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Integration, pedagogy and assessment in the
redeveloped Primary School Curriculum:
Innovations, issues and implications

—= Patrick Burke and Paula Lehane =
Abstract

Intensive debate surrounds integration, pedagogy, and assessment in educational research.
While these fundamental concepts have regularly been explored individually, they have rarely
been consideredintandem with each other.Research (Burke & Lehane, 2023a,2023b) to support
the redevelopment of the Primary School Curriculum has highlighted a number of critical
issues for their design and enactment, both individually and in concert. In this article, we chart
the affordances and challenges of curriculum integration, highlighting principles that might
inform its curricular and classroom implementation. The manifold perspectives on pedagogy
are synthesised to highlight convergence and contradiction in the available literature. The
crucial role of assessment in sustaining ongoing learning is outlined. In synthesising the
literature from these areas, the article looks back and projects forwards, identifying meaningful
innovations, potential issues and key implications for the coming period of curriculum reform.
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Context and background

Irish primary schools are on the cusp of significant curriculum change. Preliminary
proposals (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), 2016, 2020) have
given way to the publication of the final Primary Curriculum Framework (Department of
Education (DE), 2023a), the foundational document for curriculum in primary and special
schools. Arising from the framework, the NCCA has proposed a series of new curriculum
specifications for the arts (2024a); science, technology and engineering education (2024b);
social and environmental education (2024c); wellbeing (2024d); and modern foreign
languages (2024e). Though there are multiple new components of the curriculum to
consider, the distinct and interconnected roles of integration, pedagogy and assessment
highlighted in the new framework deserve particular attention given recent advancements
in educational research. In this article, we draw on two reports commissioned by the
NCCA1 (Burke & Lehane, 2023a, 2023b) to explore their application in the classroom.
We summarise the latest research on integration, pedagogy, and assessment presented in
these reports, while also reflecting on their relevance in the context of previous curriculum

1The views represented in this article are those of the authors alone.
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reforms in Ireland. Additionally, we identify meaningful innovations, potential issues,
and key implications for integration, pedagogy and assessment in the upcoming phase of
reform.

The current Primary School Curriculum, published in 1999, consists of a series of
detailed statements of curriculum content objectives elaborated over six curriculum areas
and 11 individual subjects. The updated Primary Curriculum Framework (DE, 2023a)
consists of five broad curriculum areas for Stage 1 and Stage 2 (junior infants to second
class) and 12 individual subjects in Stages 3 and 4 (third to sixth class). This redevelopment
has involved extensive deliberation and research over a protracted period, in line with the
consultative model to curriculum reform adopted by the NCCA. While this can be viewed
as a significant change to the curriculum, it would be incorrect to conceive that this space
has remained static since 1999. For example, 2007 saw the publication of guidelines for
assessment in the primary curriculum (NCCA, 2007). The publication of Aistear in 2009
signalled the first introduction of a curriculum framework for both early childhood settings
and infant primary classes (Department of Education and Skills (DES), 2009). The form of
the 1999 curriculum was also changed as a result of the National Literacy and Numeracy
Strategy (DES, 2011), which allocated more time to English/Gaeilge and mathematics. The
strategy also led to the early introduction of a revised Primary Language Curriculum (DES
2015; 2019) and Primary Mathematics Curriculum (DE, 2023b).

One of the most significant new emphases in the Primary Curriculum Framework (DE,
2023a, p.5) is the vision of children and teachers as ‘agentic’ individuals. While definitions
vary, the updated framework explains child agency as the “capacity to act independently
and make choices about and in their learning” (DE, 2023a, p. 25). For teachers, agency is
associated with making “professional decisions” that will allow them to enact the curriculum
in a way that best supports their own school context (DE, 2023a, p. 25). The literature on
teacher agency suggests that these decisions are influenced by past experiences, practical
considerations in the present, and their thoughts and aspirations for the future (Priestley
et al., 2015). In this way, teacher agency is considered to be an emergent phenomenon
that should not be confused with teacher autonomy. While autonomy is a necessary
condition for agency;, it is not sufficient. Affording a high level of autonomy to teachers
in how they prepare, teach and assess does not necessarily translate into agentic practice.
Instead, the development of agentic professionals requires a focus on individual teachers’
capacities (e.g. teacher knowledge) while also considering cultural (e.g. values in a school),
structural (e.g. relationships within a school) and material (e.g. access to resources) factors
(Priestley et al., 2015). For teachers to exercise agency in the classroom, they need a strong
knowledge base and a range of supports within the education system. These are essential
prerequisites that enable teachers to make informed and effective decisions to enhance
children’s learning. In the coming sections, we highlight key messages from the research
on integration, pedagogy and assessment that should inform decision-making and practice
at the teacher, school and system level.
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Curriculum integration: harmony, disharmony and the realities of enactment

The notion that subjects should be taught in an integrated manner is a popular one that has
stood the test of time in Irish primary curriculum documents:

The young child is not conscious of subject barriers; he views knowledge as a key
to life and his questions concerning the world around him range over the whole
field of knowledge. (DE, 1971, p.19)

For the young child, the distinctions between subjects are not relevant: what is
more important is that he or she experiences a coherent learning process that
accommodates a variety of elements.(DES, 1999, p.16)

Children live their lives in an integrated world, and, for most real-world problems,
children need to apply knowledge and skills from multiple areas. (DE, 2023a, p. 26)

Based on these statements, curriculum integration could be perceived as a self-
evidently beneficial endeavour. Yet, an examination of the theoretical, empirical and
practice-focussed literature on the construct paints a more contested picture. For example,
the concept of curriculum integration is poorly understood and poorly defined, with
confusing and inconsistent use of terminology (Badley, 2009). Most conceptualisations of
curriculum integration focus on making connections — be this between the child and the
curriculum (e.g. Beane, 1997; Dewey, 1900) or between different disciplines of knowledge
— usually in the service of more holistic learning (e.g. Drake & Reid, 2018; Fogarty, 1991).
Beyond this philosophical agreement, the exact conceptualisation and operationalisation
of integration varies enormously.

