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Chairman’s Foreword 
 

I think of the words of the great educator Vere Foster, “a nation’s 

greatness depends on the education of its people”, when considering the 

education of the youth within the Leaving Certificate framework today.  

The Leaving Certificate can be a mere drop in the ocean compared to what 

our Senior Cycle students are capable of going onwards to learn, but its 

importance cannot be understated.   

 

Given the scale of the current debate and discussion around the reform of 

the Leaving Certificate curriculum, the Committee was very interested in 

hearing from a range of stakeholders on the matter and forming its own 

recommendations to make to the Minister for Education and Skills and his 

Department.   We have already seen significant changes in relation to the 

Junior Certificate and Members are of the view that there is much to be 

done in this regard concerning the Leaving Certificate. 

 

The topic of the ongoing reform of the Leaving Certificate curriculum was 

included on the Committee’s 2017 Work Programme and submissions on 

the matter were invited in the Autumn of 2017.  A public hearing was held 

on 21st November 2017 and a summary of the evidence given to the 

Committee at this hearing is detailed below.  

 

On behalf of the Committee, I would like to thank the witnesses who 

appeared before it to assist us in our examination of this matter. 

 

 

 

_______________________ 

Fiona O’Loughlin T.D.  

Chairperson  

October 2018 
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Executive Summary 

 
The Committee sought to make recommendations on how to best proceed 

with the ongoing reform of the Leaving Certificate.  This arose in light of 

recent reforms in the Junior Certificate curriculum, calls from employers 

and third-level education institutions for reform of the State 

Examinations, the introduction of Project Maths and a comprehensive 

review of the Leaving Certificate curriculum being undertaken by the 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA).   

 

In this Report, the Committee wishes to highlight the views and insights 

of a number of key stakeholders on the matter, including those of 

students, parents, educational practitioners, academics, employers and 

policy-makers.  Members wanted to hear their opinions of the Leaving 

Certificate in its current format and how they believed a reformed Leaving 

Certificate curriculum should look.  

 

Stakeholders were identified by the Committee and invited to make a 

written submission.  This was followed by a public hearing on the topic, 

which forms the basis of this Report.  In forming their recommendations 

based on the public hearing, Members also remained cognisant of the 

NCCA’s ongoing review of the Leaving Certificate currently in train, the 

input of the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) in informing 

this review and the anticipated publication by the Department of 

Education and Skills of a strategy for foreign languages. 

 

At its public engagement, the Committee heard a strong case made for a 

greater emphasis on continuous assessment as part of the Leaving 

Certificate curriculum and that consideration be given to expanding the 

number of subjects for which additional CAO points can be achieved.  It 

was told of the need to allow teachers to play a leading role in devising a 
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new curriculum and developing new ways of teaching course content.  It 

is vital that teachers and schools are adequately resourced in these 

reforming endeavours.  

 

The importance of foreign languages in a changing, global economy was 

stressed, as was the need to ensure a smooth transition from Junior Cycle 

to Senior Cycle, and then onwards to third-level and higher education. 

Consideration should be given to awarding extra points to students who 

take foreign languages.  Foreign languages are particularly important in 

the world of business and Members also heard the call from employers 

and businesses for more skills-based learning.  Employers are more 

interested in transferable skills than exam results.   

 

There was resolute agreement that societal attitudes towards the Leaving 

Certificate Applied (LCA) programme need to change and that LCA should 

offer a wider range of subjects and allow for more direct access to higher 

education.   

 

Furthermore, Members and stakeholders noted the need to protect the 

mental health of students and that its vital importance is not lost amidst 

the societal pressures to succeed in secondary education. 
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Introduction 

Background and context 

The Committee was keen to include the topic of the ‘ongoing reform of 

the Leaving Certificate curriculum’ on its Work Programme for 2017. This 

arose from the reforms and changes already implemented in recent 

years, as well as from a sense of urgency regarding the need for further 

reform to ensure that both the aspirations and the concerns  of students, 

educators and parents alike are addressed.   

 

Aware of the overarching importance of the Leaving Certificate in a 

modern Ireland, the Committee sought to examine how to strike a 

balance between protecting the health and wellbeing of students, 

promoting their self-development and ensuring that they are well-

equipped with the essential skills and knowledge required to successfully 

participate in a rapidly changing society and economy.  Members also 

emphasised the need to support students during this stressful period in 

their formative years and how secondary schools can best facilitate the 

transition of students into third-level or further education. 

 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) recently 

announced a comprehensive review of the State Examinations curricula, 

including the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) programme.  The 

Committee had also noted the impending publication of a paper by the 

Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) which would detail a 

review of curriculum development.   

 

Major reforms to the structure and content of the Junior Certificate have 

stimulated much discussion and debate and, in this context, the 

Committee wanted to investigate what could be learned from this reform 

process and how to make the transition from Junior Cycle to Senior Cycle 

as smooth and effective as possible. 
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Evidence gathering 

The Committee invited written submissions from a number of 

stakeholders on the matter in the Autumn of 2017.  Stakeholders were 

asked for their views regarding the recent changes made to the Leaving 

Certificate curriculum, along with their insights around some of the 

following sample questions: 

 

 Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 
 

 Have reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a 
higher level at Leaving Certificate had the desired effect? 

 

 Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 
 

 Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 
 

 Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which 
has a greater emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace? 

 
 Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at 

addressing the ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 
 

 Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 
 

 Is there any indication that the numbers opting for the Leaving Certificate Applied 
(LCA) have increased or decreased? 

 

 

Arising from the written submissions on this matter, a public meeting of 

the Committee was held, on 21st November 2017, to further explore the 

points made in the submissions. 

 

At this meeting, the Committee heard from the following witnesses: 

 

 

Dr. Katriona O’Sullivan, 
Academic 

Maynooth University  

Mr. John Doran, 
Guidance Counsellor  

Patrician Secondary School, Newbridge, Co. 
Kildare  

Mr. Tomás Ó Ruairc, The Teaching Council  

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-21/debate/mul@/main.pdf
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Director  

Ms. Carmel Kearns, 
Head of Teachers’ Learning and Research 

The Teaching Council  

Mr. Tony Donohoe, 

Head of Education and Social Policy 

Ibec 

Ms. Sorcha Ní Chonghaile, 

Oifigeach na Gaeilge 

Irish Second-Level Students’ Union (ISSU) 

Mr. Geoff Browne, 
President 

National Parents’ Council Post-Primary 
(NPCpp) 

Mr. Ross MacMahon, 
Communications Director 

National Parents’ Council Post-Primary 
(NPCpp) 

Mr. Eamonn Moran, 
Principal Officer 

Department of Education and Skills 

Ms. Ruth Richards, 
Inspectorate 

Department of Education and Skills 

Mr. Aidan Farrell, 
Chief Executive Officer 

State Examinations Commission 

Mr. Hugh McManus, 

Assistant Head of Examinations and 
Assessment 

State Examinations Commission 

Mr. John Hammond, 
Chief Executive Officer 

National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) 

Mr. John Halbert, 
Director of Curriculum and Assessment 

National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) 
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Summary of Evidence 
 

In the course of the public hearing, a number of important points were 

raised.  The following is a summary of the points given in evidence to the 

Committee:  

 

1. Predictability of the Leaving Certificate  

There persists a general consensus that the majority of exams which form 

the Leaving Certificate have become too predictable. A glaring example of 

this is the fact that the Leaving Certificate art curriculum has not been 

revised since 19721. The Committee was warned of the potentially 

damaging consequences of the “teaching to the test mentality” and the 

overemphasis on final exams.  There was a strong sense among 

stakeholders that this only serves to teach young people how to sit exams 

under time constraints and to absorb knowledge simply for the purpose of 

answering tailored questions in exams.   The current content of the 

Leaving Certificate exams allows students to succeed in most exams 

through rote-learning.  This, the Committee was told, is completely 

inadequate in assessing a student’s overall intellectual ability and 

prevents the development of skills such as deep-thought, intellectual 

analysis, ethical reflection and problem-solving.  There is little or no scope 

for the development of key life-skills. 

 

This element of predictability may contribute to inequality; allowing more 

socioeconomically advantaged students to benefit from grinds and better 

resources in their schools.  In addition, schools which are less well 

resourced will find it difficult to adjust to a changing curriculum and this 

needs to be addressed before any changes are implemented across the 

board.  

 

                                                           
1
 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-

21/debate/mul@/main.pdf 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-21/debate/mul@/main.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-21/debate/mul@/main.pdf
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There is now an obvious inconsistency between the format of assessment 

at Leaving Certificate level and Junior Certificate level in the State 

education system.  At Leaving Certificate level there remains a continued 

emphasis on rote-learning where a move towards a more classroom-

based, skills-based assessment has now commenced at Junior Certificate 

level. Members were cautioned of the implications that this anomaly could 

have for students when they enter third-level and higher education where 

the emphasis then reverts to format of continuous assessment, 

independent research and critical thinking.  A format of continuous 

assessment at third-level is much more significant where examinations, in 

some cases, make up only 40% of the final grade.  A continuum in the 

method of assessing a student’s progress throughout the education 

system is essential. 

 

Notwithstanding the above, it was noted that, in a 2015 study on the 

predictability of the Irish Leaving Certificate by researchers at the 

University of Oxford and Queen’s University Belfast, rote-learning, 

learning course content ‘by-heart’, is not sufficient for students to get the 

highest marks possible in most exams.  In order to achieve the maximum 

grade, students must demonstrate independent thinking and extra-

curricular learning.2  This is particularly the case with subjects such as 

English.  Holding this to be true, there was no indication that the current 

final examinations system should be scrapped outright – it is simply a 

given that there must be a shift away from the overwhelming emphasis 

on final exams and that continuous assessment should form a very 

significant part of the curriculum. 

 

Recognising the possible merits of a system with more weight given to 

continuous assessment that the Committee committed to include this 

                                                           
2
 Predictability in the Irish Leaving Certificate. / Baird, Jo-Anne; Hopfenbeck, Therese N.; Elwood, Jannette; 

Caro, Daniel ; Ahmed, Ayesha. 
Oxford University Centre for Educational Assessment, 2015. 109 p. 

https://www.examinations.ie/about-us/Predictability-Overall-Report.pdf
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topic on its Work Programme for 2018. 

 

 

2. Incentivised taking of Higher Level 

A recent change in the Central Applications Office (CAO) points-system for 

entry into college/university has allowed students to gain an extra 25 

points by passing the Higher Level Mathematics exam.  The Committee 

was keen to determine whether or not this has had its desired effect. 

 

An initial assessment of the incentive concludes that it has worked, given 

that it has almost doubled the numbers of students opting for Higher 

Level.  Approximately 30% of students intended to take the Honours 

paper in 2017 Leaving Certificate3.  

 

However, there is little to suggest that this has improved standards in 

mathematics.  It is simply a means of rewarding students for the 

enormous workload which accompanies the Higher Level Mathematics 

curriculum.  There was also a suggestion that too much emphasis on 

taking Higher Level could result in students who do not opt for it being 

left behind. 

 

It is hoped that general improvements in the teaching of mathematics 

and a review of the Project Maths curriculum will allow policy-makers to 

improve standards in the important field of mathematics, which is a key 

indicator of a student’s problem-solving abilities. For now, however, it is 

clear that a much larger cohort of students than before is being exposed 

to the challenging and complex nature of honours mathematics, which is 

a step in the right direction. 

 

Given its initial success in terms of college entry requirements, the 

                                                           
3
 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-

21/debate/mul@/main.pdf 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-21/debate/mul@/main.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/2017-11-21/debate/mul@/main.pdf
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Committee was advised that the introduction of extra points for the taking 

of other exams at higher level, particularly ones with a very high 

workload, could be very worthwhile.  It could also be used to encourage 

interest in other subjects which would make students more flexible in a 

rapidly changing economy – subjects such as East Asian economics or 

foreign languages. 

 

 

3. Range of foreign languages available to students 

The issue of the availability of the range of foreign language courses, 

particularly in a globalised economy, is one which has persisted for years 

and has proven one of the most difficult to address.  There is much 

concern that encouraging students to learn the language of a country 

which currently has a booming economy may backfire, as trends have 

shown that economies can quickly go into recession.  Ireland, as an 

economy, relies heavily on foreign direct investment (FDI).  This reliance 

could become more pronounced after Brexit, and Ireland will need to 

diversify quickly in terms of the teaching of foreign languages, if it is to 

meet this demand from the markets. 

