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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Assessment, as part of the tested curriculum, plays an important role Received 14 April 2025
internationally in certifying student achievement in secondary edu- Accepted 24 March 2026
cation. Following global trends, a recent reform of Junior Cycle KEYWORDS

curricula (lower secondary level) in Ireland introduced school- Curriculum changes; lower
based assessments (SBAs) alongside traditional state examinations. secondary education; school-
Known locally as Classroom-Based Assessments (CBAs), they are based assessment; teachers’
part of a ‘dual assessment’ system, combining centralized examina- perspectives; mathematics

tions with non-certified assessments conducted by teachers. This
study examines the perspectives of mathematics teachers towards
these changes in their subject. An online survey, using a non-
probability sampling method, collected 196 responses. While cer-
tain advantages were identified, including the promotion of inde-
pendent learning and the incorporation of real-life applications, the
findings also reveal persistent concerns among mathematics tea-
chers regarding the introduction of CBAs. Key challenges include
the significant amount of class time required, limited student
engagement, and the potential to exacerbate existing student
inequities. These concerns raise important questions about the
ongoing implementation of CBAs in their current format within
the Junior Cycle Mathematics Specification (JCMS). The findings
are also considered in relation to broader international debates
on curriculum and assessment reform, highlighting common chal-
lenges and enhancing understanding of how policy initiatives are
interpreted, mediated, and contested across educational contexts.

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to investigate teachers’ perspectives on the curriculum
changes that have taken place in mathematics at Junior Cycle (lower secondary level) in
Ireland. Specifically, it focuses on the introduction of Classroom-Based Assessments
(CBAs). Contemporary views of assessment see it as a supportive tool to teaching and
learning (Oo et al., 2024). However, while there has been extensive scrutiny and revision of
Irish curricula over many decades, there has been a notable lack of emphasis on the role of
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assessment and state examinations (Gleeson, 2024). Prompted by concerns about the
negative impact of examinations on the written and taught curriculum, there have long
been calls for more diverse assessment approaches at school level (e.g. Department of
Education and Science [DES], 1995; National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
[NCCA], 1993). Such calls have recently led to elements of school-based assessment
(SBA) being introduced into the Irish system at lower secondary level. In this context,
the term ‘school-based assessment’ refers to assessment that is designed, administered
and reported by the individual school (MacPhail et al., 2018).

Its introduction aligns with assessment practices in education systems such as those in
Norway, Finland, New Zealand, and Scotland. In such jurisdictions, some form of SBA is
used, with teachers often assuming partial or full responsibility for assessing their stu-
dents, particularly in primary and lower secondary education (Murchan, 2018). For exam-
ple, in Finland, lower secondary student achievement is assessed either entirely by
teachers or through teacher grading of state-designed national curriculum tests
(Salokangas et al., 2021). In New Zealand, teachers are responsible for over half of the
assessment for the national qualification for upper secondary students (Yates & Johnston,
2018). Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) likewise incorporates elements of SBA,
with teachers playing a central role in assessing and monitoring students’ coursework
(Stobart, 2021).

In terms of effectiveness, international research indicates that teachers generally hold
both positive and negative views on the integration of SBA and its potential to support
student learning (Davison, 2007; Mansor et al., 2013; Oo et al., 2024). From a pedagogical
perspective, the inclusion of SBA recognizes the integral relationship between teaching,
learning, and assessment. However, such perspectives are not always foregrounded. As
Barnes et al. (2015) note, teachers’ conceptions of assessment generally lie along
a continuum, ranging from predominantly pedagogical orientations to high-stakes
accountability purposes. Research has shown that in high-stakes, examination-driven
contexts such as China (Brown & Gao, 2015), as well as in high-stakes school performance
systems such as England (Stobart, 2021), teachers’ conceptions of assessment are gen-
erally aligned with accountability and evaluation purposes, which are poorly suited to the
implementation of SBAs. By contrast, in lower-stakes environments such as Finland
(Salokangas et al., 2021) and New Zealand (Yates & Johnston, 2018), teachers are more
likely to adopt an improvement-oriented view of assessment, which aligns closely with
the principles and purposes of SBA.

From an Irish perspective, although public perception views the Junior Cycle assess-
ment and certification as high stakes (MacPhail et al., 2018), SBAs were introduced to
reduce reliance on summative assessment and give teachers greater control over how
their students are assessed (Murchan, 2018). Initial proposals by the Department of
Education and Skills (DES) in 2012 aimed for students to be assessed in each subject
through continuous assessment worth 40% and a 60% school-based examination.
However, such proposals faced strong opposition from teacher unions, who argued that
their role was to teach rather than examine their own students (Gleeson et al., 2020). This
resistance resulted in a series of compromises that shifted the reforms away from their
original intent, culminating in a ‘dual assessment’ system that retains centralized state
examinations while incorporating some non-certified, teacher-conducted SBAs (Murchan,
2021). It was articulated by the then Minister for Education and Skills, Jan O'Sullivan, that
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this ‘dual approach to assessment provides a valuable opportunity to embed classroom-
based assessment and formative assessment for learning while recognising the role of
external assessment’ (NCCA, 2015, p. 2). However, Murchan (2018) determined that it also
retains several elements of, and challenges associated with the pre-reform assessment
system, and the effectiveness of this solution in achieving the original goals of the reform
is yet to be determined. Thus, the overarching purpose of this paper is to address this gap
by exploring the perspectives of one of the key stakeholders—mathematics teachers—on
these changes in their subject area.

Theoretical perspectives

In education, any kind of curriculum reform is a multifaceted process with numerous
challenges (Handal & Herrington, 2003). Phaeton and Stears (2016) describe how various
stakeholders across the system tend to shape how the curriculum is perceived, and this
can have a significant impact on classroom practice. There is often an expectation that
teachers will automatically change their behaviours just because they are instructed to do
so for the benefit of themselves and their students (Handal & Herrington, 2003). However,
this perspective is limited, and curricula are rarely implemented in line with the original
intentions of the curriculum designers (Orafi & Borg, 2009). This discrepancy is known as
the gap between the intended and the implemented curriculum (Phaeton & Stears, 2016;
Prendergast & Treacy, 2018). The intended curriculum is what policymakers prescribe,
while the implemented curriculum is what teachers actually deliver in their classrooms
(Handal & Herrington, 2003). In this case, the intended curriculum originally proposed by
the DES in 2012 and revised in 2015 is very different to what is currently implemented in
Irish Junior Cycle classrooms. To conceptualize this further, we draw on Glatthorn et al.’s
(2012) curriculum model which defines the ‘intentional curriculum’ as ‘the set of learnings
that the school system consciously intends’ (p. 6). Glatthorn and colleagues identify four
different pillars of the intentional curriculum. These pillars are the written curriculum, that
is the curriculum as it is presented in policy documents; the supported curriculum, that is
the resources that support the curriculum; the taught curriculum, that is the curriculum
delivered by teachers in the classroom; and the tested curriculum, that is the aspects of the
curriculum which appear in key assessment tools. While the reforms at Junior Cycle
permeate all four pillars of Glatthorn et al.'s model, this paper focuses specifically on
teachers’ perspectives of changes to the tested curriculum. More specially, its focuses on
their views to the introduction of a type of school-based formative assessment at Junior
Cycle.