Integration is often associated with a child-centred curriculum, in which a child’s
life is seen as a starting point for learning. This is most notably demonstrated in the
progressive education movement associated with Dewey (1900) and further exemplified
in the democratically-focussed negotiated integrated curriculum (Beane, 1997; Dowden,
2014; Fitzpatrick et al.,, 2018). In this form of curriculum, children’s concerns (e.g. a
question, a problem related to their everyday life) direct a unit of learning, with subject-
based knowledge woven in if and when appropriate. Children are afforded a high degree
of agency in determining both the what and the how of learning in these units, with
teachers acting as facilitators to support learner inquiry. At its face, this form of integration
would appear to be in harmony with the strong focus on child agency outlined in the
Primary Curriculum Framework. It is worth noting, however, that although this form of
integration has strong theoretical foundations, it has not been tested beyond small scale
qualitative studies internationally (Brough, 2012; Calder & Brough, 2013; Dowden, 2014)
and nationally (Fitzpatrick et al., 2018). Furthermore, while child-centred approaches to
learning have an important role to play in primary classrooms, teachers must still ensure
that children are exposed to facts, concepts and ideas outside of their day to day lives
to support the development of knowledge beyond that which is immediately evident or
accessible (Young & Muller, 2010).
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A thorough systematic review of recent research on curriculum integration (Burke &
Lehane, 2023a) indicates that, more often than not, a school subject or collection of subjects
forms the starting point for integration. Within the broad disciplinary areas of language,
arts, STEM, social and environmental education and wellbeing, different forms and models
of integration prevail. Language and literacy has been integrated with other subjects in a
variety of ways, through, for example, projects that put literacy skills to use in the service
of learning about the local environment (Duke et al., 2021) or learning about the discipline-
specific way that literacy is used to support learning in science (Fazio & Gallagher, 2019;
Wright & Gotwals, 2017). Looking to arts education, the literature flags that integration
can be carried out in a manner that is co-equal, in which arts learning receives a joint focus
with the integrated subject. However, other approaches to arts integration reduce the arts
to a vehicle for learning in other areas (Bresler, 1995). The literature is replete with examples
of the arts being used to further learning in, for example, literacy (Peppler et al., 2014) or
numeracy (An et al., 2014). Integrating science, technology, engineering and mathematics
in the service of STEM learning has received significant attention in recent years, though
Irish research demonstrates that there is much unpacking to be done by teachers in putting
this into practice (Hourigan et al., 2021). There is a long tradition of integrating disciplines
like history and geography under the curriculum area of social studies in the United States.
Writing on the this subject, Hinde (2015) indicates that healthy integration occurs when
there are meaningful connections forged, fractured integration occurs when social studies
is linked in a shallow manner, and stealthy integration when it is disguised under the
heading of other subjects (e.g. only encountering social studies in English reading lessons).
Thus it is evident that despite the fact curriculum integration is premised on the idea
of harmony between subjects, its enactment can lead to a range of dissonant notes. All
subjects may not benefit equally or consistently from this approach.

Some forms of integration have been examined in robust classroom-based studies.
Others have not. Approaches that integrate literacy with other curriculum areas have been
tested in a range of experimental or quasi-experimental studies (e.g. Duke et al., 2021;
Kim et al., 2023; Wright & Gotwals, 2017) and its apparent positive effects have been
further supported in meta-analytic reviews (Hartzler, 2000; Hwang et al., 2021). Outside of
literacy, the benefits of integration are on a less firm empirical footing. Individual studies
included in the NCCA review of curriculum integration (Burke & Lehane, 2023b) chart
benefits for domains such as motivation (e.g. Jia et al., 2021) and engagement (e.g. Sdez-
Lépez et al., 2016). However, there is a dearth of high quality evidence for integration
due to inadequate study design and measurement (e.g. a reliance on researcher-designed
measures, inadequate descriptions of sampling procedures; Burke & Lehane, 2023b).
While many empirical studies report positive effects of curriculum integration, it is
unclear if these positive effects are maintained and beneficial in the long term. It is crucial
that curriculum principles that appear to make sense are matched with actual evidence
from classroom-based studies. Thus, it is necessary to conduct further robust research
on curriculum integration before stretching its application to all areas of learning in the
curriculum.