 

Policy-makers and interested parties alike have long since struggled with 

deciding on the best way to adapt to changing language requirements.  

There is a shortage of foreign language teachers throughout the State and 

the language chosen to be studied by a student is normally influenced 

only by the availability of teachers to teach that particular language in a 

school. It is accepted that this is perhaps one of the biggest failings of the 

Irish education system and one of the most difficult obstacles to 

overcome.  There is further debate over whether or not this issue is more 

suited to primary schools, where it is known that pupils possess a greater 

ability to absorb languages. 
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The importance of foreign languages in a global economy could not be 

understated by stakeholders, and it was argued that they should be given 

as much focus as STEM (science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics) in this regard.  

 

In attempting to consider how to inform the choice of languages available 

to students, Members look forward to examining the comprehensive 

paper from the Department of Education and Skills on the matter, 

Languages Connect - Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages in 

Education 2017-2026, published in December 2017, after the 

Committee’s public hearing. 

 

It was also proposed that, in order to ensure optimum exposure to foreign 

languages, a system of additional CAO points could be introduced, as has 

been done with mathematics.  Not only would this help fill the pool of 

foreign language speakers required by businesses, but would also 

improve the situation regarding the shortage of foreign language 

teachers.   

 

 

4. Role of teachers in reform 

The Committee heard of the key role which teachers have played, and will 

continue to play, in leading the reform of the Leaving Certificate.  New 

ideas and insights regarding teaching and learning have evolved over the 

years and, by and large, teachers, who are to the fore of the education 

system, have adapted well.   

 

It is due to being to the fore that teachers are seen as leaders in the area 

of reform.  However, Members were advised of the need to ensure that 

teachers are properly resourced, in terms of facilities such as reliable 

internet access in schools and through upskilling courses, if they are to be 

fully engaged in any element of change. 

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Curriculum-and-Syllabus/Foreign-Languages-Strategy/fls_languages_connect_strategy.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Curriculum-and-Syllabus/Foreign-Languages-Strategy/fls_languages_connect_strategy.pdf
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Each year at the FÉILTE festival, the immense levels of innovation 

amongst our teachers is highlighted and serves as proof that teachers 

possess an incredibly vast range of skills, and are exceedingly innovative, 

which can be put into practice in adapting to new teaching and learning 

models.    Arising from the CROĺ (Collaboration and Research for Ongoing 

Innovation) Research Series, it is clear that teachers have an 

overwhelming desire to conduct research into areas of professional 

interest to them, and to share this information with other teachers for 

mutual benefit.    

 

It was stated that both the knowledge and the skills possessed by 

teachers can be interwoven to produce the ideal conditions required to 

develop a curriculum, and there are models of this working very well in 

both Ireland and abroad.  In addition to supporting teachers in this 

through proper resourcing, they should also be given time away from the 

classroom to immerse themselves in new projects.  

 

As discussed earlier, the Committee is hugely supportive of exploring the 

idea of continuous assessment forming a larger part of the Leaving 

Certificate.  However, a potential barrier to this is the availability of 

external examiners throughout the year to grade these assessments, 

which would be necessary for complete impartiality.  The Committee was 

informed that graduates in specific subject fields could be recruited to 

grade these assessments and could be trained in a short space of time to 

meet the necessary grading qualifications.  This would also be an 

upskilling and developmental opportunity for aspiring teachers. 

 

5. The needs of businesses and the workplace 

 

The Committee was presented with a general sense of unanimity amongst 

stakeholders regarding the need to move from an examination-heavy 

method of assessment to a more skills-based assessment, as detailed 

https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/FEILTE/
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extensively earlier under the theme of continuous assessment.  

Stakeholders emphasised the importance of skills development. 

 

As outlined, competence and/or fluency in foreign languages are being 

hunted by businesses and this was a point stressed by many 

stakeholders. 

 

The Committee was told that employers are more interested in a job 

applicant’s skills than their qualifications and the knowledge-retention 

capabilities associated with rote-learning.  Skills such as critical thinking, 

problem-solving and the ability to actively engage with and analyse 

information can be incorporated into the teaching and learning of subjects 

already on the curriculum, such as history.  This has already been 

demonstrated, as part of the ongoing reform, in areas such as computer 

science and could be extended to subjects such as philosophy.  The 

introduction of Project Maths, it is hoped, will prove to have succeeded in 

developing a student’s problem-solving ability when it comes up for 

review.  The ever-changing needs of business can be met if employers 

can be sure that those they recruit have a wide-range of skills which can 

be transferable to different subject matters and issues.  

 

Outside of academia, the need was stressed for greater attention on the 

value of apprenticeships.  In addressing the topic of skills, the proposal 

for introducing a work-based learning model, aimed at the workplace, was 

presented and it was stated that this should be promoted as an equally 

attractive path to take when students come to think about their working 

lives ahead.  The case was also strongly made to remember that people 

learn in different ways and that a wide range of progression routes should 

be available.  This is where the transferability of skills comes into play – 

by proving that they can acquire a range of skills in schools, people will 

be capable of taking on more learning and new skills in the future when 

they enter the workplace.  
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The case was also made for skills on a more basic, but essential, level.  It 

was suggested that, at Senior Cycle, students should have the 

opportunity to follow on from the learning of life-skills which forms a 

significant part of the Transition Year programme, where they could learn 

skills such as cooking, nutrition or driving.  It was also suggested that 

extra-curricular activities should also count towards a student’s final 

grade.   

 

Incorporating practical subjects, life-skills and extra-curricular interests 

would naturally allow Leaving Certificate students to become more well-

rounded individuals, as well as highly flexible, skilled employees to meet 

the current and future needs of businesses. 

 

Similar to the proposal mentioned previously regarding continuous 

assessment, in which final examinations may continue to form some 

element of a student’s final grade, a significant component of this skills-

based model would still feature the acquisition of knowledge.  This is also 

where, it was asserted, the interweaving of knowledge and skills can take 

place for educators to create the ideal conditions required to develop a 

curriculum, as outlined earlier in relation to the role of teachers in the 

reform process. 

 

The Committee was advised that safeguards should be put in place when 

introducing skills-based learning into the education system to address the 

skillsets required by businesses and workplaces.  There could be potential 

for this to be used unethically, by viewing students simply as future 

employees with little or no regard for their personal development and the 

principle of education being a public good.  Regardless of individual or 

collective intentions, or motivations, however, it was clear that the views 

of employers, businesses, educationalists and other interested 

stakeholders were compatible in the approach of developing skills for the 
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labour market. 

 

6. Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) 

The Committee was informed that the numbers opting for the Leaving 

Certificate Applied (LCA) course are low, and decreasing.  The uptake 

stood at only 2,887 in 20154, accounting for 5% of all Senior Cycle 

students in their final year.  This figure fell to 2,773 candidates in 20175, 

or 4.7% of the total.  It is currently only offered in approximately one-

third of secondary schools. 

 

Seeking to determine why this may be the case, the Committee heard 

that a possible deterrent to taking LCA rests in the fact that universities, 

institutes of technology and many other higher education institutes do not 

allow for direct entry based on a student’s results in the LCA.  LCA 

students are finding themselves less employable than their peers who 

follow a more academic route, and this is despite the fact that there is 

more vocation-orientated, skills-based learning at LCA level.  There 

appears to be a pattern of unemployment amongst LCA graduates. It is 

seen by many students at risk of dropping out of school early as a “saving 

grace”, but many of these students then feel let down when it comes to 

finding employment.  

 

In addition to the way it is recognised, there is a societal stigma attached 

to LCA.  It is not credited and valued in the same manner as an academic 

Leaving Certificate.  Many schools do not give their students much 

information or guidance in relation to it should they seek to pursue that 

option.  Most schools, primarily in more affluent areas, do not even offer 

it as a choice and there have been cases of students moving to a different 

school to sit the LCA course.  It is claimed that schools may not offer LCA 

in order to protect their position in the ‘league tables’, which ranks 

                                                           
4
 https://www.examinations.ie/misc-doc/BI-ST-47853604.pdf 

5
 https://www.examinations.ie/misc-doc/BI-ST-98341342.pdf 

https://www.examinations.ie/misc-doc/BI-ST-47853604.pdf
https://www.examinations.ie/misc-doc/BI-ST-98341342.pdf
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schools in terms of the highest percentage of graduates who progress to 

third-level education.  Given that it is taken by many students at risk of 

drop-out, there is an element of tokenism about those who successfully 

see it through to the end.  

 

Regarding the content of the LCA programme, it was made clear to the 

Committee that a certain level of reform is required, primarily with 

regards to the subject areas it offers.  By including languages and an 

element of mathematics, the barrier to further education could be 

lowered.  It is this barrier to further education which damages 

employment prospects. There is also a greater desire for subjects such as 

music, leisure and recreation, hotel studies, catering and the arts.   

 

There is already more emphasis on skills-based learning at LCA than there 

is at mainstream Leaving Certificate level and, in this regard, the current 

LCA programme could be incredibly useful in informing the reform of the 

academic Leaving Certificate.  This skills-based learning has also proved 

to produce less stress amongst LCA students, compared to their peers in 

the mainstream Leaving Certificate.  

 

 

7. Health and wellbeing of students 

 

The importance of maintaining good mental health in the midst of the 

extremely difficult, stressful Leaving Certificate years was highlighted.  

There are countless stories of students being pushed to the limits of their 

mental health during these years.  For many, it can be a very traumatic 

time.  The Committee heard that a student’s health should always 

supersede exam results and CAO points.  Students are falling ill as a 

result of the pressure and this is unacceptable to the Committee. 

 

There was a call for a strong focus on prioritising the building of 
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confidence, self-belief and resilience as part of a reformed Leaving 

Certificate.  It was noted that, in all likelihood, further problems will 

present themselves further down the line if the needs of students in this 

regard are not addressed. 
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Recommendations 
 

The Committee recommends that: 

 

 the necessary resources, including reliable broadband connection, 

required by teachers and schools to adapt to changes in the 

curriculum are provided before any wholescale reform across the 

board is implemented; 

 the expertise and innovation of teachers form part of a formal 

consultation regarding the ongoing reform of the Leaving 

Certificate; 

 consideration be given, following consultation amongst relevant 

stakeholders, to award extra CAO points to students who opt for 

certain higher level subjects in recognition of the additional 

commitment where necessary; 

 consideration be given to awarding extra points to students who 

take more than one foreign language; 

 the goals outlined in Languages Connect - Ireland’s Strategy for 

Foreign Languages in Education 2017-2026 are implemented within 

the appropriate timeframe;  

 teachers are given sufficient time and resources to adapt to changes 

in the curriculum; 

 a skills-based learning element is introduced to the curriculum, in a 

manner and level equal to that of continuous assessment; 

 a module is introduced which allows a student to be graded in a life-

skill of their choice or in an extra-curricular activity; 

 there is State-wide greater promotion of the value of 

apprenticeships in schools, along with an accompanying action plan 

for apprenticeships and vocational training; 

 all schools offer the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) programme; 

 all schools provide an information session on LCA to students in 

Third Year and/or Transition Year; 
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 mathematics, languages and subjects in the field of the arts are 

introduced to the LCA programme; 

 a system of continuous assessment, similar to that introduced at 

Junior Certificate, is implemented at Leaving Certificate level; 

 concerns regarding the impartiality of teachers in grading CA 

assignments are addressed by recruiting graduates in the relevant 

fields to undertake the role; 

 the essential short training course be given to graduates to ensure 

that they meet the necessary grading requirements; and, 

 the mental health and wellbeing of students remains a priority 

through the implementation of the Committee’s recommendations 

in its September 2017 Report on Positive Mental Health in Schools. 

  

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2017/2017-09-12_report-on-positive-mental-health-in-schools_en.pdf
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Appendices  

 

Appendix 1 

 

Committee Membership 

 
 

 

Deputies: Thomas Byrne (FF)  

 Kathleen Funchion (SF)  

 Catherine Martin (GP) 

 Tony McLoughlin (FG) 

 Hildegarde Naughton (FG) 

 Fiona O’Loughlin (FF) [Chair] 

 Jan O’Sullivan (Lab) 

  

 

Senators: Maria Byrne (FG) 

 Robbie Gallagher (FF) 

 Paul Gavan (SF) 

 Lynn Ruane (Ind) 

 

Notes:  

1. Deputies nominated by the Dáil Committee of Selection and 

appointed by Order of the Dáil on 16 June 2016. 