Teachers’ perspectives towards changes to the tested curriculum

Research carried out in Ireland and internationally has found that teachers can have
multiple, and sometimes contradictory, views of assessment (Brown et al., 2011;
Darmody et al., 2020) For example, while participants in Darmody et al.’s study in
Ireland primarily supported a summative view of assessment as a decision-making tool,
the findings also indicated their willingness to embrace SBA. These teachers were not
opposed to a more varied approach to assessment. Their concerns centred around the use
of such assessment for school accountability purposes. This once again highlights the
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importance of understanding teachers’ perceptions in the successful roll out of any
changes in education. Teachers are pivotal in driving educational transformation
(Datnow, 2002), and the effectiveness of any reform hinges on how teachers engage
with, interpret, and implement it (Spillane, 1999). While teachers are often regarded as key
agents of change (Schoenfeld, 2014), they are also seen as playing a more conservative
role in educational reform, sometimes resisting or opposing its implementation (Duke,
2004). This resistance is understandable as teachers are often reluctant to adopt new
practices or procedures until they feel sure they can make them work (Byrne &
Prendergast, 2019). Until the introduction of a reform, many teachers may not have
even considered alternative strategies and may have just followed traditional practices
they had personally experienced. Any such alternative strategies in terms of assessment
may challenge teachers’ long-standing beliefs about its purpose and the essence of
teaching and learning (Suurtamm & Koch, 2014). For instance, it is important to consider
that most secondary teachers in Ireland have personally experienced the summative and
accountable Junior and Senior Cycle (upper secondary level) examinations during their
own time as students. This likely influences their beliefs about assessment as educators
(Darmody et al., 2020). Furthermore, the contextual realities of teachers’ work must be
taken into consideration (Orafi & Borg, 2009). Such contextual factors may include the
level of professional development offered, as well as practical constraints, such as lack of
time or support from school leaders (Ratnam-Lim & Tan, 2015). In any case, teachers’
personal views towards any reform are important. Consequently, from an Irish perspec-
tive, it is important to consider teachers’ perspectives towards the implementation of SBA
in the Junior Cycle Mathematics Specification (JCMS).

An overview of the Irish secondary education

Secondary education in Ireland consists of two cycles—Junior and Senior Cycle. The
Junior Cycle lies within the compulsory period of education and is usually taken by
students between the ages of 12 and 15. It is a three-year cycle, at the end of which the
students sit a formal examination and are awarded the Junior Cycle Profile of
Achievement (JCPA) (previously known as the Junior Certificate, and before that, the
Intermediate Certificate). All students are obliged to study mathematics at Junior Cycle.
Senior Cycle is a two-year course of study at the end of which students sit another state
examination, referred to as the Leaving Certificate, and performance in this is used to
determine admission to third-level courses. Curricula are developed centrally by the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), a government body that pro-
vides advice to the Minister for Education and Youth on curriculum and assessment issues
at the primary and secondary levels. State examinations are typically designed and graded
by the State Examinations Commission (SEC) on behalf of the DES.

From a historical perspective, the Intermediate Certificate examinations were first
introduced in 1924, not long after the establishment of the independent Irish state.
Over the decades, the curriculum underwent numerous changes but there was
relatively little change in assessment (Murchan, 2021). The Junior Certificate curricu-
lum was introduced in 1989 and first examined in 1992. As an overview, this course
generally required students to study 11 or 12 subjects, available at two or three
levels: higher, ordinary, or foundation. Primarily, the curriculum culminated in
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a summative assessment where students were assessed through written examina-
tions at the end of the third year. This assessment of student work was conducted
externally and anonymously by teachers employed by the SEC, ensuring that tea-
chers did not evaluate their own students’ work. A review of the Junior Cycle
programme, published 10 years after its launch by the NCCA, revealed that curricular
objectives were not being met due to a disconnect between the redesigned curri-
culum and the one-off terminal examinations (Darmody et al., 2020). Furthermore,
a longitudinal study by Smyth et al. (2006), raised concerns about the narrow range
of assessment methods and the dominance of rote learning. This was followed by
the government’s publication of A Framework for Junior Cycle in 2012, which was
subsequently revised and finalized in 2015 (DES, 2012, 2015). A phased introduction
of specific reform proposals, first introduced to schools in September 2014, contin-
ued until September 2019. Course specifications (syllabi) have been updated for all
subjects, which are now studied at one common level, except for English, Irish, and
Mathematics (offered at two levels, higher and ordinary).

Regarding the reformed curricula, concerns have been raised about a reduced depth of
subject coverage, a lack of continuity with the Leaving Certificate, and a perceived
diminution of standards (Gleeson et al., 2020). However, the broader debate has been
shaped less by pedagogical beliefs and values than by issues of assessment and certifica-
tion (MacPhail et al., 2018). As part of the reform, a form of SBA, know locally as Classroom-
Based Assessments (CBAs) were introduced to diversify assessment methods. The initial
proposal envisaged that teachers would both design and grade the CBAs, alongside
a final summative assessment at the end of the three-year cycle. Yet, as noted earlier,
this aspect of the reform faced strong opposition from teacher trade unions. In particular,
resistance focused on the use of SBAs for awarding part of a national qualification, which
would have been both administered and marked by students’ own teachers. One of the
main teacher unions, the Association of Secondary Teachers, Ireland (ASTI), objected to
what it described as a shift in teachers’ role ‘from advocate to judge’ (Association of
Secondary Teachers, Ireland, 2014, p. 20). The unions’ political influence ultimately
resulted in a compromise: teachers would only assess their students in CBAs, which
would be non-certified. In any case, the implementation of formative assessment through
CBAs marks a substantial shift from previous assessment practices at secondary level in
Ireland (Murchan, 2018).

A background to classroom based assessment

Prior to the introduction of the Junior Certificate curriculum in 1989, a series of
reports recommended the introduction of some form of SBA as part of student
certification (Heywood et al., 1980). Little materialized from this and in the main,
traditional written terminal examinations were retained in the move from the
Intermediate Certificate to the Junior Certificate. However, the debate continued
in the proceeding years. For example, the government White Paper (DES, 1995)
highlighted a mismatch between Junior Cycle objectives and assessment
approaches and the need to introduce some form of SBA. A subsequent Junior
Cycle Review published by the NCCA (1999) also highlighted the overreliance on
terminal assessment. The NCCA (2011) publication of Towards a Framework for
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Junior Cycle laid the foundation for the changes proposed by the DES in 2012.
These changes aimed to rebalance that examination system and provide teachers
with greater control over student assessments by incorporating some elements of
SBA (Murchan, 2021).