Bearing in mind the many ways in which it can be put into practice and the patchy
evidence base, how, then, should we progress with integration in a Primary Curriculum
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Framework that advocates so strongly for its use? A number of high-level principles
provide food for thought as the primary system moves forward (Burke & Lehane, 2023b):

i. Integration is not an end itself — it should only be adopted when there is a meaningful
reason for doing so.

ii. Relevant conceptual connections between subjects are more important than the
volume of connections.

iii. Integration works well when it responds to context, including children’s interests,
knowledge and experiences.

iv. Thereisno oneway tointegrate the curriculum, buta national curriculum specification
or framework should go as far as possible in identifying potential connections (as a
scaffold for teachers).

v. Integrated units of work can and should work alongside non-integrated teaching; a
balance is needed.

vi. Different teaching and assessment approaches can be used when integrating; while
there is potential for project- and inquiry-based units of work there is also the need
for more explicit forms of teaching.

vii. Integration comes into its own when it is used to look at a topic in depth or from
multiple angles.

As teachers review these principles, it may become clear that there is nothing
particularly groundbreaking or revelatory in what the literature tells us about curriculum
integration. The benefits of integration must be balanced with the challenges experienced
in its implementation. Most importantly though, these principles do not advocate
for an ‘all or nothing’ approach in relation to curriculum integration. Positioning an
integrated curriculum against a subject-based curriculum is not helpful given that the
reality of classroom life and current research suggests that both need to be considered
when appropriate. Genuinely endorsing teacher agency must allow for decisions around
curriculum integration at a local level, supported by meaningful guidance from the
curriculum framework itself.

Pedagogy: the need for nuance

The Primary Curriculum Framework envisages that teachers will use “appropriate and
evidence-based pedagogical approaches and strategies to foster children’s engagement,
ownership and challenge” (DE, 20234, p.6), framing pedagogy as one of the eight principles
of teaching, learning and assessment. The literature proposes a more expansive and
all-encompassing view of pedagogy. Alexander (2000) conceptualises teaching as the
instructional act, and pedagogy as the broader discourse that surrounds it (Alexander,
2000). Broadly speaking, it generally refers to the science, art, policies, evidence, theories
and values that underpin teaching and learning. The term ‘pedagogy’ envisages a role for
the child — not just the teacher — in how learning unfolds. Pedagogy involves decisions; it
is bound up in how classroom time and space are organised (Devine et al., 2023). To think
about pedagogy is to think about manifold perspectives on what teaching and learning can
and should look (and feel) like. Both the richness and complexity of teaching stem from
the many competing and overlapping perspectives on what should inform how it should be

54



Patrick Burke and Paula Lehane IRISH TEACHERS’ JOURNAL

carried out in classrooms. These include, but are not limited to, those outlined in Table 1.

Table 1: Perspectives that influence pedagogy, drawn from Burke and Lehane (2023b)

Child-Centred Children’s interests, concerns and preferences are given nuanced Dewey, 1900
attention in teaching and learning. Lundy, 2007
Creativity Imaginative, innovative approaches are used to support risk-taking  Cremin & Chappell, 2021
and the exploration of ideas. Dezuanni & Jetnikoff, 2011
(riticality Prevailing norms and wisdom are challenged; Giroux, 2011
consideration is given to who is and is not represented. Freire, 1970
Democratic, Global  Pedagogy looks outwards and is premised on a sense of equityand ~  Ayers et al., 2009
and Socially Just  action - making a change in the world. Dewey, 1900
Dialogue Learning and thinking are advanced through purposeful and Alexander, 2018
meaningful talk and discussion. Resnick et al., 2018
Diversity Teaching builds on, responds to and sustains learners'knowledge Ladson-Billings, 1995
and experiences e.g. culture, language. Moll et al., 1992
Inclusivity Differences in learners is to be expected and learning should be made ~ Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011
accessible to all using evidence-based approaches. Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009
Relationships Warm, supportive, positive relationships bolster teaching Osher et al., 2020
and learning. Noddings, 2012
Self-Regulation Children are supported to reflect on and manage their own Benick et al., 2021
thinking, behaviour, emotions and, ultimately, new learning. Muijs and Bokhove, 2020

Broader debates and considerations on pedagogy are always at play, whether or not they
are obvious at any given moment in the classroom. However, teaching is also very much
predicated on skills like classroom management and how to explain new concepts. What
the literature says on such skills should also be considered when one examines pedagogy.

Learning from effectiveness studies

Though questions remain over whether we should even attempt to summarise what
‘effective pedagogy’ looks like (Biesta, 2015; Bogotch et al., 2007), large scale reviews have
nonetheless identified a range of observable practices that contribute to successful teaching
(e.g. Coe et al., 2020; Creemers & Kyriakidés, 2012; Ko et al., 2013; Kyriakides et al., 2013;
Muijs et al., 2014; Siraj et al., 2014; see Burke & Lehane, 2023b). These reviews highlight the
importance of teacher pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987); that is a teacher’s
understanding of subject content, how it is presented in the curriculum, and how best to
support children in developing this knowledge. Effective teachers carefully orient children
to new learning, drawing on their prior knowledge and experiences to deliberately structure
and sequence new learning. They are skilled in how to present and explain new concepts
and successfully monitor and review children’s understanding on an ongoing basis. This
learning is premised on proactive classroom management, high expectations for all and
the creation of a positive classroom climate. Teachers also support children’s cognitive
engagement with new learning, including their ability to self-regulate. Interestingly, studies
conducted in the Irish context have re-iterated some of the preceding practice documented
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internationally, but have tended to further emphasise the relational dimension of good
teaching (Devine et al,, 2013). The Children’s School Lives longitudinal study — drawing
on both child and teacher perspectives — has identified the need for “positive, respectful,
and nurturing relationships that focus on the holistic development of children” (Devine et
al., 2023, p.44). In summary, both cognitive and affective dimensions of teaching require
attention in any consideration of what is meant by ‘good pedagogy’