2. Senators nominated by the Seanad Committee of Selection and 

appointed by Order of the Seanad on 22 July 2016. 

3. Deputies Carol Nolan, Ciaran Cannon, Joan Burton, and Jim Daly 

discharged and Deputies Kathleen Funchion, Tony McLoughlin, Jan 

O’Sullivan, and Josepha Madigan nominated to serve in their stead 
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by the Twelfth Report of the Dáil Committee of Selection as agreed 

by Dáil Éireann on 3 October 2017.  

4. Senator Trevor Ó Clochartaigh resigned with effect from 27 

February 2018.  

5. Senator Paul Gavan nominated by the Seanad Committee of 

Selection and appointed by Order of the Seanad on 8 March 2018. 

6. Deputy Josepha Madigan discharged and Deputy Hildegarde 

Naughton nominated to serve in her stead by the Twentieth Report 

of the Dáil Committee of Selection as agreed by Dáil Éireann on 1 

May 2018. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Orders of Reference 

 
 

(1) The Select Committee shall consider and report to the Dáil on— 

(a) such aspects of the expenditure, administration and policy 

of a Government Department or Departments and 

associated public bodies as the Committee may select, 

and 

(b) European Union matters within the remit of the relevant 

Department or Departments. 

(2) The Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order 

may be joined with a Select Committee appointed by Seanad 

Éireann for the purposes of the functions set out in this Standing 

Order, other than at paragraph (3), and to report thereon to both 

Houses of the Oireachtas. 

(3) Without prejudice to the generality of paragraph (1), the Select 

Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order shall 

consider, in respect of the relevant Department or Departments, 

such— 

(a) Bills, 

(b) proposals contained in any motion, including any 

motion within the meaning of Standing Order 187, 

(c) Estimates for Public Services, and 

(d) other matters as shall be referred to the Select Committee 

by the Dáil, and 

(e) Annual Output Statements including performance, 

efficiency and effectiveness in the use of public 

monies, and 

(f) such Value for Money and Policy Reviews as the Select 

Committee may select. 
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(4) The Joint Committee may consider the following matters in respect 

of the relevant Department or Departments and associated public 

bodies: 

(a) matters of policy and governance for which the Minister 

is officially responsible, 

(b) public affairs administered by the Department, 

(c) policy issues arising from Value for Money and 

Policy Reviews conducted or commissioned by the 

Department, 

 
 

(d) Government policy and governance in respect of bodies 

under the aegis of the Department, 

(e) policy and governance issues concerning bodies which are 

partly or wholly funded by the State or which are 

established or appointed by a member of the 

Government or the Oireachtas, 

(f) the general scheme or draft heads of any Bill, 

(g) any post-enactment report laid before either House or 

both Houses by a member of the Government or Minister 

of State on any Bill enacted by the Houses of the 

Oireachtas, 

(h) statutory instruments, including those laid or laid in draft 

before either House or both Houses and those made 

under the European Communities Acts 1972 to 2009, 

(i) strategy statements laid before either or both Houses of 

the Oireachtas pursuant to the Public Service Management 

Act 1997, 

(j) annual reports or annual reports and accounts, required 

by law, and laid before either or both Houses of the 

Oireachtas, of the Department or bodies referred to in 

subparagraphs (d) and (e) and the overall performance 

and operational results, statements of strategy and 
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corporate plans of such bodies, and 

(k) such other matters as may be referred to it by the Dáil 

from time to time. 

(5) Without prejudice to the generality of paragraph (1), the Joint 

Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order shall 

consider, in respect of the relevant Department or Departments— 

(a) EU draft legislative acts standing referred to the Select 

Committee under Standing Order 114, including the 

compliance of such acts with the principle of subsidiarity, 

(b) other proposals for EU legislation and related policy issues, 

including programmes and guidelines prepared by the 

European Commission as a basis of possible legislative 

action, 

(c) non-legislative documents published by any EU institution 

in relation to EU policy matters, and 

(d) matters listed for consideration on the agenda for 

meetings of the relevant EU Council of Ministers and 

the outcome of such meetings. 

(6) The Chairman of the Joint Committee appointed pursuant to this 

Standing Order, who shall be a member of Dáil Éireann, shall 

also be the Chairman of the Select Committee. 

(7) The following may attend meetings of the Select or Joint 

Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order, for the 

purposes of the functions set out in paragraph (5) and may take 

part in proceedings without having a right to vote or to move 

motions and amendments: 

(a) Members of the European Parliament elected from 

constituencies in Ireland, including Northern Ireland, 

(b) Members of the Irish delegation to the Parliamentary 

Assembly of the Council of Europe, and 

(c) at the invitation of the Committee, other Members of 

the European Parliament. 
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b. Scope and Context of Activities of Committees (as derived 

from Standing Orders) [DSO 84; SSO 70] 

(1) The Joint Committee may only consider such matters, engage in 

such activities, exercise such powers and discharge such 

functions as are specifically authorised under its orders of 

reference and under Standing Orders. 

(2) Such matters, activities, powers and functions shall be relevant 

to, and shall arise only in the context of, the preparation of a 

report to the Dáil and/or Seanad. 

(3) The Joint Committee shall not consider any matter which is being 

considered, or of which notice has been given of a proposal to 

consider, by the Committee of Public Accounts pursuant to 

Standing Order 186 and/or the Comptroller and Auditor General 

(Amendment) Act 1993. 

(4) The Joint Committee shall refrain from inquiring into in public 

session or publishing confidential information regarding any 

matter if so requested, for stated reasons given in writing, by— 

a) a member of the Government or a Minister of State,  

b) the principal office-holder of a body under the aegis of a 

Department or which is partly or wholly funded by the State 

or established or appointed by a member of the Government 

or by the Oireachtas: 

Provided that the Chairman may appeal any such request made to 

the Ceann Comhairle / Cathaoirleach whose decision shall be final. 

(5) It shall be an instruction to all Select Committees to which Bills are 

referred that they shall ensure that not more than two Select 

Committees shall meet to consider a Bill on any given day, unless 

the Dáil, after due notice given by the Chairman of the Select 

Committee, waives this instruction on motion made by the 

Taoiseach pursuant to Dáil Standing Order 28. The Chairmen of 

Select Committees shall have responsibility for compliance with this 

instruction. 
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Appendix 3 

 
List of Stakeholders 

 

Mr. John Doran, Guidance Counsellor, Patrician 
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The Teaching Council 

 

Department of Education and Skills* 

 

State Examinations Commission* 

 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

(NCCA)* 

 

Dr. Katriona O’Sullivan, Academic, Maynooth University 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Department of Education and Skills, State Examinations 

Commission and NCCA made a joint submission to the 
Committee 
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Submissions by Stakeholders 



 

 

 

Im response to a direction by Ms. Fiona O’Loughlin, T.D., Chairman of the Joint Committee on Educa-
tion and Skills  to make a brief written submission in relation to its examination of the ongoing reform of 
the Leaving Certificate curriculum. Please find below a submission that responds to that request in light of 
recent  changes made to the Leaving Certificate curriculum and proposed changes. Together with an open-
ing statement, I have also included for your perusal views I have and that I solicited from 75 senior man-
agement personnel in secondary schools in Ireland nationwide   on the following questions: 
 

 Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 
 

 Has reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a higher level at Leav-
ing Certificate had the desired effect? 

 

 Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 
 

 Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 
 

 Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which has a greater 
emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace? 

 
 Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at addressing the 

ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 
 

 Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 
 

 Is there any indication whether the numbers opting for the Leaving Certificate Applied increased or 
decreased? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
OPENING STATEMENT  

 
 

 

 

1. The best definition of education I have ever heard is that it's a conversation between 
one generation and another, about what's really important. 
In my view, there is nothing more important to us as educators or parents than the wellbe-
ing in the fullest sense of the word, and the educational attainment of our young people, 
and their ongoing development as life long learners. As parents and educators we are cus-
todians of our nations most precious resource - our young people. Our collective endevour 
and shared vision being to fashion; an educational model at senior level that is fit for pur-
pose for the changing needs of the 21st century that can help our young  people make the 
most of the opportunities that are available. A young person remarked to me once that the 
future was important to him, it was where he intended to spend most of his time. 
 
2. The future is not what it was. The world is changing. Are we preparing our young people 
for a world that no longer exists in an educational model, and a Leaving Certificate that is   
perfectly designed to do so?When will vital life skills like stress management, communica-
tion  and resilience be taught rather than caught in school? Are we about an education of 
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the head or of the heart? Are we preparing students  for a life of tests or for  the tests of 
life? Managing our stress, developing  a vernacular around emotions, communicating with 
confidence,   and building up our capacity to cope with tough times are vital skills to both 
survive and thrive in school and in life.To make the most of the myriad of opportunities that 
are available to this generation of  young people and those that will follow in the years to 
come. 
 
3. Unfortunately, such skills frequently get pushed aside by the relentless pursuit of curric-
ulum content and happen by accident in schools, rather than by deliberate design. It also 
happens to the detriment of vital skill acquisition. They are a random by- product, not stra-
tegically planned for. If we don’t consciously teach young people to confidently communi-
cate,  find their voice,  and create a literacy around emotional intelligence, a term brought 
into common parlance by Dr. Daniel Goleman, we may end up with a generation in a fast-
changing world that is unemployed, underemployed, or unemployable. This goes far be-
yond debating or public speaking modules that may be taught currently. It's about helping 
beat the bouts of doubt with heaps of hope. To empower and encourage young people to 
harness a mindset of what I call strategic optimism.The stakes have never been higher 
with levels of stress and  anxiety among young people at worrying levels. The launch of 
the recent report ‘ So how was school today’ , based on a survey of 3,200 young people 
found that 73% of secondary school students are stressed out about exams. In particular 
the survey found girls were less positive about their school experience than boys. Overall, 
79% of girls reported being very stressed when it came to exams versus 67% of boys. In 
my view, both statistics give rise for concern and need further assessment, with a view to 
how it should impact our approach to curricular reform at Leaving Certificate level. 
 
 
4. I would contend that the so called ‘ soft skills’  which I prefer to rename as  standout 
skills of emotional intelligence, empathy and ability to  effectively and confidently  com-
municate,  are  the key  differentiators that determines success in life, relationships and 
business. That enables and empowers our young people  to as Emile Zola said ‘ live out 
loud’.  
  
 
 
   
 
5. It is so important to teach young people that no matter what happens -if results don't go 
your way , or that conversation, or that relationship, or you fail to get that assignment in on 
time -to  remember what Robert Frost said were the three words experience had taught 
him most  about life . It. Goes. On. In other words very few episodes in life merit a full ' 
flight or fight 'response. What seems ‘ major ‘ today with the passing of time may well  be 
minor tomorrow. Can you remember what you were worrying about at this precise moment 
this time last year? You would have to have a very good memory to remember. Students 
enormously benefit from learning that failure is not fatal but rather a necessary and some-
times unavoidable signpost on the way to learning.  There can be a huge toll to pay for liv-
ing our lives in this ‘ flight or fight ’ zone in terms of our health both mental and physical 
and in terms of our performance and ability to relate positively to others. The relentless 
demands being placed upon our students at Leaving Certificate level mitigate against 
teaching and embedding, the very skills that will help them prosper in what has become a 
tyranny of busyness. Indeed many have pointed to a lack of confidence or ability to tap into 
innate or intuitive  resilience by what has been referred to as a ‘ snowflake ‘ generation 
paralysed by a fear of failure, and of somehow not being enough. Many of whom it would 



 

 

seem are happier to add a friend on Facebook than meet one. That prefer FaceTime over 
face time.  
 
6.  The Minister Richard Bruton pointed out in response to the  report mentioned above, 
that measures to offset this worrying spike in student anxiety levels had been taken with 
the ongoing reform of the Junior  Certifcate curriculum, with an increase in the numbers of 
career guidance counselors and the introduction of dedicated  Wellbeing programmes. I 
would contend that this approach should be extended to the Leaving Certifcate curriculum 
as a matter of urgency. Leading Australian psychologist Professor Leah Waters cited 213 
studies involving 270,034 students and found where wellbeing programmes were in place, 
achievement on tests were 11% higher. So there is both an academic and mental wealth 
imperative to Leaving Certifcate curriculum reform to make it both real, relevant and appli-
cable to the needs  of the people it professes to serve - our young people.To help them  
develop a toolkit to help stay standing when the storms come with resilience, learning to 
get better not bitter. To do the very best that they can with the ability that they have in the 
space that they are in. To assist our young people to enter examinations without fear, per-
form without anxiety and leave without regret.  
 