The original A Framework for Junior Cycle first published by the DES in 2012 outlined
a school-based model of both formative and summative assessment with a less weighted
terminal examination at the end of third year (60% of overall grade, 40% for continuous
assessment). Notably, the terminal examination would be set by the State Examinations
Commission and taken, administered and marked in the school. These plans were met
with intense opposition on the part of both secondary teacher trade unions, the Teachers
Union of Ireland (TUI) and the Association of Secondary Teachers, Ireland (ASTI). Teachers
put forward several arguments, the most persistent being the need to uphold public and
parental trust in the integrity of Junior Cycle assessment marks and to preserve estab-
lished relationships between teachers, students, and parents (Murchan, 2021). Central to
their opposition was the fear that teachers grading their own students could undermine
confidence in state-awarded marks, strain teacher-student-parent relationships and com-
promise teachers’ role as advocates for learning. More broadly, there was concern that
internal grading might weaken the credibility and comparability of the Junior Cycle
qualification, which had traditionally relied on external, standardized procedures
(Murchan, 2021). Similar issues have been observed internationally. In Hong Kong, for
instance, debates on SBA highlighted concerns about validity, reliability and fairness
(Qian, 2014). In light of these concerns and following intensive negotiations between
the DES and teacher unions, a revised document was published in 2015 with the main
adjustments being made in relation to assessment and certification. Key to the revised
Framework was the introduction of a ‘Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement’ (JCPA) to
replace the Junior Certificate that would be issued by the school at the end of
a student’s time in Junior Cycle (MacPhail et al.,, 2018). In looking for ‘an appropriate
balance’, the 2015 Framework proposed ‘A dual approach to assessment, involving class-
room-based assessment across the three years and a final externally assessed, national
examination’ (DES, 2015, p. 35). This CBA would take place in each subject, and its
introduction was to better align pedagogy and assessment within the new Junior Cycle.
As outlined by Johnson (2021), CBAs were to embody formative assessment principles. By
providing ongoing insights into students’ understanding, it was anticipated that they
would enable teachers to adjust instruction during the Junior Cycle to address learning
gaps and meet specific learning needs. In addition, CBAs would be able to shape
pedagogy by prompting teachers to align teaching strategies with skills development
and deeper understanding rather than a focus on examination preparation. It was
proposed that tasks for the CBAs would be developed by the NCCA, completed in class
by students over a defined time period according to a national timetable, and assessed by
teachers using prescribed criteria (exceptional; above expectations; in line with expecta-
tions; and yet to meet expectations). Results would be communicated directly to students
and parents through the JCPA but crucially would not form part of state certification. Such
certification would come in the form of (1) a modified version of the traditional terminal
examinations, set and scored by the SEC and (2) one written Assessment Task (linked to
a CBA) to be taken in class by students in third year but, crucially, scored by the SEC. These
negotiations between the DES and teacher trade unions resulted in agreement just before
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students were to sit the first (English) examination under the revised Junior Cycle in
June 2017.

To sum up, students’ typically complete two CBAs per subject, with one in the second
year and another in the third year, under the guidance and support of their class teacher.
Once the second CBA is completed, students in third year complete a written Assessment
Task reflecting on what they have learned and the skills and competences they have
developed in the second CBA. This task, set by the NCCA, is undertaken during normal
class time and is sent to the SEC for marking. It is worth 10% of the overall mark in the case
of most subjects, in addition to the 90% allocated to the final SEC examination in June.
Students’ achievement is then reported through the JCPA, in which performance on the
CBAs and the externally graded SEC work are reported separately.

A focus on mathematics

From the mid-20th century, there have been continuous changes in the structure, con-
tent, and fundamental principles of mathematics curricula globally (Krupa & Confrey,
2015; Schoenfeld, 2014). The context for Ireland has been no different. Oldham (2019)
outlines how in the period 1960-2000, there were four revisions of the Irish Junior Cycle
mathematics curriculum. These revisions were introduced to first-year students in 1966,
1973, 1987 and 2000, respectively. The 1966 revision, influenced by international ‘modern
mathematics’ trends (see Stewart, 2012), emphasized the study of mathematical struc-
tures and conceptual relationships rather than computation, aiming to enhance under-
standing through coherence (Byrne et al., 2021). Originally intended for third-level
education, this approach was strongly endorsed by the Department of Education in
Ireland but proved overly abstract for many secondary students (Oldham, 2019). The
1973 revision continued the ‘modern mathematics’ focus, while the 1987 and 2000
revisions, though limited in scope, progressively removed abstract or complex elements
to make the subject more accessible (Byrne et al., 2021). Across all revisions, the curricula
consistently emphasized teaching for understanding and gave some attention to applica-
tions (Oldham, 2019). However, these aims were often undermined by State examinations,
which were overly predictable and included few problems set in authentic contexts. This
predictability often fostered a highly didactic and procedural style of mathematics teach-
ing at secondary level in Ireland, resulting in a range of issues for both teachers and
students (NCCA, 2005). These issues, such as an over-reliance on rote learning, were highly
publicized and the government were compelled into action with a major reform of all
secondary mathematics curricula initiated (Prendergast & Treacy, 2018). The reform
entitled ‘Project Maths’ was rolled out in all schools on a phased basis beginning in
September 2010. Its implementation involved changes to what students learnt, how they
learnt it, and how they were assessed, both at Junior and Senior Cycle. Curricula at both
levels were reshaped in line with a philosophy of mathematics education that highlighted
solving problems in authentic real-life contexts (Byrne et al., 2021). There were many
positives to the reform, such as an increased focus on conceptual understanding and
a decreased focus on ‘teaching to the test’. However, the intended benefits from the
overall approach needed to be balanced against some problems, such as a scarcity of
resources for teachers in the implementation phase, a shortage of teacher professional
development, and a lack of class time to implement the curriculum fully (O’'Meara &
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Prendergast, 2019; Prendergast & Treacy, 2018). From an assessment perspective, the
subject was still fully assessed through written examinations at the end of the final year of
Junior Cycle and the final year of Senior Cycle. In terms of assessment changes, the
questions on these examination papers tended to draw on several mathematics content
areas and required the solution of extended problems set in contexts. While there were
positives associated with such changes, their impact is hard to decipher. The phased
implementation approach meant that 2015 was the first year that the reform was
examined fully at Junior Cycle. This allowed little time for any meaningful evaluation
before the new JCMS was introduced to all schools in September 2018.

