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Do CAO bonus points for taking
Leaving Cert maths add up?

Critics say the new system rewarding success in one subject will be crude and inequitable

KIM BIELENBERG

t is a sledgehammer measure
aimed at making the Irish
population better at sums.
The implications of the uni-
versities’ decision to offer
hefty bonus points to students
who manage a pass in higher-
leve]l maths are beginning to

sink in.

From 2012, Leaving Certifi-
cate students who get a D or
better will be rewarded with
25 CAOQ bonus points for univer-

sity entry.

Opinion in education circles
is sharply divided on the meas-
ure, Its supporters, including
Education Minister Mary
Coughlan and employvers in hi-
tech industries, believe that an
incentive is needed to encour-
age students to continue with
higher-level maths to the

Leaving Cert.

On the other hand, oppo-
nents of the bonus believe it is
crude and inequitable, and that
it will create great anomalies in
admissions to kigher educa-

tion.

The current crop of fifth-year
students will be the first to
experience the new arrange-
ments, which are being intro-
duced on a four-year trial basis.

The bonus will be a standard
25, giving students a total of 70
points for a higher level D3 up
to & maximum of 125 for an Al

The Teachers Union of Ire-
land has not made a firm deci-
sion to oppose the measure,
but it has strong reservations

ahont it.

cation Officer says: “As it is

currently being put for-
ward, the system is likely to be
much too erude. It is certainly
not fair and just.

“There may be a case for giv-
ing honus points for college
applicants if they are studying
maths or science at third level.
But why should you get bonus
points for maths, if for example,
you want to study history?

“Tn that case, vou might have
someone who might make a
very good historian being dis-
placed, because they don't have
higher-level maths,

“Maths should not be pro-
moted et the expense of other
subjects.”

The possible anomalies in
the measure were highlighted
in one of the Department of
Education’s own reports earli-
er this year.

One of the purposes of the
points boost is to encourage
participation in STEM subjects
(Science Technology Engineer-
ing and Maths) at universities

But will it have that effect?

Weighing up the pros and
cons of bonus points, a report
by the government's Project
Maths Implemenation Support
Group warned: "Bonus points
could have unintended conse-
guences, Higher bonus points
cold enable more students to
take up non STEM courses.”

In other words, students may
take the points from maths, but
study a subject without any
maths content.

Although the universities
have come down in favour of
bonus points, there are dis-
senting voices among academ-
s,

Kathleen Lynch, Professor
of Equality Studies at UCD, has
been a voral critic of the meas-
ure, One of the justifications for
bonus points is that learning
maths develops logieal reason-
ing skills in other fields, but
Professor Lynch belleves this is

B ertie Judge, the TUTs Edu-

a 15th-century myth.

She has suggested that it is
scientifically incorrect to sug-
gest that cognitive skills in one
subject transfer antomatically
to another dizcipline.

The maths brainbox does
not necessarily make a great
Englizh scholar or design stu-
dent. UCD economist Dr Kevin
Denny questipns the incentives
offered under the universities’
bonus points scheme and warns
that they could have perverse
effects.

Under the scheme, candi-
dates will get 25 extra points
whether they get an A ora I,

“T would have thought there
was an argament for increasing
the bonus as one gets a higher
grade” said Dr Denny, on the
LICID Geary Institute’s blog.

I ay n student wants to

S get a certain amount of

points from maths, In
the past he could have got it
from, forexample, aC. Mowa D
will do. Might he be tempted to
put in less effort, settle fora D
instead, and re-allocate effort
1o other subjects?”

There is also a strong argo-
ment from Professor Kathleen
Lynech and others that the bonus
boost to maths pupils will
perpetuate inequality in eduo-
cation.

It is shocking to note that 79
Irish second-level schools did
not have a single candidate sit-
ting higher-level maths at the
Leaving Cert last year,

The report of the Project
Maths support group noted that
many of these schools had atu-
dents studyving at higher level
but they all opted to take the
ordinary level paper. |

Thirty-five schools had no
higher-level students at the
beginning of the year,

“There are still schools where
there are perhaps a few sto-
dents who would like to take
higher-level maths, but the
school does not teach it,” said

Bernie Judge of the TTUL.

Now that students of higher
-level maths are being massive-
1y rewarded, the Department
of Education will have to ensure
that all schools at least offer
the subject.

There are also doubts about
whether Irish teachers are well
qualified enough to bring an
increased number of higher
level maths students up to
speed.

There is common agreement
on boths sides of the argument
about bonus points that improv-
ing the quality of teaching of the
subject may be just as impor-
tarit as getting students to study
to & higher level.

Around half of second-leve]
maths teachers do not actually
have a mathematics teaching
qualification, according to
recent research at the Universi-
tv of Limerick,

One experienced maths
teacher said: “I would support
bonus points for maths, but it
will be only a part of the solu-
tion to our problems with the
subject.

“Hopefully the new curricu-
lom will help to engage stu-
dents. We also need to devote
morg time to the subject in
schools end improve the quali-
ty of teaching as well”
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