching promoted in the school.  531 

 532 

Conclusion 533 

Interviews with a sample of principals and teachers provide insights into the efficient and 534 

effective implementation of syllabus within Irish post-primary schools. Principals and 535 

teachers have provided valuable insights into what should be changed and what should be 536 

preserved to encourage the contemplation of each syllabus. The most common problem in 537 

schools initially striving to accommodate curriculum developments is the infrastructure to 538 

support developments (i.e., dissemination of information, involvement with the process 539 

long before the documentation arrives in the school and the nature of in-service 540 

provision). It is not surprising to read that more than the provision of resources and in-541 

service support for teachers is necessary.  542 

The DES determines what policies and resources are made available to support 543 

any curriculum developments in Irish schools and, within the area of physical education, 544 

the DES have not been forceful in defining related policies or in providing resources. 545 

Subsequently, developments within this subject area have been sporadic and very much 546 

credited to the individual schools and teachers who have been interested in pursuing 547 

curriculum reform. Fullan’s (2004) advice on what the state requires resonates with how 548 

the DES could begin to work towards providing sustainable reform in the Irish education 549 

system. This includes ‘strategies to build accountability-based capacities at local levels. 550 
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While Brown and Eisenhardt (1998) (cited in Fullan, 1999) warns of too much structure 551 

producing a ‘rule-following culture, rigid process’ (p.51), we believe there is a need at 552 

Departmental level in Ireland to consider the phasing in and timing of the introduction of 553 

curriculum development policies and in providing strategies of implementation that 554 

support large-scale, sustainable development; 555 

 556 

‘If a national agency is to influence the development of the school curriculum to 557 

any significant degree, then, it must be able to effect changes on a broad front 558 

and, in particular, to address the issues raise by the many constraints on 559 

curriculum change and development, especially the public examination system’ 560 

(Kelly, 2004, p. 104). 561 

 562 

The ‘Code of Professional Conduct for Teachers’ (Teaching Council, 2007) 563 

makes explicit the essential values that underpin the profession of teaching in Ireland, 564 

encouraging greater teacher accountability (Sexton, 2007). Core values encourage 565 

teachers to reflect on and continue to improve their own professional practice and are 566 

provided with opportunities to engage in professional development and to work in 567 

collegiality with colleagues in the interests of sharing, promoting, developing and 568 

supporting best professional practice. The Council is in consultation with teachers, 569 

teacher educators and other partners in education in developing its policy on the 570 

continuum of teacher education. Survey research conducted in five Irish post-primary 571 

schools has already been conducted to offer suggestions to the Council might further its 572 

remit to promote teaching as a profession (Sexton, 2007). In discussing changing school 573 
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cultures, Fullan (2004) proposes professional learning communities at the school and 574 

local community level, with networks of schools continually engaging and supporting 575 

each other on ways to manage curriculum innovation and change. It is necessary for those 576 

operating in Irish policy or system-level reform to understand school conditions that 577 

strengthen or weaken the efficient and effective implementation of syllabus. This will 578 

encourage interaction, and a shared investment, between schools, communities and the 579 

state, ‘Collective work increases shared commitment and shared knowledge necessary to 580 

alter the context for all schools’ (Fullan, 2004, p. 61).  581 

Curriculum development and teacher development are inextricably linked 582 

(Stenhouse, 1975). We acknowledge that a change in the culture and organisation of 583 

schools and changes in teaching and learning practice are interlinked, and that to 584 

undertake one without the other results in superficial change. It is important to note here 585 

that the development (and subsequent introduction) of these physical education 586 

syllabuses is being carried out in the context of a fundamental review of the entire senior 587 

cycle (NCCA, 2004; NCCA, 2008). It is therefore intended that insights shared in this 588 

paper would provide the basis for a comprehensive and informed process of curriculum 589 

implementation that would encourage, and create where necessary, a change in culture 590 

and context in which principals and teachers work.  591 
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