Given the close recency of the Project Maths reform, it was unsurprising that many
aspects of the JCMS, particularly regarding content and pedagogy, represented ‘evolution
rather than revolution’ (Byrne et al.,, 2021, p. 132). However, in line with the Framework for
Junior Cycle (DES, 2015), the changes in assessment, specifically the CBAs, though not
radical by international standards, were especially significant for mathematics in Ireland.
The subject never had a coursework element, so this was a major difference between
Project Maths and the JCMS. Similar to other subjects, there are two CBAs (see Table 1)
which are designed to be undertaken by students in the second and the third year of the
Junior Cycle.

As outlined in the previous section, these CBAs are completed in class by students
over a defined time period and are marked at a common level by the classroom
teacher. In addition, the second CBA (the Statistical Investigation) includes a written
Assessment Task (worth 10% of the grade) that is marked, along with the final
examination, by the SEC. These revisions were introduced to first-year students in
September 2018. Thus, the first cohort of students taking the new mathematics
curriculum were in third year when the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic led to
the closure of schools and the move to remote teaching in March 2020 for the rest of
the academic year. Further school closures took place in 2021. Consequently, the
Junior Cycle written examinations were cancelled in 2020 and 2021. Further to the
cancellation of the terminal examinations, the school closures meant that
many second- and third-year students were unable to complete their CBAs during
this time and first-year students missed out on essential groundwork. This led to
revised assessment arrangements that were introduced in 2022/23 in which students
had to complete a minimum of one CBA in each subject and students from this cohort
were not required to complete an Assessment Task. At the time of writing, and
consistent with previous years, the NCCA (2025) has confirmed that these

Table 1. Overview of CBAs in mathematics (NCCA, 2018).

Time
Type Detail Taken Completion
CBA1: Mathematical Students will follow the problem-solving cycle to investigate  Three- End of second
Investigation a mathematical problem. week year
period
CBA2: Statistical Students will follow the statistical enquiry cycle. Three- End of first
Investigation week term of
period third

year
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arrangements remain in place for students in third year in the 2025-26 school year.
Consequently, the full Framework for Junior Cycle in mathematics, has yet to be fully
enacted, particularly around the CBAs and the associated Assessment Task. Indeed,
many mathematics teachers may have not yet guided their students through two
CBAs (at the time of writing, schools have autonomy to decide whether to complete
one or two CBAs in each subject). With this in mind, it is very much early days in the
implementation of the JCMS, and views are still being formed. This would also explain
the current dearth of research in the area. To date, researchers from the University of
Limerick have published a series of reports from a four-year longitudinal study explor-
ing the implementation, enactment and impact of the Framework for Junior Cycle in
secondary schools in Ireland (McGarr et al, 2022, 2023, 2024a, 2024b). Their study
captures the views of teachers, principals, students, parents, and wider educational
stakeholders. However, the views in the McGarr et al. study are of the Framework for
Junior Cycle as a whole and are not subject specific. With a review of the Leaving
Certificate mathematics curriculum currently underway (planned introduction to
schools in 2027) (NCCA, 2024), and a planned move to some form of continuous
assessment, it is important to investigate mathematics teachers’ perspectives on the
assessment changes that have taken place in the subject at Junior Cycle. Accordingly,
this paper focuses specifically on the introduction of CBAs in the JCMS and aims to
address the following research question:

— What are mathematics teachers’ perspectives on the introduction of Classroom-Based
Assessments (CBAs) in examining the subject at lower secondary education in
Ireland?

Methodology

As part of a larger study, the authors designed an online survey that sought to ascertain
mathematics teachers’ views on the main changes that have been made to the subject at
Junior Cycle. The finalized instrument, which was piloted with eight experienced mathe-
matics teachers and a mathematics teacher educator, comprised six sections. While the
opening section gathered the demographics of responding teachers, the subsequent
sections focused on various aspects of Glatthorn et al.'s (2012) intentional curriculum
model such as teachers’ overarching views of the JCMS, the impact on teaching and
learning practices, assessment, and enablers and barriers to curriculum reform. This paper
centres on the responses gathered in the assessment section in relation to the tested
curriculum. In this part of the survey, data was gathered in relation to changes that have
been made to both summative and formative assessment at Junior Cycle mathematics.
More specifically, this paper focuses on data regarding formative assessment, and parti-
cularly the introduction of CBAs. Such data includes a mixture of questions that yielded
both quantitative and qualitative responses, incorporating multiple-choice items, Likert-
type scales, and open-ended questions. For example, the section concludes with two
open-ended questions in which teachers had to describe the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the inclusion of CBAs in the JCMS.

The target sample for this study was all teachers of Junior Cycle mathematics across the
secondary school sector in Ireland. Following ethical approval from the Education and
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Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee at the University of Limerick, an online ques-
tionnaire was distributed using a non-probability sampling method through the Qualtrics
survey platform. The survey link was emailed to all national branches of the Irish
Mathematics Teachers’ Association (IMTA), and they were asked to share it with their
members. The online link was left open over a 3-week period in November 2024 and 196
mathematics teachers responded to the survey.

The quantitative data for this paper, which provided information on teachers’ level of
agreement with a number of statements in relation to CBAs, was recorded in SPSS
(Version 26.0). These multiple-choice items and Likert scale statements were not designed
by the authors to combine into a summated rating scale, and responses to each item were
analysed individually using descriptive statistics. Estimating the reliability of scores on
single-item measures can be difficult because commonly used internal consistency esti-
mates of reliability cannot be calculated (Lucas & Brent Donnellan, 2012). Thus, some
caution must be applied to the interpretation of these quantitative findings. The data
from the open-ended questions was transcribed into a Microsoft Word document and an
inductive ‘bottom up’ thematic content analysis was performed in relation to the
responding teachers’ perspectives of the CBAs. The work of Braun and Clarke (2022)
provided a framework for this analysis. It was a flexible and recursive process, with
repeated movement back and forth as codes were identified and initial themes were
generated. For example, codes such as ‘prolonged duration of CBAs’, ‘disruption to
syllabus coverage’ and ‘inefficient use of class-time’ were categorized into the theme
‘Excessive class time consumed'. The coding process was thorough and comprehensive,
and all themes were checked against each other and back to the original data set. While
the coding and generation of initial themes was completed by the first author, both
authors came together to review and develop the themes. In different cases, this led to
the merging of themes, along with the creation of sub-themes. For example, ‘Resource
constraints’ and ‘Mixed ability challenges’ were combined under the overarching theme
of ‘Student inequities’, with specific sub-themes labelled ‘Resources’ and ‘Ability’. The final
part of the process involved refining and finalizing each theme to eliminate overlaps and
ensure internal coherence and accurate representation of the data. At this stage, after
discussions amongst the authors, some themes were slightly renamed. For instance, the
theme ‘Plagiarism issues’ was adjusted to ‘Integrity Issues’ to encapsulate a broader range
of unethical assessment practices around the completion of CBAs.