 
 
 7. When fear is writing the script of of a young persons life  the working title is usually ' I'm 
not good enough '. That feeling of not being ‘enough’ gnaws  away at us and never seems 
to stop, with the effect of  eroding our self confidence. Students should be  encouraged to 
delve into fear and reframe it as False Expectations Appearing Real. We are born with on-
ly two fears - the fear of falling over and the fear of loud noises - which most teenagers 
have very successfully overcome! All the rest are learned over time . The fear of making 
mistakes, the fear of not fitting in, the fear of speaking out  in public or expressing our-
selves. There is a real difference between a sabre tooth tiger trying to eat us in our mind, 
and an actual sabre tooth tiger actually trying to eat us! What we meet and greet we tend 
to defeat and what we resist usually persists. When that fear is faced up to it dissipates 
and the young person is able to change their emotional state from one of fear and anxiety 
to one of effort and application. They are free to ‘ give it a go ‘ communicate with confi-
dence with a mindset of what's the worse that can happen?  
 
 8. A crucial mindset to adapt when  we meet a setback is to be more compassionate and 
kinder to ourselves. Withholding self -criticism and engaging in a more positive and con-
structive relationship with ourselves can greatly enhance our chances of a successful out-
come. To amp up the voice in your head that's positive - your inner coach, and dial down 
the negative voice in your head that's your inner critic. That voice in your head is the only 
one you can be guaranteed will  be with  you all your life - ME FM, your internal radio sta-
tion. Making  it a good news channel encourages a growth mindset, and encourages 
young people to reframe mistakes as Vile - very interesting learning experiences. The 
most important words a young person ever hears in their life, are the words that they say 
to themselves ....and believe.  Belief in yourself costs nothing, and everyone can afford it. 
Teachers at senior level have a crucial role to play in Leaving Certificate curricular reform, 
as supportive belief partners, at a vital intersection,  on the young persons pathway to life-
long learning. 
 
 
9. We tend as a society to talk least about the things we think about most , and young 
people can be very hard on themselves - we all can.A key message in any reform should 
stress for young people to  remember they  are already enough - no brilliant exam results , 



 

 

status in life, or approval from others will make you more enough than you already are. 
You were born enough. We sometimes have a real fear that we aren't - and have a real 
fear that failure will confirm that. That we don't measure up to our own  or others expecta-
tions. The temptation is to try and fill that void outside ourselves . We will feel enough 
when we get the approval of our friends , that college place, or the name plate on the of-
fice door.  The message to young people is that you were, are and always will be enough. 
That there is life, and a role for every young person after the Leaving Certifcate. There is 
no one pathway to success.  
 
10. What informed my own journey into teaching was the positive difference so many 
teachers made in my life when I was in school in the patrician secondary newbridge. I 
came to realise the power the profession has to make a real and lasting  difference. I was 
the first member of either side of my family to every attend University and so teaching to 
me  is truly a ministry of hope in the service of the young. Years ago , a teacher asked us 
to write a sentence that meant something significant using only ten  words and each word 
could only have two letters. Seeing us stumped she went to the board and wrote ‘ If it is to 
be it is up to me’. In that moment a teacher had challenged and inspired us to get in the 
driving seat of our own lives and not be a pillion passenger. Not just for that moment but 
for the rest of the journey. At the heart of any Leaving Certificate reform should be to facili-
tate and encourage the young person as a self directed and internally motivated learner. 
To encourage a growth mindset that encourages a longer term view of learning . All these 
years later I never forgot that lesson of inspiration, the teacher who taught it and a profes-
sion that at its best can weave magic, and help young people make each day their mas-
terpiece, and fulfill their limitless potential. 
 
.  
What follows are the views and input invited by 75 senior management figures in second-
ary schools nationwide wide in response to the specific questions that were posed to me in 
the submission invitation.  
 
 

 Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 
 
Students need to be taught the skill of critical thinking, of more reflective inquiry. Perhaps stu-
dents could elect a subject to study at LC level of their choice. An area that speaks to their passion 
and interests. Students at this level need to be able to talk about their learning and the skills that 
they have developed as a consequence.  
 

 Has reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a higher 
level at Leaving Certificate had the desired effect? 

 
There was a concern expressed that a byproduct of this initiative has led to an unwelcome per-
ceived hierarchy of subjects pushing areas  such as music and art into a category of lesser im-
portance. The point was made of a well known global tech company remarking  that they found 
history graduates for example, more representative of the competencies they wished to employ. 
So the reforms have led to the intended effect of higher take up of maths at higher level. However  
the question remains at what expense in terms of the take up and  profile of other subjects, and  
rising levels of stress for a demanding subject. 
 

 Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 
 



 

 

 
This question was met with an unqualified yes. There is absolutely a role for the teacher in this 
process. 
 

 Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 
 
The concern was expressed about filling existing needs for languages already on the curriculum. It 
is improving extremely hard as it currently stands to get language teachers to teach French and 
German much less subjects that might prove advantageous in the light of a global economy such 
as Chinese. Set against this context, whilst in theory broadening the scope would be welcome,  
altering for existing language needs are already probing problematic. 
 

 Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which has a 
greater emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace? 

 
 
There was some concern about narrowly focusing curricular reform exclusively through the nar-
row prism of perceived business / workplace needs rather than a broader base. A consistency of 
experience was needed from Junior to Leaving Certifcate , with the LC needing to align itself to a 
more skill based rather than knowledge acquiring paradigm.  
 

 Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at ad-
dressing the ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 

  
 
There was support for a flexible curriculum that meets not just the needs of business but more 
fundamentally the needs of the individual student in the context of life long learning and their ho-
listic development. 
 

 Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 
 
There was concern expressed that the opportunities present within the LCA programme be fully 
exploited by reform and review to ensure that they meet the current and future needs of stu-
dents. There was support expressed for the programme in terms of its capacity to serve the needs 
of a constituency of students that might otherwise be lost or find it difficult to thrive academically. 
 

 Is there any indication whether the numbers opting for the Leaving Certificate Applied 
increased or decreased? 

 
 
The anecdotal evidence is that take up is down,the Dept, of Education would be best placed to an-
swer definitively in that regard. 
 
 
 
John Doran is a Guidance Counsellor in the Patrician Secondary School and author of 
Ways to Wellbeing a programme promoting resilience and positive mental health for stu-
dents nationwide and internationally. John  can be contacted at waystowellbeing@yahoo. 
com or followed on twitter at @awaytowellbeing 
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Ibec’s main business sectors are:  

Alcohol Beverage Federation of Ireland  

Financial Services Ireland  

Food and Drink Industry Ireland  

ICT Ireland  

Telecommunications and Internet Federation  

Irish Medical Devices Association  

PharmaChemical Ireland  

Retail Ireland  

Small Firms Association  

Industrial Products.  
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Key ecommendations 

Embedding higher order skills in the Leaving Certificate 

1. The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) should develop a new 
Framework for the Leaving Certificate which embeds higher order skills across all subject 
curricula. 

2. The Department of Education and Skills (DES) Teacher Education Section, Professional 
Development Service for Teachers and the Teaching Council should ensure that 
entrepreneurial education is an element of all teacher training programmes - from entry to 
initial teacher education programmes, induction of newly qualified teaching and the continuing 
professional development of teachers throughout their careers. 

Extend the Junior Cycle education principles to the Leaving Certificate. 

3. The NCCA should extend the pedagogical principles developed through the Junior Cycle 
process to the Leaving Certificate. These should include statements of learning and key skills 

4. The NCCA should develop Leaving Certificate short courses 
5. The DES should commission a review to capture learning from the implementation challenges 

faced during the Junior Cycle reform process. 
6. The DES should ensure that adequate resources are allocated to curriculum development and 

teacher development to underpin future Leaving Certificate curriculum reform 

Use multiple methods of assessment 

7. The Leaving Certificate certification process should use a wider variety of sources to provide 
evidence of learning. For example examination results should be combined with continuous 
assessment by teachers, portfolios of achievement, learning journals to produce a 
qualification. 

8. A more regular programme of revision of syllabuses is needed for the Leaving Certificate 
examinations to remain current. This is important for keeping up with improvements in 
assessment design (such as assessing more higher order thinking skills), as well as syllabus 
content.  

Engage early with teachers and school principals 

9. The success of the Leaving Certificate curriculum reform process will depend on the flexibility 
of teachers and the allocation of adequate resources to their continuing professional 
development. Therefore teachers should be engaged early in the process. 

10. A systematic review of teacher careers and school leadership is required to underpin the 
reform process 

Using the CAO points system to influence subject choice 

11. The system of allocating bonus points for the higher level mathematics paper should be 
maintained 

12. The possibility of extending bonus points for other subjects related to the courses for which 
students apply should be examined. 

Developing global citizens 

13. Leaving Certificate modern language programes cannot be considered in isolation.The 
Department of Education and Skills (DES) should published its long-awaited modern 
languages strategy which should include set out an integrated, coherent, language in 
education policy at all levels. 

14. The DES could set up a Languages Advisory Board (LAB), charged with the task of drafting 
and proposing a range of options for political decision. Board membership should include 
representatives from relevant government departments, agencies and business. 
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Introduction 

1. Ibec welcomes the opportunity to comment on reform of the Leaving Certificate curriculum which is a 
critical issue for the business sector. The gap between the skills students learn and those employers 
need is becoming an increasingly serious issue. The World Economic Forum estimates that, due to 
advances in artificial intelligence and machine learning, the top competencies required for work 
success will be creativity, problem-solving and critical thinking. Therefore key skills have become a 
focus of developments at all levels of education systems around the world. Moving from a content 
based to a more skills based learning model at an early stage is more likely to equip students with the 
21st century skills they will require. 

2. We need to look to the longer term and what the future of work will mean for our economy, society, 
how we live and how we will work. The archetypal worker in an advanced economy used to be a man 
on a production line or a ‘salary-man’ in an office  There are still millions of these but the new world of 
work is both more exciting and less secure. There is greater variety, in both pay and conditions. A job 
is more likely to be part-time, temporary, freelance or self-employed. It may not be a job at all, in the 
way it used to be defined. The jobs that will be available and the skills they demand, we have not yet 
imagined.  

3. So young people, and indeed adult workers, are facing into a highly uncertain and constantly 
changing future. That is why a capacity and appetite for continuous learning is the attribute that will 
enable them to thrive, and fulfil their potential as workers and citizens. Inculcating this is the single 
greatest challenge the education system at all levels, but particularly at the critical juncture of the 
Leaving Certificate. 

 

Embedding higher order skills in the Leaving Certificate 

4. The dominance of the Leaving Certificate and the so-called ‘points race’ poses a challenge in terms of 
providing an integrated education experience. There is growing recognition that this limits students’ 
education experience by concentrating on rote learning so as to maximise points. This has the effect 
of having many students leaving second level without developing their ability to self-manage their 
learning and to become autonomous learners. Some modest reforms, such as the new grading 
system, have been introduced this year. But they do not go far enough. 

5. Higher order skills required by business should not be regarded to inimical to education values. They 
include thinking skills such as logical and analytical reasoning, problem solving and intellectual 
curiosity; effective communication skills, teamwork skills, and capacities to identify, access and 
manage knowledge and information; personal attributes such as imagination, creativity and intellectual 
rigour; and values such as ethical practice, persistence, integrity and tolerance.  

6. Gardner (2008)1 has explored the intellectual approaches managers and employees will need to 
function successfully in the 21st century . They will need to be experts in at least one area (The 
Disciplined Mind). As synthesisers, they will need to be able to gather together information from 
disparate sources and put it together in ways that work for themselves and can be communicated to 
other persons (The Synthesising Mind). Because almost anything that can be formulated as rules will 
be done well by computers, rewards will go to creators – those who have constructed a box but can 
think outside it (The Creating Mind). The world is becoming increasingly inter-connected and diverse. 
Accordingly, we must respect those who differ from us as well as those with whom we have 
similarities (The Respectful Mind). Finally, as workers and as citizens, we need to be able to act 
ethically – to think beyond our own self-interest and to do what is right under the circumstances (The 
Ethical Mind). 