A continuum of approaches

The preceding perspectives and fundamental teaching skills that inform pedagogy can
be put into practice in different ways. A range of overarching pedagogical approaches
are commonly adopted and recommended, but teacher discretion is pivotal in deciding
how and when to deploy them. Examining the research evidence for a given pedagogical
approach throws up opportunities and pitfalls (Burke & Lehane, 2023b):

+ Collaborative approaches to learning in which children work together on a shared
learning goal are extremely common and have been shown to be beneficial (Tenenbaum
et al., 2020), yet a high level of teacher expertise is needed to ensure actual learning is
occurring in this classroom configuration (van Leeuwen & Janssen, 2019).

+ Explicit teaching is sometimes perceived as an outdated pedagogy, but research
evidence suggests that it is a necessary approach, particularly in ensuring that all
children in a class achieve new learning outcomes (Burke & Lehane, 2023b; Stockard
etal., 2018).

o DPlay-based approaches to learning have found significant favour in recent policy
and literature (Hirsh-Pasek, 2009; Mardell et al., 2023; Parker & Thomsen, 2019), yet
the empirical evidence base for playful pedagogy is far from conclusive (Education
Endowment Foundation, 2023; Lillard et al., 2013; Skene et al., 2022).

o DProject, problem- and inquiry-based learning are distinct approaches that are
commonly used in integrated learning, but the research shows that teacher guidance,
feedback, scaffolds and examples are crucial for their success (Alfieri et al., 2011);
unassisted discovery finds less favour in the research.

+ Scaffolding in a variety of forms is crucial across all pedagogical approaches to ensure
success and development for all learners, but scaffolds need to be carefully introduced
and faded (Van de pol et al., 2010).

+ There has been a steep rise in the use of technology to support learning, yet there is no
guarantee that the use of devices or other tools will actually improve learning (Lewin
et al., 2019; UNESCO, 2023).

Even this brief consideration of pedagogical approaches highlights that considerable
nuance is needed in deciding how to go about teaching a given concept or skill. Assessment
should assist in this process. The focus on teacher agency in the new curriculum will
require that teacher knowledge of the if, how and when of different approaches should be
supported. Teachers will also need to be trusted to make local decisions about how best to
support a particular group of children, with particular learning goals, at a particular point
in time.
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Assessment: central rather than additional

The Primary Curriculum Framework highlights that assessment is a collaborative process
which involves gathering, recording, interpreting, using and reporting information about
learners (DE, 20234, p. 20). Nevertheless, it is important to recall what the desired outcome
of the assessment process is. Black and Wiliam (2018) assert that assessment is a “procedure
for making inferences about student learning” (p. 553). As a result, precedence should be
afforded to the inferences that arise from assessment. These inferences could help the
teacher decide about the stage of learning that a student has reached (e.g. Mary is able to
fluently read 2nd class texts with no support) or what should be done next to advance a
student’s learning (e.g. Mary now needs to learn how to read multisyllabic words). When
assessment is framed in this way;, its value to a teacher’s classroom practice and a student’s
learning is evident.

Foundations of classroom assessment

Many of the perspectives that inform contemporary pedagogy are also highly relevant to
assessment, particularly as they relate to inclusion, technology and diversity (e.g. adopting
culturally and linguistically responsive approaches; Herrera et al., 2013). Authentic
assessment, whereby learners must apply their knowledge, skills or abilities in a way that
resembles ‘real-life’ has also heavily influenced current writing on assessment (Gulikers
et al, 2004). However, some things have remained consistent in their importance to
classroom assessment: purpose, validity, fairness and reliability. While it has become
common for teachers to categorise the purpose of a classroom assessment in line with the
summative/formative classification system, this may be somewhat counterproductive as a
single piece of assessment evidence could support a variety of summative and formative
inferences (Lysaght et al., 2019). For example, an end-of-term assessment designed to
measure operational knowledge in mathematics may have been originally conceived
as a summative measure of learning. Yet it can also be used to identify areas for future
learning and instruction. Therefore, instead of classifying an assessment as ‘summative’ or
‘formative; it is more important that teachers determine from the outset what information
they need to gather to support particular inferences about a student’s learning.

Given that the broad purpose of classroom assessment is to support future learning,
the validity of a classroom assessment is closely linked to the success of future instruction.
Assessments that are specific enough to inform a teacher’s ‘next steps’ can support the
best inferences on student learning. These assessments should be fair and provide all
students with an opportunity to make what they know visible to their teacher. Finally, the
assessment data gathered by teachers should be reliable, a crucial prerequisite for validity.
Within a classroom context, reliable assessments should provide sufficient evidence about
a student’s learning, usually in relation to a particular objective (Brookhart, 2018). This can
inform a teacher’s understanding of a learner, which can be refined over time with daily
interactions and multiple samplings of student work (Kane & Wools, 2020).
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Taking these ideas into consideration, teachers’ assessment practice can be distilled

into three key questions to guide a teacher’s approach to classroom assessment (Burke &
Lehane, 2023b):

What do I want to know from the information I will gather?