Findings

As noted, 196 mathematics teachers responded to the survey, 67% of whom identified as
female and 33% as male. These figures are consistent with national data which found that
women accounted for 70.3% of secondary school teachers in 2017 (Central Statistics
Office, 2020). The responding teachers varied in experience of teaching mathematics
between 1 and 43 years, with the mean being 15.7 years’ experience.

In terms of findings, one of the first questions in this section was a single Likert scale
statement in which responding teachers had to indicate their level of agreement about
whether ‘The shift towards more formative assessment in the JCMS has helped to advance
students learning in mathematics’. As evidenced in Figure 1, 72% of teachers either
‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’ with this statement.
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The shift towards formative assessment in the JCMS has
helped to advance students learning in mathematics

0O 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200

W Strongly Agree M Agree B Neither agree nor disagree M Disagree M Strongly Disagree

Figure 1. Perspectives on introduction of formative assessment (n = 196).

In expanding on their reasoning through a corresponding open-ended question, it was
reiterated that many teachers felt that the shift towards more formative assessment,
particularly through CBAs, has not significantly improved students’ mathematical learn-
ing. Many argued that formative assessment was always present in classrooms, and the
changes in JCMS have done little to alter assessment practices (e.g. T33: ‘I don't think the
JCMS has shifted towards formative assessment. Formative assessment is and always was
happening in class. JCMS has not changed this’). Others felt that although the JCMS
intended to shift emphasis towards formative assessment, the lack of integration between
CBAs and summative Junior Cycle results has created a disconnect. As a result, students
still prioritize examination results over continuous learning (e.g. T75: ‘The dual approach is
not as effective as it could be as the CBAs carry no weight in terms of the final result’). To
surmise the responses, teachers felt that while formative assessment always has its place
in classroom learning, the implementation of CBAs has not succeeded in shifting the
Junior Cycle focus from summative examinations to a more continuous and reflective
learning process. Further insight into teachers’ perspectives, specifically in relation to
CBAs, was gathered from the next series of Likert scales in the survey in which respon-
dents had to indicate their level of agreement with five individual statements all relating
to the CBAs. These findings are summarized in Figure 2.

As evidenced from Figure 2, over 60% of respondents either ‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly
disagreed’ with each statement. For example, 69% either ‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly dis-
agreed’ that they are supportive of the CBAs in the JCMS. In the main, this data suggests
that many teachers feel that CBAs can be difficult to manage, are not the most effective
learning experience and do not overly develop students’ enjoyment, interest, and knowl-
edge in mathematics. These perspectives are delved into in much further depth in the
analysis of the two open-ended questions in which teachers had to describe the advan-
tages and disadvantages of the inclusion of CBAs in the JCMS. In terms of advantages,
there were five themes generated from the data (see Figure 3). These are discussed in
order of frequency of occurrence within the data.

One of the primary benefits of CBAs, as indicated by many respondents, is the
encouragement of ‘independent learning'. In terms of advantages, this theme was the
most frequently mentioned across responses. Many teachers noted that CBAs can encou-
rage students to manage their own learning, develop autonomy, and work indepen-
dently. The focus on taking responsibility for their work was a consistent positive pointed
out (e.g. T68: ‘Students are encouraged to take responsibility for their project, which
builds independence’).
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Figure 3. Teachers' perspectives on the advantages of CBAs.

Many comments highlighted that CBAs help students see the ‘real-world application of
mathematics’ in everyday life (e.g. T147: ‘Demonstrating application of maths is positive’).
Several respondents highlighted that CBAs help students see how the mathematical
concepts they learn can be used in everyday scenarios (e.g. T171: ‘It does connect to
real life, and | do think that CBA 2 is worth doing as stats are so relevant in life’). Real-world
applications such as statistical investigations and budgeting, were frequently cited as
a positive aspect of CBAs, making the subject feel more practical and engaging. This can
also encourage them to see the value of mathematics outside the classroom (e.g. T5: ‘It
allows students to develop an appreciation for mathematics in their everyday life’).

In terms of ‘personal interests’, the importance of students being able to choose
topics that interest them was a recurring theme. CBAs were seen as a way to increase
student engagement by allowing them to explore areas of personal interest and apply
mathematical concepts in ways that feel meaningful to them (e.g. T75: ‘They give
students a greater opportunity to shape their own learning and investigate things that
interest them’).

Developing ‘skills beyond the subject’, especially in areas like the use of technology,
research, and collaboration, was another common theme. Some respondents felt that
CBAs provide opportunities for students to develop a variety of transferable skills that are
not strictly related to mathematics but are valuable for their overall academic growth (e.g.
T38: ‘Can build on basic IT & research skills’). As such, students are gaining proficiency in
skills that are vital beyond the classroom, and indeed into Senior Cycle (e.g. T102: ‘CBAs
demonstrate skills that will be important for future project work at Leaving Certificate’).

CBAs also provide a more ‘varied learning experience’, which some respondents
viewed positively (e.g. T94: ‘CBAs offer a break from the traditional classroom routine
and gives a chance for a change for a change of pace compared with regular class’). The
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opportunity to engage in project-based learning offers variety compared to traditional
methods of teaching and this aspect was often noted as a benefit (e.g. T128: ‘CBAs allow
deeper exploration of topics outside the usual constraints of the curriculum’).

While these five themes showcased some of the benefits in relation to CBAs, it must be
noted that the data from the open-ended question on the advantages also highlighted
widespread concerns. Indeed, of the 120 teachers who answered the open-ended ques-
tion on advantages, only 46 provided an exclusively positive response. Eighteen respon-
dents mentioned both advantages and disadvantages (e.g. T183: ‘Because of the
assessment the whole CBA process becomes a tick box exercise when in reality they
have the potential to be a great learning experience’), while 56 gave solely negative
responses (e.g. T32: ‘I am not in favour and don't feel they offer any benefit’). Such
negatives were further emphasized in the responses to the question on the disadvantages
of CBAs in the JCMS. A total of 140 teachers responded to this question and there were
seven core themes, and two sub-themes generated from the data (see Figure 4).

By far, the most frequently cited disadvantage (noted by 72 of the 140 teachers who
responded) regarding CBAs was the ‘excessive class time consumed’, often preventing
teachers from adequately covering the required syllabus (e.g. T107: ‘Six weeks (nearly 10%
of 2nd and 3rd year) of teaching time lost, yet course content was not reduced’). The time
allocated to CBAs was perceived as disproportionate to their impact, especially as they are
required to be completed across various subjects. Teachers felt pressured to complete the
curriculum while also ensuring students meet the expectations of CBAs, leading to
a rushed and less effective learning experience (e.g. T135: ‘Fitting CBAs into the timetable
forces us to rush through other core topics, leaving gaps in students’ understanding’).