7. These skills also significantly overlap with entrepreneurial learning. Young people who benefit from 
entrepreneurial learning develop latent business knowledge and essential skills including tenacity, 
understanding of risk, a sense of responsibility and social resilience. These are the high level skills 
necessary for all commercial and social endeavours which make young people more employable and 
entrepreneurial. 
                                                      
1 Five Minds for the Future, Howard Gardner, Harvard Business Press (2008) 
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8. The curriculum should be rebalanced by increasing the emphasis on science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM).  This has been constant, and often misunderstood, demand from business. 
We are not suggesting that the arts, humanities and social science related (AHSS) subjects should be 
devalued. Indeed, the insights and skills imparted by the AHSS are central to the creation of new 
knowledge and understanding that will allow businesses to address increasingly complex societal 
challenges. However the focus on STEM is critical, because these are the disciplines in which 
employers find that the talent pool is inadequate. Rebalancing curricula in favour of STEM is not just 
about ensuring sufficient amount of study time on STEM issues but also involves strengthening 
student motivation and creating engaging learning environments and teaching methods.  

9. There has been a proliferation of attempts to set out discrete list of generic attributes and 
employability skills. While much commonality is evident in these various lists, there is also significant 
diversity. Despite the aura of tangibility provided by codified descriptive lists, much of these supposed 
generic attributes can appear intangible and elusive. While this can be a challenge, the new Irish 
Junior Cycle, with its emphasis on innovation, resilience and ‘learning to how to learn, provides a good 
example of how these aspirations can be translated into tangible learning outcomes.  

10. Recommendations 

 The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment should develop a new Framework for 
the Leaving Certificate which embeds higher order skills across all subject curricula. 

 The Department of Education and Skills Teacher Education Section, Professional 
Development Service for Teachers and the Teaching Council should ensure that 
entrepreneurial education is an element of all teacher training programmes - from entry to 
initial teacher education programmes, induction of newly qualified teaching and the continuing 
professional development of teachers throughout their careers. 

 

Extend the the Junior Cycle education principles to the Leaving Certificate. 

11. The new Junior Cycle curriculum, if properly implemented, offers a template for the kind of change 
needed in an era where the ability to memorise facts and figures is less important. Even in its much-
diluted version, the reformed junior cycle sets out to embrace the kind of modern teaching, learning 
and assessment methods which are overwhelmingly supported by educationalists. It aims to foster 
skills such as creativity, team-working and managing information. This approach should now be 
extended to the Leaving Certificate 

12. The junior cycle curriculum attempts to puts the learner at the centre of the learning process. Learning 
is informed by 24 statements of learning, eight principles and eight key skills. These skills and 
statements of learning have been carefully selected and are embedded in the curriculum through 
defined learning outcomes. For example, statement of learning 18 refers to the student’s ability to 
observe and evaluate empirical events and processes and draw valid deductions and conclusions. 
This learning has wide applicability and is being built into the new subject specifications for science, 
business studies, geography, mathematics, and technology. Statement of learning 3, meanwhile, 
refers to the student’s ability to create, appreciate and critically interpret texts. This will be relevant to 
a different set of subjects.  

13. Under the new model, schools have greater flexibility to design programmes that are suited to the 
needs of their students. This includes the ability to roll out short courses in areas that have 
traditionally been outside the realm of the second-level curriculum. The schools can choose from 
specially designed pre-made courses or develop new courses - in line with agreed standards - to 
reflect the needs of their own communities. The opportunity to study areas like Mandarin, coding, 
digital media literacy and forensic science will be exciting for students, while again underpinning the 
type of key skills we need to be fostering in young people. 

14. The new junior cycle is underpinned by the principle of wellbeing. This is reflected in a number of the 
statements of learning and it is also incorporated within four of the key skills; staying well, 
communicating, working with others and ‘managing myself’.  ellbeing provides learning opportunities 
to enhance the physical, mental, emotional and social wellbeing and resilience of students, and to 
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enable students to build life-skills and to develop a strong sense of connectedness to the school and 
to their community. It emphasises the role that students play in their family, community and society in 
general. 

15. The curriculum also places a strong emphasis on entrepreneurial education. This is recognition that 
we are living in an age of great uncertainty, rapid change and technological development. While not 
everyone can or should be an entrepreneur – all students can develop entrepreneurial skills and 
thinking. This includes the ability to understand and accept risk, adapt to changing situations, take 
initiative and transform an idea into value for others. Like wellbeing, entrepreneurial education is 
embedded in the new junior cycle through the key skills and statements of learning. Its incorporation is 
also recognition that sometimes the most entrepreneurial of students are not the most successful 
academically and may have been overlooked in the past.  

16. Recommendations 

 The NCCA should extend the pedagogical principles developed through the Junior Cycle 
process to the Leaving Certificate. These should include statements of learning and key skills 

 The NCCA should develop Leaving Certificate short courses 

 The DES should commission a review to capture learning from the implementation challenges 
faced during the Junior Cycle reform process. 

 The DES should ensure that adequate resources are allocated to curriculum development and 
teacher development to underpin future Leaving Certificate curriculum reform 

 

Use multiple methods of assessment 

17. Unfortunately the Junior Cycle reform process was undermined by the proposal to remove the Junior 
Certificate state examination as a single assessment method. Assessment is important and as most 
educationalists agree “the assessment tail will always wag the curriculum dog.” However assessment 
should take the focus away exclusively from an examination which encourages rote learning and be 
based on the professional feedback of teachers.  

18. Giving good feedback rather than a mark and a “must do better” comment is the key to connecting 
students to their own learning and to making them more challenged and independent. A generation of 
Irish teachers, more accustomed to ‘teaching-to-the test’ will require support in terms of continuing 
professional development and training in new assessment techniques.  

19. It has been suggested that standards may fall as a result of introducing school-based assessment. 
There is no evidence connecting external exams with maintaining or improving standards. On the 
contrary, we know from research and policy makers the world over that getting teachers more 
involved in assessment practice in classrooms and schools, and supporting them in this, is one of the 
main ways of improving standards. The OECD in a comprehensive review covering over 28 countries 
in ‘Synergies for Better Learning’ (2013)2 argues that ‘placing a strong emphasis on teacher-based 
judgements has many advantages: it allows for competencies to be measured that are difficult to be 
captured in a standardised way’. 

20. Significant concerns about the predictability of the examination itself prompted a State Examination 
Commission commissioned external evaluation of six subjects by the Oxford University Centre for 
Educational Assessment in collaboration with Queens University, Belfast3. . None of the examinations 
was found to be very problematically predictable although three (French, economics and 
design/graphics) were considered by the subject specialist reviewers to be quite predictable overall. 
While the report suggest that predictability concerns were not sustained, it commented: ‘From the 
data, it is clear that there is no definitive answer to whether the Irish Leaving Certificate is predictable 
or not.’ It also recommended that ‘Consideration should be given to placing more emphasis upon the 

                                                      
2 http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/synergies-for-better-learning.htm 
3 https://www.examinations.ie/about-us/Predictability-Overall-Report.pdf 
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assessment of higher order thinking skills in the examinations, in keeping with international trends in 
assessment.’ 

21. Recommendations: 

 The Leaving Certificate certification process should use a wider variety of sources to provide 
evidence of learning. For example examination results should be combined with continuous 
assessment by teachers, portfolios of achievement, learning journals to produce a 
qualification. 

 A more regular programme of revision of syllabuses is needed for the Leaving Certificate 
examinations to remain current. This is important for keeping up with improvements in 
assessment design (such as assessing more higher order thinking skills), as well as syllabus 
content.  

Engage early with teachers and school principals 

22. It was very regrettable that discussions about such a significant education reform as the new Junior 
Cycle degenerated into an industrial relations dispute, which became almost exclusively focused on 
internal versus external assessment. This missed the central point about the reform – a change of 
emphasis to key skills and statements of learning rather a mechanistic transmission of subject-based 
knowledge from teacher to pupil.  

23. Therefore teachers should be engaged in the process of reform of the Leaving Certificate curriculum 
from an early stage. As the international consultants, McKinsey4, have pointed out, “the quality of an 
education system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers”. The lack of incentives in the Irish system 
for continuous professional development (CPD) is outlined by the OECD’s Teaching and Learning 
International Survey 20135 . Of those teachers receiving appraisal/feedback, less than one quarter 
reported that it resulted in a development plan to improve their teaching. The Department of 
Education’s own Second Level Support Service (SLSS) also found that, “while the rhetoric of policy 
has adopted CPD as a core concept in the understanding of the teacher as professional, neither the 
term, or more importantly its meaning, have yet achieved purchase in the working lives of teachers. 
The SLSS is almost invariably seen as in-service support for the implementation of mandated 
change.”  

24. International evidence suggests that the empowerment of the teaching profession produces good 
results. Teachers should not be seen as technicians whose work is to implement strictly dictated 
syllabi, but rather as professionals who have the space for innovation to improve learning for all. 
Therefore the success of the Leaving Certificate reform process will depend on the flexibility of 
teachers and the allocation of adequate resources to their continuing professional development. The 
reform should also provide schools with more scope to customise the curriculum to respond to their 
local needs.  

25. Ibec welcomes the attention paid in the Programme for Partnership Government (PFPG) to the issue 
of school leadership which will be critical to any attempt at curriculum reform. In particular, we 
welcome the suggestion of a pool of exerts, including business leaders, to assist school initiatives, 
promote innovation and enterprise engagement. The concept of ‘Local Education Clusters’ that 
encourage schools to improve student outcomes by sharing best practice also deserves further 
attention. However, a more systematic review of teacher careers and school leadership in order to 
deliver what could be a highly contentious reform 

26. The OECD (2007)6 has described the confusion caused by the lack of clarity on the teacher careers 
and leadership roles in the Irish system: 

‘Increasingly teachers with specific roles and responsibilities within the school, such as deputy 
principals, teachers with curriculum development responsibilities, school development planning co-

                                                      
4 https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-insights/how-the-worlds-best-performing-school-systems-come-out-on-
top 
5 http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/talis.htm 
6 https://www.oecd.org/edu/school/38574871.pdf 
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ordination or pastoral responsibilities and year heads at second level are referred to as leaders in the 
system. Indeed, all teachers may be seen as leaders within their classroom. What is required, 
however, is a clearer analysis of the leadership roles and functions which teachers play at different 
levels within the school organisation.“ 

27. Recommendations 

 The success of the Leaving Certificate curriculum reform process will depend on the flexibility 
of teachers and the allocation of adequate resources to their continuing professional 
development. Therefore teachers should be engaged early in the process. 

 A systematic review of teacher careers and school leadership is required to underpin the 
reform process 

 

Using the CAO points system to influence subject choice 

28. The proportion of students taking the higher level Leaving Certificate maths paper has almost doubled 
since the introduction of bonus points in 2012 and is a clear vindication of that decision. It has 
obviously encouraged increasing numbers of young people who are capable of achieving good grades 
in ordinary level to move up to a higher level. The decision to award bonus points followed a long 
campaign by the business community. Increased takeup of the higher level option sends out an 
important signal of our intention to improve mathematical performance to the high-value, knowledge-
intensive, businesses that will drive our economic recovery. 

29. ‘However the introduction of bonus points must was never regarded as the panacea for improving 
mathematical standards. The single most important element in improving the level of maths 
attainment in schools is the quality of teaching. This issue was highlighted with the introduction of the 
new Project Maths curriculum, where a deeper understanding of the application of mathematical 
concepts, was a major challenge for some teachers. 

30. We understand a taskforce of the Irish Universities Association is examining the potential of bonus 
points for other subjects related to the courses for which students apply. For example, under the 
reforms being considered a student who studies French in the Leaving Cert and applies to study 
modern European languages at third-level could receive bonus points for the subject. While we await 
the outcome of these deliberations, this is an approach that is worth further consideration 

31. Recommendations 

 The system of allocating bonus points for the higher level mathematics paper should be 
maintained 

 The possibility of extending bonus points for other subjects related to the courses for which 
students apply should be examined. 