2. Have I gathered enough information to have an accurate overview of the specific
knowledge, skill or understanding of interest?

3. How well does the information that has been gathered justify my future actions?

Assessment approaches

Answering the previous questions should help teachers to design assessments that ‘bridge
the gap’ between teaching and learning (Wiliam, 2013). Lysaght et al. (2019, p. 5) note that
various types of assessment can also occur on a spectrum “ranging from ‘organic’ types of
assessment to more ‘planned’ or ‘visible’ types of assessment”. This idea, as discussed by
Heritage (2007) and Shavelson et al. (2008) has also been adopted by Ireland’s Primary
Curriculum Framework, albeit with slightly different nomenclature (DE, 2023a, p. 22;
see Figure 2). This representation of assessment in the Primary Curriculum Framework
represents a significant ‘shift’ in how assessment is conceptualised in Irish curriculum
documents and requires teachers to see assessment as something that is “contextualised,
interactive and evolving” (Chen & Bonner, 2020, p. 3) rather than something that is static
and divorced from pedagogy.

Figure 1: A Continuum of Assessment (DE, 2023a, p. 22)
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According to this model, evidence about learning can be derived from various
assessment approaches that differ in formality and frequency (but not importance).
The assessment approaches currently advocated for use in Irish primary schools are
outlined in the Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum: Guidelines for Schools
(NCCA, 2007) and Aistear: Guidelines for Good Practice NCCA, 2009). Except for some
differences in terminology, the assessment methods outlined in these documents are still
broadly supported by research literature. They are briefly outlined in alphabetical order in
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Table 2. It is important to acknowledge that any of these approaches can also be supported
by a range of digital tools, e.g. gamification software to support classroom tests (See et
al., 2022), use of Generative Artificial Intelligence to provide feedback (Steiss et al., 2024).

Table 2: Assessment approaches, drawn from Burke and Lehane (2023b)

Approach Definition

(lassroom Tests Any written or oral assignment that consists of a series of questions/problems that must be
answered by individual learners within a limited time frame in a classroom context (Brookhart, 2015)

Feedback Any information provided to a learner (e.g. from peers, from teachers) regarding their performance or
understanding (Hattie & Timperley, 2007)

Observation The action or process of closely monitoring something or someone in a particular context (Pyle &
Danniels, 2017)

Oral Questioning/  The ways in which students’ thinking can be provoked or elicited and how teachers interact with the
Discussion responses to quide teaching and learning (Coe et al., 2020b)

Performance Based The demonstration of a skill or competency to represent learning (Brookhart, 2015)
Assessments

Rubrics/Shared A set of descriptions indicating standards of attainment for different levels of performance, success,
Success Criteria  or competency (Brookhart, 2015)

Self-Assessment  The evaluation of one’s own work and making an informed judgement about it (Andrade, 2019)

Standardised Tests  Norm- or criterion-referenced tests that assess the knowledge or abilities of learners under controlled
administrative and scoring quidelines (Murchan & Shiel, 2017)

There is a significant body of research to guide teachers on the ‘when, what and how’
of each of these approaches (Burke & Lehane, 2023b). However, no one approach should
be considered ‘superior’ than another as they should all inform a “set of habits” (Lysaght
et al., 2019, p. 5) for teachers. For example, Sanchez et al. (2017) found that students in
3rd-12th grade classrooms who engaged in self-grading (a form of self-assessment)
performed better on subsequent assessments than those who did not. Indeed, there is
growing evidence to suggest that engaging in self-assessment can support motivation,
learning and metacognition (Chen & Bonner, 2020; Muijs & Bokhove, 2020). Nevertheless,
self-assessment is not an approach that can automatically support effective assessment
practice. Keane and Griffin (2018) examined self-assessment practices with Irish primary
and post-primary learners. Eighty-five children from 2nd class, 5th class and transition
year wrote an English essay and later self-assessed their work using rubrics. The findings
illustrated an overall weak relationship between their self-assessed performance on a rubric
and the actual scores that the researchers calculated. However, learners’ self-assessment of
their work became more accurate as they aged. Strong correlations also emerged between
higher prior literacy attainment and children’s accuracy in self-assessments. The findings
suggest that primary school children with low literacy attainment display difficulty making
accurate self-assessments of their academic work in literacy. The authors proposed that
there may be a cumulative value to the process of self-assessment, i.e. practice effects may
enhance the accuracy of students’ self-assessments over time. Consequently, applying
this particular assessment approach (or indeed any of those outlined in Table 2) requires
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teachers to consider if and when that approach is most beneficial to the process of
teaching and learning. While professional learning opportunities and systemic support
(e.g exemplars) would develop teachers’ capacities to make such decisions, time to adapt to
these practices is also needed.

From research to reality: what now for integration, pedagogy and assessment?

As we move towards the enactment of a new Primary Curriculum Framework, it is crucial
that we build on what is known from scholarly and empirical considerations of integration,
pedagogy and assessment. A number of meaningful innovations and potential issues can
be charted at this juncture, which we now outline in turn. We then highlight implications
for the coming period of curriculum reform and related professional learning.