Teachers noted that while CBAs require extensive time investment, they do not
contribute to students’ final grades, often leading to a ‘lack of student engagement’
(e.g. T15: ‘Does not count for a grade, so students don’t care about it'.). Participants
described how their students see CBAs as a task to complete rather than a meaningful

Excessive
class time
consumed

Implementation
Grading

Inconsistent
approach

Disadvantages

Student
inequities

Integrity
issues

Fesources

|
| Abitity

Limited
mathematical
value

Student stress
and anxiety

Figure 4. Teachers' perspectives on the disadvantages of CBAs.
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learning experience (e.g. T94: 'The CBAs are viewed as a chore that needs to be completed
by students’).

Many responding teachers’ also felt that CBAs contribute to ‘student inequities’.
This core theme consisted of two sub-themes, ‘student inequity in terms of resources’
and ‘student inequity in terms of ability’. Regarding resources, access to technology
and varying student support, both at home and in school, can create inequities. Some
teachers reported that their schools do not having enough devices or reliable internet
connections to facilitate CBAs effectively (e.g. T139: ‘Different kids have different
resources to avail of and different schools have different levels of resources. We've
15 laptops for 120 kids doing a 2nd-year maths CBA, and we are a no-phone campus
now’). Furthermore, teachers felt some students get extra support from home com-
pared to others (e.g. T24: ‘Some students have an advantage if they have more
support from home’). These resource challenges create an uneven playing field, mak-
ing CBAs more difficult for certain students to complete successfully. In terms of
ability, the consensus amongst responding teachers was that CBAs appear to dispro-
portionately benefit high achieving students, while many low achieving students
struggle to complete them independently, leading to disengagement and stress (e.g.
T3: ‘'Stronger students tend to enjoy CBAs, but weaker students get incredibly stressed
or minimally engage’).

The pressure of completing multiple CBAs across subjects contributes to increased
‘student stress and anxiety’, and, in some cases, school avoidance (e.g. T63: ‘As a year
head, | am dealing with mental health issues and school refusal directly linked to the stress
of CBAs and deadlines’). Students who miss classes due to illness or extracurricular
activities struggle to keep up, and CBAs can become a source of significant stress, making
them counterproductive to learning and well-being (e.g. T93: ‘In total across all subjects’
students are just drained by CBAs’).

From a subject specific perspective, many teachers argued that CBAs have a ‘limited
mathematical value’ and do not meaningfully contribute to students’ mathematical
understanding. Teachers felt the mathematical content of many CBAs is often too
simplistic, repetitive, and does not challenge students at their level (e.g. T2: ‘Students
take the easiest mathematical approach they can. The maths involved usually boils
down to arithmetic and bar charts’). Instead of encouraging critical thinking and
mathematical reasoning, CBAs often focus on basic arithmetic, statistics, or data
collection, making them ineffective in developing advanced mathematical skills (e.g.
T111: ‘'Students of this age are unable to “mathematise” a problem ... they simply do
not have enough maths done in most cases to put out a project that isn’t just
arithmetic’). As summed up by T70: ‘The students in general are performing the easiest
possible task to get the CBA completed rather than performing any in-depth mathe-
matical study’. There was also some comparing of the effectiveness between CBA1 and
CBA2 in the data. Many responding teachers believed that CBA2 in mathematics
should be completed first, or that CBA1 should be removed or restructured to be
more effective (e.g. T60: ‘I feel they are done in the wrong order. CBA1 should be the
Statistical investigation as students can understand it better. The mathematical inves-
tigation is too vague for 2nd years; most of them need guidance. An extra year and
the practice with the statistical investigation would give them a better insight into
what is expected of them’). Some teachers suggested giving teachers the flexibility to
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decide which CBA to complete first, based on student ability (e.g. T102: ‘l maintain that
the order of the CBAs should be interchangeable as seen fit by teachers in a school’).
Others were in favour of removing CBA1 altogether, as CBA2 is more structured,
relevant, and beneficial (e.g. T145: ‘CBA2 should be the only CBA done. It is practical.
It lends itself to good, guided learning’).

In terms of further disadvantages, many teachers also expressed concerns about
‘integrity issues’ and the authenticity of student work. They referred to instances where
external assistance, and Al-generated content was becoming more prevalent (e.g. T103:
‘Students are plagiarising CBAs using Al tools, or a student can use a cousins CBA from
another school and slowly pass it off as their own’). This makes it difficult to assess
students’ true understanding and abilities (e.g. T16: ‘It's impossible to determine if some
of the work is original—in some cases parents and grind teachers are doing half of it’).

The final theme which was generated from the data in relation to the disadvantages of
CBAs was an ‘inconsistent approach’. This core theme consisted of two sub-themes,
‘inconsistent implementation’ and ‘inconsistent grading’. In terms of implementation,
there was frustration with perceived discrepancies in how CBAs are implemented across
different subjects or schools (e.g. T76: ‘Different schools have different approaches—
some complete CBAs entirely in class, while others allow students to do them at home,
leading to a lack of integrity’). T72 described how in other instances ‘Some local schools
give all of their students a topic for their CBA and a structure and then they all do the
same’. Regarding grading, some respondents believed that the grading descriptors use
language that is difficult for Junior Cycle students to comprehend and are too general and
unclear, resulting in inconsistencies (e.g. T103: ‘Due to interpretations of the marking
rubric, different schools may award different descriptors’). There were also issues reported
with the same criteria being used to assess higher and ordinary-level students and those
of different abilities (e.g. T11: ‘The assessment criteria don’t take into account individual’s
ability. A fantastic effort from a weak student ends up with the same descriptor as a poor
effort from an excellent student’). Finally, many teachers pointed out that the Assessment
Task has yet to be completed by students in mathematics.

Overall, the data highlighted considerable concerns regarding the drawbacks of CBAs
in the subject. The class time required was a substantial issue, and this is undoubtedly
conflated when there are multiple CBAs across 2nd and 3rd years in a variety of subjects.
Although some positives were noted in the data, both the qualitative and quantitative
responses clearly show that they are outweighed by the challenges. These challenges are
best summed up by the response of one teacher who stated that:

T21: The majority of learners are unable to complete a CBA without significant support. It
furthers the gap between weak and capable students. Parents are completing some CBAs.
Learners with poor attendance are failing to submit at all. There are constantly CBAs going on
in one subject or another, same methodology, learners are bored of the format. Anxious
students of which we have more than ever are stressed and school avoidance is at an all-time
high. Rather than reduce assessment there is now constant assessment.

Discussion

Similar to the findings of Darmody et al. (2020) and Brown et al. (2011), this study found
that teachers had mixed perspectives, albeit predominantly negative on the assessment
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changes that have taken place in mathematics at Junior Cycle in Ireland. Consistent with
international literature (Davison, 2007; Mansor et al., 2013), several positives of the CBAs
were identified, many aligning with the original rationale for introducing some form
of SBA.

