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Introduction: 
 

Hello, my name is Tara O’Sullivan. I am fifteen years old, from Glasnevin in 

Dublin and I attend Loreto College, St Stephen’s Green. I am here today 

with my school friends, Ellen McKimm, Faye Dolan and Adrianne Ward.  

We were the main drivers of all of the petition, but my English teacher, Ms. 

Courtney and my whole English class were on board from the start. This 

wasn’t specifically a Loreto school petition, but the core values that our 

school and our headmistress, Ms. Dempsey promote are all closely tied to 

social justice, which is very relevant to why we’re here today. 

 
Context  

It’s a long time since most of the people here did their Junior or Inter Cert, 

so I want to explain the context. Before this year, the English Junior Cert 

exam consisted of two two-and-a-half hour-long papers. These papers 

had a clear structure that students could prepare for. Unfortunately, 

modern exam style does require a certain level of technique. Before, 

students knew the marking schemes, had the ability to look back at past 

papers and had teachers who understood what the examiners were looking 

for.  

For June 2017, a completely new exam system was introduced. English was 

the only change this year. There was supposed to be a number of 

assessments during the year and a portfolio, but that didn’t work out as 

planned. We have been hearing general things about a new exam since I 

was in 4th Class in primary school. Last year, the State Examinations 

Commission released some sample papers. We all welcomed these sample 

papers with open arms as they were supposed to clarify everything. 
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However, these papers brought more confusion. There was no consistent 

structure, there was no marking scheme and it was clear from the very 

beginning that there was not enough time to fill the booklet provided, to the 

best of our ability. Just to explain -  in these sample papers, which were 

supposed to help us before our Mocks, the first sample paper had three 

sections, the second one had two and the third paper had four. Within these 

sections the questions followed no clear order. They seemed to ramble on in 

varying lengths with different marking values. 

When I understood that we were to do this English paper in two hours I 

was shocked. Without any consistency, working out how much time to 

spend on each question was practically a guessing game. I know several 

students that brought calculators into the exam. There was no way for 

students who can’t write at a phenomenal speed to plan beforehand.  

And then we did the actual Mocks and of course they were different again 

from the sample papers. That’s when I started seriously thinking about the 

petition. I wasn’t the only one feeling stressed about it. Like me no one 

could believe the number of questions that they were supposed to answer in 

such a short time. It was like a competition to see how fast you can write 

instead of an actual test of your knowledge and ability. Those who managed 

to finish the paper didn’t have any time to read over it. To give students the 

opportunity to express their thoughts and analysis as eloquently as 

expected, I truly believed more time was necessary. 

Trying to squeeze three years of learning into a two-hour exam for a subject 

like English seems ridiculous. Furthermore, this dramatic decrease in time 

only serves to widen the gap between Junior and Leaving Cert, where we 

will be back to two long exams of over six hours total. One of the key 
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elements of the new Junior Cycle is to carefully plan, draft and redraft 

everything we write. The new English exam directly contradicts this 

philosophy. None of this makes sense.  

The petition and what I learned about  

So, one Friday night I set up the petition from home. In less than a day it 

had 3,000 signatures. It currently stands at over 12,000. These supporters 

are people from all across the county, parents, teachers and students alike. 

So many have left comments agreeing that there just wasn’t enough time. 

Many have talked about the stress students are under already being in an 

exam year and how this added to it all so much. It showed how social media 

can really give young people power as the petition got its fuel from being 

shared on Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat. It also showed the level of 

pressure this exam put our young people under at one of the most stressful 

times of their lives – their first ever State exam.  

We were clearly saying there was an issue, but who was listening? I started 

making phone calls. But I was sent from one place to another. The 

Department of Education said it was a matter for the State Examinations 

Commission. The State Examinations Commission said only the National 

Council for Curriculum and Assessment and the Department of Education 

could change things. The SEC also said that they weren’t responsible for the 

quality of the Mock Examinations papers, which left me wondering who 

was?  I found the Department of Children very helpful, but they are not 

responsible for examinations. No government organisation seems to be 

taking responsibility for Mocks.  
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Response  

To be honest I felt like little serious consideration to the request to add time 

or change the exam in any way was made. However, later I learnt that there 

may have been changes, as despite what I was led to believe, at the time, the 

exam hadn’t been finalised. Also, we had studied two novels, neither of 

which came up… 

 I know in the future lots of other subject exams are going to change and it 

will be difficult for the Department to get every exam right. However, if 

they're not listening to the experience and concerns of students and 

teachers then creating a fair means of assessment becomes even more 

difficult.  

 

Mocks 

I still feel that the situation with Mock exams is a major issue. The objective 

of the Mocks is to make life less stressful for the students, by giving them an 

idea of what’s to come. It is widely accepted (and proven by the 

geographical spread of responders to the petition) that the majority of 

secondary schools in Ireland do Mocks in some form. The schools either 

buy their Mock papers from commercial companies that make them or have 

teachers in their school write them.  

 

With new exams this current system will become even more ineffective. As 

mentioned previously with our English paper there were only a few samples 

made by the SEC (with little to no pattern) and no marking scheme. Both 

teachers and private companies were therefore unable to make mock 

papers that were reflective of the exam in June. If the Mocks are set on the 
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basis of inconsistent papers they won’t fulfill their purpose, but in fact will 

do the opposite, and create more stress. Unless something is done, this will 

continue to be the case for both the Junior and Leaving Certificate 

examinations. 

  

The State needs to introduce guidelines for situations like this or else this 

will become a bigger issue in the coming years, as all subjects in the Junior 

Cert will potentially change.   It was especially important for students to be 

prepared for English this year as it was their first ever state exam however 

many students entered their exam centre very stressed and feeling 

unprepared as they were expecting a very difficult paper. With the Mock 

paper that stretched over 25 pages, it was nearly impossible to finish in the 

allotted time.  

 

Conclusion 

I hope that this situation is relation to both the actual exam and the Mocks 

for all subjects is being reviewed. Having this Joint Committee for Public 

Petitions is an excellent initiative and I am really happy to be here.  

However, I feel that the Committee should be more inclusive of all kinds of 

people. I found some of the formal language difficult to process and I found 

myself putting communication about the Committee meeting aside to 

discuss with my parents and teachers as it seemed fairly daunting. I am 

lucky enough to have this support. However, I fear the Committee excludes 

those who don’t, and those people likely need it most.  Approximately 1 in 6 

adults in Ireland have literacy difficulties so it would be great if the 

correspondence could be in plain English.    
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Finally, as a democratic society that needs its people to be able to think and 

vote for themselves, I believe disregarding the opinions of its youth 

(especially in relation to education) is a terrible mistake. 

As a future young voter, I am disappointed by how little effect the 

dissatisfaction of students, parents and teachers nationwide had on the 

decisions made by both the State Examinations Commission, the National 

Council for Curriculum and Assessment and in the Dáil itself. 

 

I'm glad the petition is before the Committee even though it's after our 

exams as I hope it will improve things for future students.  Thank you again 

for inviting us and giving us a voice. As mentioned previously, myself, 

Ellen, Adrianne and Faye are available for questions. Thank you. 