Meaningful innovations

The introduction of a new curriculum is a relatively rare occurrence in Ireland. However,
it should be evident from the forerunning review of the literature that many of the key
tenets of the 1999 Primary School Curriculum have stood the test of time. Though there
are unmistakable changes in the lives of children in and outside of school, many of the
high level principles for pedagogy and assessment imbued in the 1999 curriculum and
related documentation (e.g. NCCA Assessment Guidelines, 2007) remain relevant. This
provides a firm foundation on which to build and extend teachers’ knowledge and practice
in the coming period. The underpinning focus on agency in the Primary Curriculum
Framework is an ambitious yet justified aspiration. If supported by a shared sense of what
agency actually means (and the system-level and local-level support it demands), it has
the potential to provide a common vision that has meaningful import for how we view
children and teachers in the classroom.

Many of the upcoming curricular changes are logical and are in alignment with current
ideas about ‘good practice’ for primary education. For example, the new curriculum
reaffirms the idea that integration is a worthy educational exercise. Many of the most
pressing issues of our time — like climate breakdown — may be best addressed in a cross-
curricular manner. The relatively new focus on playful pedagogy, brought to the fore in
Aistear (DES, 2009) will be more firmly folded into the curriculum framework itself.
Where deployed appropriately, play holds potential for rethinking how children engage
with the curriculum throughout the primary school years. Consolidating the curricular
guidance for the early primary years will avoid the duplication and potential divergence
experienced in referring to both the 1999 curriculum and the Aistear framework. The
inclusion of relationships as one of the principles of learning, teaching and assessment (DE,
2023a, p. 6) reflects the growing evidence that appropriate teacher-children relationships
have an important impact on a range of dimensions including motivation, engagement
and achievement (Wang et al., 2022). Signalling the importance of relationships in the
curricullum documents provides a clear message to schools about the importance of
climate and culture and the necessity to take the time necessary to develop these areas.
The Primary Curriculum Framework’s (DE, 2023) deliberate move away from the rigid
dichotomisation of assessment practices into ‘summative’ and ‘formative’ is also a positive
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one that represents current recommendations from the field of educational assessment
(Black & Wiliam, 2018). This approach should support more flexible and appropriate
assessment practices that can effectively inform a teacher’s classroom practice.

Extensive reviews of the literature have been conducted to inform the new curriculum
(Burke & Lehane, 2023a, 2023b; Murphy et al., 2023; Nohilly et al., 2023; O’Sullivan et al.,
2023; Pike et al., 2023). These reviews provide a strong starting point for new innovations
in the curriculum, as long as serious attention is given to the intricacies and nuances they
outline.

Potential issues

The literature on integration, pedagogy and assessment also charts potential issues that
will need concerted attention and action in the coming period.

Notwithstanding the potential benefits of a more integrated curriculum, proposals
for its enactment must acknowledge that “cross-curricular teaching is substantively,
temporally and organisationally much more complex than traditional separate-subject
teaching” (Volk et al.,, 2017, p.5). The previous research makes clear that most instances
of high quality curriculum integration have occurred in particular circumstances. It is
not uncommon for integrated units of work in areas like literacy and STEM to involve
significant professional learning supports for teachers, for example, in the form of
partnerships with university researchers or professional development coaches (Hourigan
et al., 2021; Saraniero et al., 2014). Furthermore, successful integration is often premised
on the provision of extensive exemplars or instructional materials (e.g. Brugar, 2012; Duke
et al., 2021; Follong et al., 2022); teachers in such studies were rarely left entirely to their
own devices to generate units of work or resources to enact integrated teaching. The
enactment of a newly integrated curriculum will face significant roadblocks in the absence
of appropriate resourcing and exemplification. Relatedly, while integration is sometimes
framed as a way of managing curriculum time pressures, the evidence would suggest that
it requires greater time investment from teachers in its planning, at least in earlier stages
(e.g. Bravo & Cervetti, 2014; Brugar, 2012; Casady, 2015; Gomez Zwiep, 2016; Gray et al.,
2022; Hubbard et al., 2020). One of the common motives in integrating the curriculum is
to avoid redundancies and overlap across curriculum subjects. The problem of curriculum
overload has been well documented in the Irish context (NCCA, 2010). Though integrated
curriculum areas (language, STEM, SEE, wellbeing, arts) are now in train, this, alone, is
unlikely to prove a panacea on this front. There is also a risk that the ostensible aim of
reducing overload through integration will lead to additional overload if subjects must
be taught separately and integrated in order to fulfil curriculum learning outcomes. All
involved in primary schooling should understand that integration has benefits, but that
these are not universally applicable. Integration also has downsides.

Looking to research and curriculum beyond our shores provides illustrations of critical
challenges that might be expected in integrating the curriculum. Some of these challenges
relate to how the curriculum is presented; insufficient clarity on how connections might be
made reduces the likelihood that they will be made. This issue is highlighted in the Scottish
Curriculum for Excellence (Harvie, 2018). Challenges also exist if the connections are too
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intricate and hard to navigate, as presented in the Australian national curriculum (Moss et
al., 2019). There is also a particular need to ensure that focussing on integration does not
undermine the clear specification of subject content knowledge. This is needed to support
a shared understanding of curriculum progression in all areas. The Scottish Curriculum
for Excellence provides a cautionary tale of the unintended consequences experienced
when new knowledge is not clearly agreed and very broad learning outcomes require
excessive teacher interpretation (Priestley et al., 2024; Priestley & Sinnema, 2014). The final
curriculum specifications will need to very carefully outline progression in disciplinary
knowledge and how cross-disciplinary connections can be made.