For instance, teachers in this study recognized the advantages of CBAs in promoting
‘independent learning’ among students, helping them understand the ‘real-world appli-
cation of mathematics’, allowing students to select topics that align with their ‘personal
interests’, which can ‘develop skills beyond the subject’, and provide a ‘varied learning
experience’. Each of these themes are in line with previous research on the benefits of
formative assessment and highlights its potential to enhance student learning, motiva-
tion, and students’ ownership of their own learning (Mansor et al., 2013). They also align
with the findings of McGarr, McCormack, et al. (2024b), which suggested that CBAs offer
students (and teachers) choice and flexibility, encourage creativity and innovation, and
help them develop skills (such as independent and research skills) that can be applied in
their future learning and careers.

Despite the positives, the overall responses from participants in the study reflected
a more negative perception of the assessment changes and the CBAs in general. This
resistance, which is apparent in both the qualitative and quantitative findings, is con-
cerning, as teachers are the primary agents of any educational change (Schoenfeld, 2014).
From the outset, it was clear that the majority of participating teachers (72%) were not in
agreement that the shift towards more formative assessment has helped to advance
students learning in mathematics. In responding to a corresponding open-ended ques-
tion, many teachers felt that the CBAs had not succeeded in shifting the Junior Cycle focus
from summative examinations to a more continuous and reflective learning process.
Although still early in the reform’s implementation, this finding highlights the tensions
introduced by the revised assessment. While CBAs can promote student-centred learning,
Gleeson et al. (2020) notes that Irish teaching has traditionally emphasized knowledge
transmission. Changing such pedagogical approaches can be challenging (Prendergast &
Treacy, 2018). From an Irish perspective, this is particularly difficult in mathematics, where
the curriculum is overly broad and teachers face constant time pressures (O'Meara &
Prendergast, 2019). Beyond pedagogy, tensions around assessment can also relate to its
purpose. As Yates and Johnston (2018) argue, policies that aim to use assessment to
improve learning can conflict with those that focus on measuring achievement and
awarding qualifications e.g. the externally assessed, national examination as part of the
JCPA. Consequently, it is unsurprising that many teachers in this study experienced
tensions and did not perceive the reforms as advancing students’ learning in
mathematics.

With specific reference to CBAs, it was clear from the quantitative data that the majority
of respondents (69%) were not supportive of their introduction. As outlined in Figure 4,
there were seven main themes and two sub-themes generated in relation to the dis-
advantages. The most frequent challenge noted regarding CBAs was that they ‘consume
excessive class time’, preventing teachers from adequately covering the required syllabus.
As noted by Orafi and Borg (2009) and Ratnam-Lim and Tan (2015), educational reforms
must take into account the contextual realities of teachers’ work. A lack of class time is one
such contextual factor. This is not a new issue; however, it is one which has not been
adequately addressed. In 2022, the Irish Mathematics Teachers Association (IMTA)
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surveyed its members and students to get their broad opinions around the JCMS. Results
of the survey, which was completed by 331 students and 360 teachers were commu-
nicated to the NCCA, SEC, DES, and the Minister for Education. In relation to time, 67% of
responding teachers believed that do not have enough time to teach the course (Irish
Mathematics Teachers Association [IMTA], 2022). In their longitudinal study, McGarr et al.
(2023) observed that teachers frequently mentioned ‘time pressures’ during interviews.
They highlighted that the time dedicated to CBAs was perceived as a barrier to fulfilling
broader subject specification requirements. While the CBAs focus on research, problem-
solving, and real-life applications have many advantages, this approach to teaching and
learning takes more time (Prendergast et al., 2018). This is a particular issue in the subject
of mathematics where concern has long been expressed regarding the workload and
timeframe of the mathematics curriculum (O’Meara & Prendergast, 2018; Prendergast &
Treacy, 2018). While in some cases CBAs are treated as somewhat of a ‘break’ from the
normal demands of the subject (McGarr et al., 2023), the lengthy nature of the JCMS does
not allow for this (e.g. T107: ‘Six weeks (nearly 10% of 2nd and 3rd year) of teaching time
lost, yet course content was not reduced’).

Mathematics teachers noted that while CBAs require extensive time investment, they
do not contribute to students’ final certified grades, leading to a ‘lack of student engage-
ment’. This was also highlighted in the findings of McGarr et al. (2023). In their study,
teachers, students, and parents all reported that they felt the amount of effort devoted to
completing a CBA was not rewarded in assessment terms, leading to CBAs being seen by
many as peripheral exercises. This highlights the gap between the intention of the original
changes to the tested curriculum (where formative assessment was proposed to be worth
40%) and what is currently being implemented. It could be argued that the final exam-
inations remain as prominent as ever but are now supplemented with two CBAs and an
Assessment Task. This is best summed up by Gleeson et al. (2020), who in their analysis of
Junior Cycle curriculum change commented that ‘all the “new” assessment arrangements
have been grafted on while none of the “old” assessment architecture has been dis-
mantled’ (p. 487).

As a result, teachers determined that the time constraints and the pressure of extra
CBAs across subjects is contributing to increased ‘student stress and anxiety’ making the
formative assessments counterproductive to learning and well-being. This, again, was an
issue highlighted by McGarr et al. (2022, 2024b). They found that CBAs are not being
experienced as originally intended. Instead, many perceive them as a major assessment
tool and a source of stress and anxiety. In the IMTA (2022) survey, 68% of responding
students disagreed that the CBAs they complete across subjects have a positive effective
on their wellbeing. These findings, in addition to the data from our study, are particularly
concerning given one of the goals of the original reform was to move away from the
stresses of terminal summative assessment at Junior Cycle. For instance, students in
Smyth et al.'s (2006) longitudinal study expressed a preference for hands-on, practical
assessments over written examinations, as they felt these methods were less stressful. The
current evidence suggests that this goal has not yet been achieved, again due to
differences between the intended and the implemented curriculum.

Another key disadvantage identified by teachers regarding CBAs concerns ‘student
inequities’, particularly in resources, where disparities arise from unequal access to
technology and varying levels of support, both at school and at home. Stobart (2021)
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notes that the appeal of examinations lies in their perceived fairness, as all candidates face
the same questions under identical conditions. In contrast, resource disparities across
schools can create an uneven playing field, making it harder for some students to
complete CBAs successfully. The fact that some CBAs are completed at home exacerbates
these inequalities. This aligns with research on learning loss during pandemic-related
school closures. For example, in England, the Education Endowment Fund (2022) found
that children from disadvantaged backgrounds spent less time on learning activities at
home than their peers due to limited resources, lower parental involvement, lack of
suitable learning space, and digital inequalities. While these findings relate to pandemic
closures, they highlight the broader impact of inequities in home support on educational
tasks.