 

Developing global citizens 

32. A reformed Leaving Cert with a teaching and learning needs to be complemented by a curriculum of 
relevant subjects required by the global economy, particularly modern languages. The widespread 
use of English across the globe means that modern languages teaching is not a political priority , or 
indeed one that receives sufficient attention in the business community itself (beyond the growing 
number of, mainly multinational, companies with specific language requirements). This prevailing 
attitude will have grave economic, social and cultural consequences, particularly with threats posed by 
Brexit.. Ireland needs more of its people to speak foreign languages – for employability, for trade and 
the economy and for our cultural life.  
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33. It is over six years since the Council of Europe7 declared: ‘the main challenge, in terms of vision for 
the future, is perhaps to shift progressively from an official but lame bilingualism (English/Irish) to the 
full recognition of differentiated plurilingual profiles (with varying languages and types of competences 
at different levels) …’  The key phrase here is a ‘vision for the future’. Ibec is fully aware that language 
teaching and learning require significant time and resources. The benefits to the individual, the 
economy and society may not become apparent for many years. An over-crowded school curriculum 
and competing demands for finite resources also militate against the We need to be honest about the 
scale of the challenge and the number of barriers. Over the years, there has been a plethora of 
national and European reports on this subject. There are, and have been, a myriad of worthwhile 
modern language projects, campaigns, programmes and initiatives. Yet, Irish citizens lag behind most 
of their European counterparts in foreign languages.  

34. Successive surveys by Ibec and  ICT Ireland have highlighted the growing demand for a broader 
range of languages from business. Four years ago, the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs 
(EGFSN) published a study, Key Skills for Enterprise to Trade Internationally, which sets out the skills 
and talent needed to drive Ireland’s trade and export performance in both existing and emerging 
overseas markets  

35. However, it can be difficult for the education system ‘second guess’ the languages that will be most 
closely aligned with our medium term economic requirements. We can say with some certainty that 
Mandarin Chinese (given that China will replace the US as the largest economy in the world within the 
next decade) and Spanish (as the second most widely spoken language in the world) will be in 
demand in the future. But other languages are more difficult to predict. The British Council has 
introduced an interesting approach in which it tries to assess the UK’s long-term strategic needs for 
languages and asks which of them are most likely to meet the UK’s needs and aspirations over the 
next 20 or so years. It uses a number of criteria, based on both economic and non-economic factors, 
to help identify language requirements for global engagement, using evidence from a range of 
sources. These include: 

• Current export trade  
• The language needs of business  
• Government’s future trade priorities  
• Emerging high growth markets  
• Diplomatic and security priorities  
• The public’s language interests  
• Outward and inward tourism  
• Government’s international education strategy priorities  
• Levels of English proficiency in other countries  
• The prevalence of different languages on the internet 

 

36. Recommendations 

 Leaving Certificate modern language programes cannot be considered in isolation.The 
Department of Education and Skills (DES) should published its long-awaited modern 
languages strategy which should include set out an integrated, coherent, language in 
education policy at all levels. 

 The DES could set up a Languages Advisory Board (LAB), charged with the task of drafting 
and proposing a range of options for political decision. Board membership should include 
representatives from relevant government departments, business, IDA, Enterprise Ireland, 
language specialists at all levels of the Irish education system (nominated by National Council 
for Curriculum and Assessment, SOLAS and the Higher Education Authority) and the 
Immigrant Council of Ireland. 

  

                                                      
7 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/Council-of-Europe-Language-Education-Policy-Profile.pdf 
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Date:  November 14th 2017 
 
  
Subject: Written Submission - Reform of the Leaving Certificate Curriculum 
 

 
 
Committee members, 
The National Parents Council Post Primary (NPCpp) is grateful to the joint Committee on Education 
and Skills for the opportunity to make this submission on behalf of students attending post-primary 
schools in Ireland and their parents. 
 
NCPpp strongly advocates reform of the Leaving Certificate and welcomes efforts to evaluate and 
adjust current practices and examination methods within the education system in Ireland to better 
prepare students for further education and their future lives and careers.   
While accepting that some method is required to assess the knowledge that a student gains 
through his or her post primary education the current system, culminating with the Leaving 
Certificate, has become a memory test mostly suited to rote learning. It seems that it is designed 
by 3rd level institutions to assist their admissions process rather than to create educated students 
with the ability to research, evaluate and critically assess. 
Reform of the Leaving Certificate will, of course, require valuation of the curriculum, the courses 
taught, how they are delivered and how to best facilitate each student to learn and then how best 
their knowledge can be assessed. 
Third level study requires an understanding as how to learn for oneself, how to critically analyse, 
think creatively and make decisions – attributes also required by most employers and further 
careers nowadays. 
The Leaving Certificate in its current form, with the repetitive courses involved and the methods 
used towards that examination, does little to develop the skills to properly prepare students for their 
future lives. 
Post Primary education would best serve our students attending by enabling each to discover their 
own talents and areas of interest. Development of their strengths in areas of genuine interests 
would see real growth in their knowledge and ability to contribute towards these areas in their 
future lives. It would better prepare them and match the demands within ‘areas of expertise’ which 
they will experience after their secondary schooling. 
Through nurturing a student’s strengths and interests our education system can create self-
motivated thinkers who learn and understand the benefits of discovery through research and 
evaluation. It should enable and examine a student’s true depth of knowledge, overall ability and 
critical thinking. 

Tel:          01 862 33 46 
Email:     manager@npcpp.ie 
Web:       www.npcpp.ie 

National Parents Council pp  
Unit 6  
Building 125  
OMNI Park Centre  
Santry 
Dublin 9  

D09 W3Y9  
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The current Leaving Certificate is widely acknowledged as being unfit for purpose it being primarily 
a memory test of each subject undertaken in one high stakes exam. 
This leads to maximising stress on students who often memorise to regurgitate in a moment and 
then forget! It does little for many towards assisting their learning or retained knowledge. 
The Leaving Certificate, in its current form, is a brutal instrument undertaken at a particularly 
stressful time in most children’s lives and does not sufficiently assess a student’s overall 
performance and learning during his or her time in secondary school.  
This exam currently ignores much of a student’s overall educational performance during his or her 
post primary schooling and does little to assess areas of competency which will likely form the core 
of his or her future personal success because it examines only a small part of their overall 
intellectual ability. 
NPCpp acknowledges that some changes, such as the Leaving Cert Applied and Project Maths, 
have been made in recent times but, in general, the feedback it receives suggests that little seems 
to have been done to develop or even maintain interest in these changes since their introduction 
or to monitor and assess their effectiveness. 
Comment on the Leaving Certificate Applied broadly suggests that since its inception it has been 
left to flounder and that it has now become an undesirable alternative rather than the ‘applied’ 
option foreseen to assist those whose strength and abilities were not being served by the academic 
nature of the standard Leaving Certificate. 
Feedback related to Project Maths indicates some very real concern that some students who may 
actually be strong in Maths struggle with the text of questions, sometimes to the extent that they 
cannot understand what they are actually being asked! – and therefore struggle to answer in a 
subject that they have considerable ability in. 
While it is appreciated that the purpose of the changes made were to try to make maths more 
relevant and applicable to ‘today’s world’, it is clear that this subject and these changes need 
ongoing evaluation to ensure that they don’t alienate or poorly assess some of those students with 
a strength in this area. 
Changes, when made in subjects, curriculum and assessment, need to be regularly reviewed to 
ensure that they actually deliver the benefits as envisaged thus requiring constant updating to 
retain relevance in today’s rapidly changing world. 
 
In relation to some of the questions posed, we make the following observations: 

1. Comment from many quarters does suggest that the Leaving Certificate has become too 
predictable.  

However, curriculum content should be the subject of ongoing updating to ensure relevance. Real 
learning leads to understanding and creates of the ability to think and respond.  
Examination can be made less predictable through more thought being applied to curriculum, 
presentation and teaching of a subject and the process through which knowledge can be acquired. 
 

2. There is some evidence that the changes made to the college entry system have 
encouraged more students to take the honours paper because of the ‘safety net’ in place. 
These are very early days in relation to this change, so it is difficult as yet to properly 
evaluate the true impact. 

 
3. Teachers, of course, play an integral role in the delivery of curriculum and encouragement 

of learning.  

Some of the concerns mentioned above suggest that the current system leads teachers, and their 
students, to primarily focus on achieving points rather than a thorough or real knowledge of a 
subject. 
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To facilitate real learning and to enable teachers to address and develop real interest, a desire and 
hunger to learn and the understanding of the benefits of learning and acquired knowledge the 
‘pressure cooker’ that is the Leaving Certificate need to be addressed. 
Proper assessment of a student’s ability and performance through his or her Leaving Certificate 
cycle, and the secondary school study, is also best known and achieved by teachers – so they 
must play in integral role in future changes. 
 

4. No. The range of foreign languages offered is not sufficient. 

The world is becoming a smaller place and future study and work options will, invariably and 
increasingly, be secured abroad. 
Traditionally in Ireland we have been secure in the knowledge that English is a widely accepted 
language in the commercial world but there are many changes occurring very rapidly and we need 
to educate to ensure that future opportunities can be availed on. 
Many newly arrived in Ireland are benefitting from their being multi-lingual. We need our current 
and future population to be likewise. Teaching and encouragement to learn other languages need 
to be introduced as early as possible in our education system – even at primary level. 
 

5. The current system, heavily dependent on rote learning, is failing our students.  

True education and assessment should deliver critical thinking and mindful learning. The answer 
is somewhat in the question! Yes – we do need to move to a system that better identifies and 
nurtures our children’s skills and prepares our students for further study and the workplace. 
 
 

6. Yes – We need to teach our children to learn how to learn. 

The current curriculum includes much of that which our students need to learn, but the process is 
what tends to lead to rote learning rather than true knowledge.  
Our system does need to change to reflect the requirements of business and the world today, but 
it also must identify and reflect our children’s talents and help them to maximise their potential for 
their own benefit. And, by reflection, to the benefit of our country, business and society in general. 
A more flexible system should encourage investigation, critical thinking and develop decision 
making ability and should offer a better assessment of a student’s ability than a single terminal 
examination does. 
 

7. Yes – The Leaving Certificate Applied needs urgent attention to ensure its relevancy and 
that it is fit for the purpose for which it was originally envisaged. 
 
 

8. There is some evidence that the uptake of Leaving Certificate Applied has decreased. 

Comments to NPCpp indicate that many students and parents feel that the Leaving Certificate 
Applied is not as valued as the standard LC. The original purpose was to offer an alternative to the 
standard model but unfortunately it is now viewed by some as of less value . 
One area that should be examined and addressed is that students can only opt for either the 
Leaving Cert Applied or the standard LC. Should they be particularly strong in an academic subject 
they cannot sit that subject in the standard LC should they opt for the LC Applied course. 
In summary, NPCpp believes that the Leaving Certificate must change and adjust to make it fit for 
purpose as soon as possible. 
The current situation and examination is not serving our children and our education system well. 
Curriculum and methods of assessment must change and undergo constant evaluation to ensure 
that they deliver what every child in our country deserves: a quality education that prepares them 
for their future lives. 
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NPCpp – Working towards a better education system for all   



 

 

 
 
Introduction 
The Irish Second-Level Students’ Union is the umbrella body for second-level students in Ireland. 
The Union raises the concerns of students and campaigns for better quality of education and 
access. Students are one of the main stakeholders in education and have a right to freely express 
their views in all matters that affect their lives. Our work is in line with The National Strategy on 
Children and Young People's Participation in Decision-Making 2015/2020 and we work together 
towards the education goals and outcomes set out in Better Outcomes Brighter Futures. We 
appreciate the working relationship between ourselves and governing bodies to achieve these goals 
and to realise Article 12 of the UN CRC, and eventually a school system which fully empowers 
students as partners in their education. 
 
 
Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 

Many students feel that the Leaving Certificate Examination is too predictable. There are many 
examples of schools that opt to skip certain items on the curriculum because they know it will not 
appear on the examination paper, regardless of the fact that it is part of the prescribed syllabus. The 
predictability of the LC leads to an emphasis on rote learning which only rewards a certain class of 
intelligence, thus making the LC an unequal exam for many. 
 
Has reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a higher level at 

Leaving Certificate had the desired effect?  
The effect seen is that more students attempted higher level subjects this year. Many students who 
received a H7 grade, 37 points in higher level would have received 0 points in the old system or 
would have potentially switched to ordinary level before the exam. They would have needed to 
receive one of the higher grades in OL to achieve the same level. Instead they attempted higher 
level and did not miss out.   
 
Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 

The views of teachers as education partners will need to be taken into consideration. It is of 
paramount importance that teachers are a part of the consultation on any new reforms especially in 
relation to assessments and student wellbeing. Teachers are a partner in the education system and 
they are in a place to give a unique perspective on student performance with each subject area.  
The perspective of the student however and consulting with students to record their views and 
assess their needs is of paramount importance. 
 
Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 

First, the range of foreign language courses available does not equate to the opportunities for 
students to study their desired language as it is completely dependant on the availability of teachers 
and classroom space. Many students do not get the opportunity to study their desired subject as a 
result of competition for classroom space or availability of teachers on a geographical basis. Native 
speakers are also at a disadvantage as there are few language courses that meets their needs, 
particularly with the Irish Language. Language subjects should be taught more for practical use, 
such as professions in the domains of education, law, and politics. 
 
Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which has a 
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greater emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace?  
There is certainly a need to address the lack of support for students in terms of preparing for the 
working world. ISSU conducted a survey of its members recently on the topic of work and found that 
many students felt that they were unaware of their rights in the workplace. There is certainly an 
emphasis on academia within the LC course and less so on practical life skills. Many students 
struggle with the transition to third-level and it can indeed result in poor retention rates for some 
third-level institutions. Ref: (https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Non-
Completion-Final.pdf) 
 
Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at addressing 

the ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 
There is certainly a need to make the curriculum more flexible to include skillsets that are essential 
for the workplace. While transferrable skills should be a priority there is a huge emphasis on digital 
production, coding and ICT infrastructure management in the modern day business and gradually in 
third-level education. Many institutions in third-level use a “Moodle” or “Blackboard” system for 
various modules, which is very similar to modern day workplaces. We are also seeing an increase of 
technology being used in Irish second-level education centres (such as iPad technology and 
Schoology), however, teachers’ negative attitudes towards digital learning can become a barrier for 
many students and leave many at a disadvantage as a result of their school’s lack of ICT 
infrastructure management. Personal development opportunities should be made available to 
teachers on digital education in order to support the increase of technology in the classroom and 
schools need to be efficiently supported and funded if there are to be any reforms in the use of 
technology for the senior cycle course. Access to broadband being a very basic element of this. 
 
Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 

There is a feeling among our members that there is a stigma currently attached to the Leaving Cert 
Applied course. The uptake is extremely low but the entire course will need to be reviewed to ensure 
that it meets the educational needs of students. 
 
Is there any indication whether the numbers opting for the Leaving Certificate Applied 

increased or decreased? 

According to the State Exams Commission the uptake of LCA is on the decrease. With only 4.7%, 
2773 students, in 2017, which is down from 5% in 2015. This is a clear indication that the LCA does 
not cater to the needs of our students.  
 
 

 

Additional Notes 
 
1.Curriculum Reform  
It is paramount that each subject is reviewed individually. Subjects like the Irish Language in 
particular require consultation with various partners including those in sectors that are working 
through the irish medium. There are some subjects that require urgent reforms, such as the LC Art 
curriculum which has not been revised since 1972. The ISSU believes that many subjects do not 
provide enough continuous assessment opportunities and the focus on an end of year exam after a 
two year period is causing students, teachers and school staff an extraordinary level of stress. 



 

 

 
2.Assessment and Examination Timelines 
The assessment process for the LC has resulted in high levels of anxiety and stress among second-
level students. Many students suffer from ill-health as a result of the workload and stress associated 
with the course. The Examination timeline is almost cruel as students are assessed on two years 
worth of learning in the space of two weeks at the very end. There are not enough continuous 
assessment opportunities to relieve this pressure. In the case of illness or family bereavement there 
are no opportunity to repeat examinations for a further 12 months. 
 
3.Acknowledgement of unique skills and learning. 
The ISSU believes that the Leaving Cert course as it exists is not inclusive and does not cater for all 
students. The fact that the uptake on the LCA programme is so low shows that it does not address 
this issue either. There are exceptional students within our education system that do not receive any 
accreditation for their skill or learning through the current leaving cert system. This can be seen in 
particular communities where young people are involved in the fishing, agricultural or equine 
industry and excel in these particular fields. These students often become early school leavers as 
the LC does not cater to their educational needs and they are not attracted to the LCA course. 
 
4.Learning Environments and Learning Support 
A student’s success in the LC is very often dependant on the school in which they are enrolled. 
Equity of access to learning support and a high quality learning environment is paramount to a 
successful LC result. Some schools struggle to provide basic elements like access to computers, 
broadband or other resources to support students’ learning. Any reform of the LC and its 
implementation will need to take this into consideration.  
 
5.Examiners, recruitment and teacher assessments. 
The ISSU is aware of concerns among teachers that they will be required to assess their own 
students, however, for the well-being of second-level students in ireland, there needs to be a better 
balance between continuous assessment and exams throughout the two years. 
We are also aware of the issues in recruiting examiners this year alone. Therefore, we suggest that 
graduates of specific subjects be given upskilling opportunities to become examiners to meet the 
shortages in this sector. Short courses for graduates of languages, science, etc. could be made 
available to qualify those who meet the criteria to become examiners for these subjects. This could 
be a similar model to the Tefl english course which is available online for the durationor part-time 
learning modules. Upskilling in this area could also support the development of a regional panel of 
examiners which could address the issues with recruitment and provide external examiners 
throughout the year to support teachers in providing continuous assessments and detailed feedback 
on performance.   
 
6.Student Wellbeing 
The ISSU believes that a student's’ health supersedes any grades or points. Unfortunately we are in 
a situation where stories of students falling to ill-health - especially mental health - as a result of 
exam stresses are not uncommon. The fact that many people still experience “leaving cert dreams” 
years on is a clue to how traumatic the experience can be for many. We are in dire need of a school 
programme that addresses the well-being needs of our students. This learning should also be 
acknowledged and accredited. The introduction of a course on well-being for the senior cycle is not 
only required at this point, when you consider that Ireland has the fourth highest rate of youth 
suicide in europe, but also essential to combat the negative effects of the senior cycle course on a 



 

 

student’s well-being. Many schools rely on external groups to provide mental health workshops to 
students. Many are not sufficiently vetted and we are concerned with the lack of qualifications 
among these individuals. Some messaging can be extremely damaging to young people and there 
are many workshops and individuals that charge schools an obscene amount for these events. 
Introducing a subject in senior cycle on this topic would reduce the reliance on workshops and 
external organisations that do not have the sufficient qualifications or are not sufficiently accredited.  
 
7.Non-native english speakers and students with learning difficulties. 
With a growing diversity in our school there is an increase in need for language supports in our 
education system. Non-native english speakers and students with learning difficulties such as 
dyslexia are at a particular disadvantage when it comes to the text heavy examination papers in 
some subjects. The examination style of particular subjects should be reviewed to ensure that they 
are accessible to all.  
 
8.Life Skills Training and Preparation for the Working World-  
#Adulting 
As previously mentioned, there is a need to include an opportunity to learn practical life skills within 
the senior cycle. Transition year attempts to meet some of these needs but many students still feel 
unprepared for the working world upon completion of their second-level education. A module or 
course to prepare students for work, basic life skills like cooking, budgeting, what tax you pay and 
how to read a contract are essential. There is a need to consult with national trade unions on the 
issues that workers face to develop a programme to prepare second-level students to enter the 
workforce.  
  
9.Catering for Trades and Apprenticeships 
Just 2% of school leavers take up apprenticeships. Introducing a work-based learning model to the 
LC curriculum can attract more students to these alternative progression pathways. 
 
10.Gender equality 
The ISSU notes with considerable concern, the inconsistency of subject options available across the 
board in Irish second-level schools. In particular, we draw attention to the tendency of same sex 
schools to offer specific subjects depending on the gender of their students. Students should receive 
equal subject choices as part of their second-level education. Equity of access to particular subjects 
should not be diminished based on gender. Any reforms of the Leaving Certificate course will need 
to take this into consideration.  
 
11.Home Schooled Students and Distance Learning Support 
For a multitude of reasons, such as hospital care or family needs, more and more students choose 
to avail of home-schooling. It is not uncommon to hear that a young student has had to leave 
education to care for a family member or take over the family farm/business but wants to complete 
their education nonetheless. The ISSU believes, however, that the level of support for families that 
opt to home-school is not sufficient. Leaving Certificate reforms will need to consider the needs of 
home-schooled students and students who can no longer attend school and provide further online 
and distance learning support, which in turn can also benefit school leavers who wish to complete 
their education. This may have a particularly positive impact on students from the travelling 
community or young parents who traditionally leave school early.  
 
12.Progression from the Junior Cycle 



 

 

September 2018 will see the first group of students from the new Junior Cycle course enter into the 
senior cycle curriculum. Many students and teachers have expressed concern towards this transition 
as the assessment structure is completely different. The LC will need to be reviewed in the context 
of this transition. Learning models in the senior cycle will need to complement the learning modules 
experienced in the Junior Cycle if indeed they are deemed successful following a review of the new 
Junior Cycle course.  
 
13.PISA, League Tables and Evaluating Our Success 
The fact that that the PISA survey focuses on learning performance in only certain areas might 
easily give a distorted understanding of the quality of national educational systems and therefore 
should not be used as a measure. The Organising Bureau of European School Students’ Union 
believes that quality in education cannot be measured in terms of learning performance only, since 
this way of assessment totally overlooks factors such as the mental well-being of the students, 
democratic school structures and the social climate of the school. 
It also fails to acknowledge the success of schools that provide an excellent level of service to 
students with learning difficulties who achieve a successful grade by their own personal standards. 
Neither PISA, nor the league tables acknowledge this excellence in service and often teachers are 
not rewarded nor acknowledged for their success in this regard. 
 
14.Investment in our education system and equal opportunities.  
Progression to third-level education is without doubt an incentive for students to strive for excellent 
results. This however, becomes as issue in areas where progression is not the norm. There are 
areas of disadvantage in Ireland, such as Dublin 17 where there is a rate of 15% progression to 
third-level compared to 99% in Dublin 6. Whilst we applaud the development of a National Access 
Plan, perhaps the LC as a course needs to be reimagined to ensure that students who do not 
progress to third-level are not at a severe disadvantage. Awarding points as an accreditation for a 
successful LC is seen only as a benefit for college applications.  
 
15.Addressing young people’s needs through education. 
The Leaving Cert as a second-level education course should also address some of the national 
issues affecting our state. With obesity on the rise in Ireland we are in a unique position to include 
interventions in our education system that will result in healthier happier students. Nutrition being 
one of the areas that students often struggle to understand on their own, there is an opportunity to 
provide short courses on these subjects within the Leaving Cert syllabus. A subject could be 
introduced to cover basic health promotion such as sexual health, mental health, drug and alcohol 
harm reduction etc. Allowing students an opportunity to study material that can influence a healthier 
lifestyle, whilst receiving credit for their learning, will encourage a greater understanding of personal 
health issues and ways to prevent ill-health.  



Submission by  

The Teaching Council  

To  

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills 

On  

Leaving Certificate Reform 

 

 

 

The Council welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the consultation on reform of the 

Leaving Certificate.  

The Teaching Council is the statutory professional standards body for teaching in Ireland. 

We are responsible for promoting and regulating the profession of teaching under the 

Teaching Council Act 2001-2015. Our functions include:  

 

 advising the Minister of Education and Skills on entry criteria for programmes of Initial 

Teacher Education 

 reviewing and accrediting, as appropriate, all programmes of ITE in the State 

 induction and probation of Newly Qualified Teachers 

 maintaining the largest register of professionals in the State – there are just over 97,000 

teachers on the Register 

 vetting of teachers 

 teachers’ learning (CPD) 

 Investigating complaints against teachers under the Council’s Fitness to Teach remit 
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 Commissioning research to inform our work and supporting a research-informed teaching 

profession 

 

In the context of the functions as set out above, it is worth noting at the outset of this 

submission that not all of the questions posed in the Committee’s letter of 8 November are 

equally pertinent to the Council’s remit. For that reason, we have decided to respond in 

broad terms as set out hereunder: 

 

 

1. Teachers will play a lead role in curricular reform 

a. New understanding of teaching and learning 

i. Teaching and learning are complex endeavours which take place in an 

evolving and dynamic context. Recent decades have seen new 

understandings and insights emerge in a range of areas including 

pedagogy, curriculum, assessment, human learning, early childhood 

education and teacher education. In parallel, teachers have found 

themselves facing a range of new challenges and opportunities in the 

classroom. This complexity is intensified by the fact that teaching 

takes place in a multiplicity of contexts, thereby resulting in a diverse 

range of needs. Given these realities, it stands to reason that 

significant decisions in relation to teaching and learning should be 

made by teachers as professionals, who are closest to the site of 

action, and who are committed to the best interests of their 

pupils/students.  