Turning to pedagogy, a number of potential obstacles present themselves at this
juncture. A ‘one size fits all’ approach is likely to do a disservice to children. A curriculum
(or policy) that does not acknowledge the need for a continuum of pedagogical approaches
also does a disservice to teachers. Teaching is a complex activity. It would be unwise for
overly reductive messages about pedagogy to take hold (e.g. that the new curriculum
means everything is taught through play), as these would be a drastic oversimplification
of what the breadth of the literature on pedagogy holds. The dichotomous positioning
of a teacher as either the ‘guide on the side’ or the ‘sage on the stage’ must be avoided, as
nuanced understandings of pedagogy are necessary. This requires concomitantly nuanced
professional learning and development for teachers. Developing teacher agency in the
context of a new curriculum will require support at macro-, meso-, and micro-levels, giving
due attention to the development of teacher pedagogical knowledge (O Breachdin, 2022).

The role of assessment when integrated learning occurs is particularly complex to
consider. Curriculum integration involves multiple disciplines or subjects, each with their
own unique features and conceptual progressions. While it may seem appropriate to suggest
that learning in each subject should be assessed separately, it is not so straightforward. For
example, in many studies examining curriculum integration, the outcome measures often
pay little attention to the impact of integration on subjects other than literacy or numeracy.
There is little emphasis on the impact of curriculum integration on, for example, the
development of artistic skills or on historical knowledge. A ‘curriculum hierarchy’ exists
in many subjects, something which teachers themselves acknowledge (Kneen et al., 2020).
Consequently, it can be challenging to outline what core learning should be assessed to
ascertain if learners have developed the requisite knowledge and competences across
multiple disciplines. Furthermore, without any precise specifications on the meaningful
cross-disciplinary/cross-curricular links that may exist in a particular integrated unit, it
will be difficult for teachers to design and use assessments that assess integrated learning.
Even if clear learning objectives and criteria for integrated contexts can be achieved, other
difficulties may arise, for example how well teachers can gather and interpret the data
necessary to judge how well disciplinary and cross-disciplinary learning is demonstrated.
Notwithstanding the specific challenge of engaging in assessment within an integrated
curriculum, the ‘standard’ challenges associated with classroom assessment remain.
Teachers need to have access to a suite of assessment practices and methods. In line with
the foundational ideas of validity, reliability and fairness, teachers should be deliberate
about matching their selected assessment methods to their specific instructional goals.
They should also then be able to interpret the evidence gathered to draw valid conclusions
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about their learners’ achievement and progress. Doing this successfully requires a high
level of teacher assessment literacy and support for enactment at a school and system level
(Heitink et al., 2016; Schildkamp et al., 2020).

Key implications: learning from previous curriculum reform

In moving from theory, research and curriculum documents to actual teaching and
learning in classrooms, it is important to consider the broader context. We can be guided
to at least some extent by our previous experience of curriculum on this front. One of
the most substantial contributions to the enactment of the 1999 curriculum came in the
form of curriculum seminars, which involved the closure of schools to enable teacher
professional development and learning. The Murchan et al. (2005) evaluation of the
Primary Curriculum Support Programme (PSCP) noted broad support for these seminars,
while also noting the need for more locally contextualised forms of professional learning.
An over-reliance on seminars would not find favour in the more recent literature on
professional learning (Cordingley et al., 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Timperley et
al., 2007). The evaluation also flagged an issue that is particularly pertinent at this juncture
- the need to support integration through professional development that is not subject-
based alone (Murchan et al., 2005, p.9):

Where possible, support for individual subjects in isolation from other subjects
should be avoided. Instead, programmes of support should reflect the integrated
nature of the Primary School Curriculum. Special training should be provided for
support personnel to enable them to fulfil this role.

This, among other findings from the Murchan et al. (2005) review, must be borne in
mind in the coming period (e.g. the need to balance professional development conducted
during and outside school time; the need to ensure that an excessive focus on curriculum
planning does not come at the expense of actual teaching and learning).

Unfortunately, no formal review has been conducted on the most recent curriculum
change at primary level, the Primary Language Curriculum (DES, 2015; 2019), despite the
fact that we are close to ten years since curriculum seminars commenced in November
2015. The available research highlights difficulties in its early enactment (Mac Domhnaill
& Nic an Bhaird, 2022; McGarry, 2017), with challenges also noted by the Inspectorate
(Department of Education Inspectorate, 2022). The consultation on the draft Primary
Language Curriculum for 3rd to 6th class (NCCA, 2018) identified challenges in the use
of broad learning outcomes in the 2015 version of the document (junior infants to second
class), particularly for teachers’ planning. Yet, a more forensic evaluation of this curriculum
change has not been carried out in advance of a wholescale move to a learning outcome
structure. It is crucial that the system does not experience roll-out amnesia when moving
towards enactment of the new curriculum; we ignore lessons learned from the 1999 and
Primary Language Curriculum to our detriment.