From a subject specific point of view, many teachers’ responses to the open-ended
questions doubted the mathematical value of the CBAs and whether they meaningfully
contribute to students’ mathematical understanding. This was similar to a finding from
the quantitative data in which 65% of teachers disagreed that CBAs help to develop
students’ knowledge of mathematics. It is also in line with findings from the IMTA (2022)
survey in which only 14% of students agreed that completing CBAs in mathematics
improved their mathematical skills. The vast majority of teachers favoured the Statistical
investigation in CBA2 over the Mathematical investigation in CBA1. Key differences were
noted in terms of clarity, practicality, engagement, and difficulty.

The teacher data also revealed a number of other concerns, many of which centred on
implementation, including an ‘inconsistent approach’ and ‘integrity issues’. The latter,
such as the growing prevalence of external assistance and Al-generated content, connect
to wider debates about the credibility and future of assessment. These concerns highlight
longstanding tensions between the validity and reliability of SBA and the comparability
assured by a traditional examination (Qian, 2014). They also reflect broader questions of
structural assessment changes and raise fundamental issues about the purposes and
validity of assessment in an era where tasks can be easily completed by Al (Corbin,
Dawson, & Liu, 2025). More broadly, such ‘integrity issues’ undermine trust in assessment,
reinforcing international debates on how best to balance authenticity, fairness, and
technological change in contemporary education (Corbin, Dawson, Nicola-Richmond,
et al., 2025). Addressing these challenges may require enhanced resource allocation and
more robust structures for SBA implementation, grading, and moderation. However, there
are no simple solutions. As Murchan (2021) summarizes, the Junior Cycle reform in Ireland
provides a powerful example of how a well-planned, large-scale educational reform can
become entangled in controversy over a specific issue and ultimately be implemented
quite different from its initial vision.

Conclusion

This research set out to explore teachers’ perspectives on the curriculum changes that
have taken place in mathematics at Junior Cycle in Ireland, specifically regarding the
tested curriculum (Glatthorn et al., 2012) and the introduction of CBAs. While the findings
may be of interest to educators or researchers in the fields of assessment, curriculum
reform, and mathematics education, particularly from an Irish perspective, they should be
considered within the confines of the limitations of the research. Specifically, the findings
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are derived from teachers’ viewpoints on CBAs, without direct investigation into their
actual assessment practices. Consequently, the alignment between teachers’ perspectives
and their real practices regarding the implementation of CBAs in their own classrooms
remains uncertain. This limitation is related to the reliance on self-report measures, which
may be subjective to response bias (e.g. social desirability). Furthermore, the national
teacher questionnaire had a relatively low response rate, potentially introducing self-
selection bias. It's possible that teachers with a stronger interest in JCMS assessment
issues, like CBAs, were more inclined to participate, while those less engaged may have
been less likely to respond. Finally, as previously outlined, the reliability of the single Likert
scale statements cannot be estimated and so those quantitative findings must be inter-
preted with caution.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the research outlined in this study is very timely and
offers valuable perspectives on how a sample of secondary mathematics teachers view
the introduction of SBA in Irish schools. While this study focused on an Irish reform,
comparing its findings with international debates on curriculum and assessment changes
can highlight common issues and deepen understanding of how transnational policy
movements are interpreted and negotiated across contexts (Wahlstrom & Sundberg,
2017).

As previously denoted, teachers are the centrepiece of educational change (Datnow,
2002) and the success of any reform depends on the teachers who will access, interpret,
and enact it (Spillane, 1999). It is important that their voices are heard. In relation to the
Junior Cycle reform, Devitt (2021), makes the point that while the perspectives of teachers
have been represented via the teacher unions and via the education journalists, the voices
of individual teachers have rarely been heard. This study offers the perspectives of the 196
participating mathematics teachers. The findings reveal a complex and nuanced narrative
warranting further investigation. From the outset, assessment change has been
a persistent point of contention within A Framework for Junior Cycle (MacPhail et al.,
2018), and this study confirms that this remains the case. Consistent with international
research, core concerns around the assessment change focus on excessive class time,
limited student engagement, and inequities (e.g. Qian, 2014; Yates & Johnston, 2018).
While these issues are salient in teachers’ daily classroom practice, it is also important to
consider broader factors that may underlie resistance to reform. As discussed, tensions
may arise between teachers’ perceptions of SBA, its intended purpose, and their estab-
lished pedagogical practices (Gleeson et al., 2020). Another potential factor to consider is
‘change fatigue'. As previously noted, the phased introduction of Project Maths meant
that 2015 was the first year the reform was fully examined at Junior Cycle, leaving little
time before the 2018 introduction of the JCMS and its associated CBAs. According to
Dilkes et al. (2014), two significant reform efforts within a relatively short period can lead
to resistance or scepticism among teachers. In any case, the findings of this study high-
light the persisting concerns of many teachers 7 years after the JCMS introduction. Byrne
and Prendergast (2019) note that, although such concerns may diminish over time, they
require ongoing support and potential refinement to ensure effective reform
implementation.

At this stage, given the range of complex and multifaceted concerns raised by teachers in
this study, it is difficult to propose specific refinements. Nevertheless, further consideration
must be given to issues central to international debates on assessment reform, including
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assessment integrity, equity, validity, and consistency. These concerns are part of a broader
global discussion on the future of educational assessment (e.g. Corbin, Dawson, & Liu, 2025;
Corbin, Dawson, Nicola-Richmond, et al., 2025). With specific reference to the JCMS, teachers
in this study offered suggestions for potential refinement. For example, some advocated
reducing the number of CBAs, limiting them to one per subject area. What is clear is that there
are no easy solutions. Many teachers see the potential benefits of the CBAs, particularly in
terms of promoting more independent learning and highlighting real-world applications of
mathematics. However, as it stands the implemented aspect of the tested curriculum is now so
far from what was originally intended, that it is hard to decipher the next steps. As confirmed
in September 2025, students in third year in the school year 2025/26 must only complete
a minimum of one CBA in each subject and are not required to complete the Assessment Task.
These measures were originally brought in because of disrupted periods of learning due to
the Covid 19 pandemic. While this period has now long passed, the rationale for these revised
arrangements has remained the same. At the time of writing, the continued absence of the
Assessment Task means that the summative state-examination in June still counts for 100% of
a student’s certified grade in the JCAP. This contradicts one of the main rationales of the Junior
Cycle reform and bears little resemblance to the original proposal made by the DES in
A Framework for Junior Cycle in 2012. Referencing the analogy in the opening of Gleeson'’s
(2024) paper on the interplay between curriculum and assessment in Ireland, it seems that
even after extensive Junior Cycle reform, assessment continues to be ‘the tail that wags the
curriculum dog’ (p. 237).
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