The NCCA (2022) has set forth a vision for the conducive conditions needed for
systemwide curriculum change, with a focus on timing and pacing, communications,
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resourcing, alignment and coherence. The need for “ongoing, flexible and sustained
systemwide professional learning” (p.10) is made clear. These conditions are a necessary
starting point if there is to be a shared vision from the teaching population. Buy-in is a
necessary precursor to enactment. As the advisory panel for the curriculum framework
outlines: “we know only too well from research and from practice that enactment is the
ultimate testing ground, the reality, and the day-to-day essence of primary education”
(Hayward et al.,, 2022, p.27). Curriculum is enacted in context. The current context for
primary education must be borne in mind as we move from consultation to confirmed
curriculum, and from there to the classroom. Notable pressures on the system at present
include: shortages of primary school teachers (Harford & Fleming, 2023); inadequate
availability of supports for children with special educational needs (Phelan, 2023; O’Brien,
2024); a wide sense of burnout amongst teachers (Irish National Teachers’ Organisation,
2022); administrative burdens on school leaders (Irish Primary Principals’ Network, 2022);
and the possible long-term impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children’s learning (e.g.
Kinsella et al., 2024). The Primary Curriculum Framework and its associated specifications
arrive to classrooms that are far busier than those that received the box of curriculum
books in 1999. True engagement with teachers will need to meaningfully grapple with the
prevailing conditions in classrooms.

In moving towards a new curriculum, there is a need to build responsiveness into the
system. The level of ‘check-in" during previous curriculum enactment has been patchy at
best. The primary curriculum reviews published during the implementation of the 1999
curriculum focused on English, visual arts and mathematics (NCCA, 2005), followed by
Gaeilge, science and SPHE (NCCA, 2008). Though chief inspectors’ reports published
during this period provide some level of insight into broader curriculum enactment, the
remaining subjects of the curriculum (e.g. music, drama, geography) were never afforded
the same level of evaluative attention and review. As noted, this lack of evaluation extends to
the more recently published Primary Language Curriculum (DES, 2015; 2019). This poses
challenges for the thoughtful enactment of a new curriculum. The preceding research on
integration, pedagogy and assessment outlines what we know from primarily international
literature on how each idea can be put into practice in a worthwhile manner. However, we
have limited information to paint a picture of what is currently happening in Irish schools.
Relatively limited data exists to answer questions such as: ‘7o what extent is the curriculum
already integrated in practice?” “To what extent do teachers balance explicit teaching with
more exploratory approaches?” ‘How do teachers deploy different assessment strategies?’
While some efforts to address this lack of data have been made thanks to the Children’s
Schools Lives Study (Devine et al., 2023), more is needed to ensure that we adopt a robust
approach to the evaluation of our approaches in the Irish education system (see Gilleece &
Clerkin, 2024). In the absence of this high level data, it is very difficult to ascertain just how
far (or how short) schools will need to travel in putting the new primary curriculum into
practice. This has ramifications for the prioritisation and design of professional learning at
a national level.
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Recommendations

Itis important that the process of curriculum renewal looks backwards as well as outwards,
before looking forwards. Some of the potential sticking points in the enactment of the new
curriculum may be addressed by:

+ Formally reviewing the enactment of the Primary Language Curriculum (the first
learning outcomes-focused specification at primary level) and building on the
successes and challenges identified therein.

o Meaningfully enacting the feedback and recommendations of teachers expressed
during the consultation on draft specifications.

+ Systematically piloting new curriculum specifications before expecting more
widespread enactment.

+ Giving serious attention to some of the difficulties experienced in other jurisdictions,
e.g. challenges in identifying knowledge progression in the Scottish Curriculum for
Excellence, another curriculum that prioritises ‘interdisciplinary’ learning in an
outcomes-based structure (OECD, 2021).

+ Ensuring that the ecological nature of teacher agency is genuinely acknowledged;
broader issues in the education system will inevitably influence how a new curriculum
is received and enacted.

Taking into account current research and past experiences regarding Irish curricular
reform, some key actions need to be taken to support the enactment of this latest curricular
evolution:

o Time and space will be crucial for a newly shared understanding of integration,
pedagogy and assessment to be built; it is important that enactment in practice is not
equated with enactment in planning documents.

+ Professional learning for the curriculum must pay due attention to what has worked
(and not worked) in previous curriculum reform; the research underpinnings for this
professional learning should be made transparent.

+ 'The fact that resourcing is a significant barrier to curriculum integration must be
addressed; appropriate exemplification and instructional materials will be crucial;
these can provide a starting point for teachers and schools.

The research on integration, pedagogy and assessment does not provide simple
solutions. Therefore, nuanced understandings and applications should be embraced as we
move forward with a new curriculum.

Conclusion

The forthcoming changes to the Irish primary school curriculum signify a landmark in the
history of Irish primary education. The 2023 redevelopment of the curriculum has been
guided by extensive consultation and reviews of empirical and theoretical literature. While
some may think we are closing the book on the 1999 curriculum, it is more prudent to think
that we are turning the page and learning from what has gone before. The success of the
Primary Curriculum Framework will depend heavily on the extent to which teachers are
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empowered to practise integration, pedagogy and assessment in a research-informed way.
The system at large owes it to children, teachers and broader school communities to ensure
that both the history of the old and evidence of the new is used to guide our progress.

This article is based on research reports funded by the National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA).
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