 

b. Standards 

i. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that teachers are proud of 

the high quality education system which we have in Ireland – as we all 

are – and will need to be reassured that any changes will maintain 

and enhance the quality of teaching and learning. In our experience of 

education reform, the challenge is to strike and maintain an 

appropriate balance between maximising the scope for innovation 



and professional autonomy on the one hand at the local level, and 

ensuring that robust and reliable standards continue to underpin the 

quality of learning experience which all learners experience in our 

schools and centres of education. Teachers will be as vigilant as 

anybody else in this endeavour. 

 

c. Leading learning 

i. The Council therefore believes that teachers, as leaders of learning, 

will play a lead role in processes of curricular reform, including the 

reform of Leaving Certificate. Simply put, it is teachers who will teach 

the syllabi or subject specifications that will emerge through reform of 

the Leaving Certificate. It will be of the utmost importance that their 

voices are heard, in all their diversity, in ongoing consultation so as to 

ensure that the shared vision underpinning reform is fully realised.  

 

2. Reform of teacher education over the past six years overseen by the Teaching 

Council are enhancing teachers’ capacity to engage in, and lead, curricular reform: 

a. Initial Teacher Education 

i. The past 6 years have seen significant change in the quality of 

education received by teachers in this State. Under the Department of 

Education and Skills’ Literacy and Numeracy Strategy, and the 

Council’s Criteria and Guidelines for Programmes of ITE, the 

qualification required to become a teacher was extended to 4 years at 

undergraduate level and 2 years at post-graduate level.  

ii. In line with the accreditation criteria established by the Council in 

2011, all programmes of initial teacher education have also been 

reconceptualised to allow for a number of innovations, including 

extended school placement periods and an increased emphasis on 

reflective practice and research/enquiry-based learning. The 

enhanced programmes which are now in place will support enhanced 

capacity to develop and adapt curricula and assessment practices in 

schools. It is noteworthy, for example, that Foundation Studies are 



now a mandatory area of all programmes of initial teacher education, 

and that “through macro curriculum studies, [these areas] develop 

students’ understanding of, and capacity to critically engage with, 

curriculum aims, design, policy, reform, pedagogy and assessment.” 

 

b. Droichead 

i. Droichead is the Council’s new programme for the induction of Newly 

Qualified Teachers which is now in a growth phase which will see full 

implementation by the 2020 / 2021 school year.  

ii. Research conducted by the ESRI has shown that Droichead schools 

experienced a better quality of teaching and learning than other 

schools, while NQTs’ own wellbeing was also enhanced. This research 

is reflecting the experience of teachers’ who have participated in 

Droichead where it has a positive whole school impact on professional 

conversations about teaching and learning. 

c. Cosán 

i. Cosán is the first national framework for teachers’ learning (CPD). 

ii. The framework reiterates Council policy that engagement in ongoing 

learning is a right as well as a responsibility, which should be 

supported by appropriate structures, resources and processes at 

national, regional and local level. 

iii. It provides a clear structure for recognising and supporting the 

ongoing professional learning which teachers are already engaging in.  

 

d. CROÍ Research Series (Collaboration and Research for Ongoing Innovation) 

i. Launched by Prof. Michael Fullan in September of this year, the CROÍ 

Research series brings together a number of strands of the Teaching 

Council’s work to support greater engagement by teachers with and 

in research. These include webinars, the Research Support 

Framework, Research Alive!, research e-zines to all registered 

teachers and free access to the EBSCO education source of journals 

and e-books. 



 

3. Teachers’ capacity to adapt and lead curricular reform – ongoing implications for 

teacher education 

a. Taken in the round, these significant changes at initial teacher education, 

induction and professional learning mean that the architecture of supports 

for teachers to shape, adapt and lead the implementation of curricular 

reform in Ireland has been significantly enhanced since 2011. The Council 

acknowledges in our Strategic Plan that there are many different voices in 

our education system which will need to be heard in the ongoing 

consultation on curricular reform. Given the high levels of public trust and 

confidence which the teaching profession enjoys, the Council believes that 

there is no dichotomy here. 

b. Ongoing reform will have implications for the content and approach of 

teacher education at all stages of the continuum so as to ensure that they are 

best placed and supported to maintain and enhance the quality of teaching 

and learning experienced by all learners in our education system. 

 

4. In that context, Council strongly believes that teachers mediating revised Leaving 

Certificate Curricula should be afforded adequate time and space for their learning in 

relation to those revised curricula, as well as for reflection on that learning and on 

the connections between their learning and their practice. 

 

In summary: 

 The Council believes that teachers can, should and will shape the reform of Leaving 

Certificate curriculum, consistent with their engagement with previous education 

reform.  

 The changes and reform overseen by the Council over the past 6 years in particular 

mean that the quality of engagement by teachers with future reform will be further 

maintained and enhanced.  

 In a similar vein, the ongoing reform of the Leaving Certificate curriculum, and other 

reforms, will have implications for teacher education which the Teaching Council will 

need to take account of.  



 Teachers’ learning (CPD) is both a right and a responsibility of the teaching 

profession. This is set out in the Council’s Policy on the Continuum of Teacher 

Education (2011), and is also reflected in Cosán, the first national framework for 

teachers’ learning. In this light, it will be important to ensure that teachers have 

sufficient space and time to engage in professional learning that will fully support 

them in teaching the new curricula and subject specifications that will emerge over 

time.  

 

 

Teaching Council 

15 November 2017 
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DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION AND SKILLS 
 

Submission to the Joint Committee on Education and Skills 
In relation to the ongoing reform of the Leaving Certificate curriculum 

 
The Department of Education and Skills welcomes the opportunity to make a joint submission on 
behalf of the Department, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment and the State 
Examinations Commission.   
 
The Department notes that in addition to the recent and proposed changes to the Leaving Certificate 
curriculum, the Committee has expressed particular interest in our views in relation to the following 
questions:  
 

 Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 
 

 Have reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a higher level 
at Leaving Certificate had the desired effect? 

 

 Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 
 

 Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 
 

 Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which has a 
greater emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace? 
 

 Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at addressing 
the ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 
 

 Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 
 

 Is there any indication whether the numbers opting for the Leaving Certificate Applied 
increased or decreased? 

 
The focus at senior cycle in recent years has been on developing new specifications for subjects 
prioritised for introduction and on revising existing subject specifications in need of review at 
Leaving Certificate. This submission sets out details regarding these new and revised specifications, 
the overall review of Senior Cycle, developments in the area of assessment, and considers the above 
questions from the Committee.  
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1. New subject specifications   
 

Increasing subject choice for students at Senior Cycle is important for student motivation and 
engagement. It also ensures that curriculum development continues to respond to the changing 
needs of learners, society and the economy. The NCCA have developed, and in are in the process of 
developing, new specifications for a range of subjects in order to enhance competencies and 
learning and assessment modalities.  
 
Computer Science 
A new Leaving Certificate subject specification in Computer Science has been developed by the 
NCCA to help harness and develop student interest in this strategically important discipline. It is 
expected that the final specification will shortly be approved by the NCCA Council. 
 
Implementation of Computer Science will take place in two phases: 
 

- Phase 1 will see the introduction of the subject in a small representative sample of schools 
from September 2018, for first examination by the SEC in 2020;  

- Phase 2 will see the subject being available as an option to all schools from September 2020, 
for examination by the SEC in 2022. 
 

The new subject specification will contain two assessment components, an end-of-course 
examination (70%) and coursework (30%). The NCCA and SEC are cooperating closely on the 
preparation of the assessment guidelines for this new subject specification, which anticipates the 
use of a computer based final examination component for an established Leaving Certificate subject 
for the first time. 

 
Inclusion of Computer Science at Leaving Certificate level has been welcomed in the context of the 
ICT Action Plan 2014-2018 and the STEM agenda. Ireland has a skills deficit in the ICT/Technology 
sector and the numbers of students selecting ICT courses in further and higher education must be 
increased. Exposure to computer science at school level will not only prove beneficial to the 
students in a personal capacity, but should also: 
 

- move to increase the numbers of females choosing to study undergraduate computer 
science courses, increasing overall numbers and balancing the gender ratio which is 
currently 17% female students 

- positively impact the high dropout rate at third level computer science which has been 
partially attributed to a lack of understanding of computer science as a subject when 
finalising CAO applications. 
 

Physical Education  
A new Senior Cycle Physical Education Framework and a new Leaving Certificate Physical Education 
specification have been developed by the NCCA and both have been approved by the Minister for 
Education and Skills. The Senior Cycle Physical Education Framework will provide a non-examinable 
curriculum framework across all two/three years of senior cycle. The Leaving Certificate Physical 
Education specification will be a full optional, examinable subject. 
 
These two developments will help to address the current variable and relatively low level of 
exposure to Physical Education that senior cycle students have in Ireland and enhance the role PE 
has on students’ Wellbeing. This is in keeping with the strong emphasis on promoting and 
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encouraging Healthy Lifestyles for all students and commitments in the Programme for Partnership 
Government 2016, which included a commitment to introduce a new Leaving Certificate Physical 
Education syllabus as a full subject. 
 
A timeline for the introduction of the specification and the Framework will shortly be finalised. A 
working group consisting of the Department of Education and Skills, State Examinations Commission, 
the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment and the Professional Development Service for 
Teachers has been formed to consider the issues involved in implementation and to advise on the 
feasibility of a proposed September 2018 implementation on a phased basis.  
 
Politics and Society  
A new Leaving Certificate subject Politics and Society was introduced on a phased basis from 
September 2016. Politics and Society aims to develop the student's ability to be a reflective and 
active citizen, in a way that is informed by the insights and skills of social and political science. The 
introduction of the specification was part of the Department’s commemoration of 1916 and its 
commitment to education for sustainable development. 
 
The first phase of implementation involves 41 schools, with the first Leaving Certificate Politics and 
Society examination in Phase 1 schools taking place in summer 2018. Phase 2 has commenced with 
all schools having been asked to express their interest in providing Politics and Society as an option 
for their students from September 2018. The new subject provides continuity with Civic, Social and 
Political Education at Junior Cycle. 
 

 
2. Development of Revised Specifications 

 
Revised specifications have been developed by the NCCA in a number of subjects. The overall 
implementation schedule for these specifications is under consideration. 
 
Agricultural Science 
A new specification for Agricultural Science has been developed and was approved by the Minister in 
February 2017.  Assessment by the SEC of this subject will continue to include a written examination 
and practical coursework component. 
 
Economics 
The revised specification for Leaving Certificate Economics was recently approved by the Council of 
the NCCA. The assessment by the SEC of this specification will include both a written examination 
paper and, for the first time, a project component. 
 
Biology, Chemistry and Physics 
New specifications for Biology, Chemistry and Physics were prepared by NCCA in 2014. A key feature 
of these new specifications is the introduction of a second assessment component as part of the 
examination. In addition to the terminal summative examination worth 70% a practical assessment 
component worth 30% has been suggested. A trial of this second practical assessment component 
took place in 33 schools (involving around 1500 students) in October 2017. The results of the trial 
are currently being analysed. 
 
Outcomes of the trial will help inform the timeframe for the implementation of the science subjects 
specifications. 
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Specifications due for revision in 2018 
In 2018, revised curriculum specifications will be completed in the Leaving Certificate subjects 
Applied Mathematics, Art and Classical Studies. Review will also commence of Leaving Certificate 
Irish, with an issue for consideration here being the development, as at Junior Cycle, of separate 
specifications for Irish-medium and English-medium schools. Review of language subjects as part of 
the Department’s Foreign Languages Strategy, shortly to be published, may also be a feature of 
curriculum review at senior cycle in 2018. 
 

3. Review of Senior Cycle 
 
Senior Cycle Review 
A Review of senior cycle programmes (including Leaving Certificate Applied) and vocational 
pathways in senior cycle with a view to recommending areas for development, has been 
commenced by the NCCA. As a first step, to inform this review, the NCCA commissioned research to 
scope international developments in Upper Secondary Education. The findings from this research are 
due to be published early in 2018. The NCCA is also engaging in research on the Leaving Certificate 
Applied programme with a report commissioned from the ESRI. Following publication of these 
reports, the NCCA will commence a public discussion and consultation process that will take place 
during 2018.  
 
Senior Cycle review will encompass, among other themes, the question of the overall identity and 
purposes of senior cycle education, how to establish continuity and progression with the new junior 
cycle, the range of learning programmes and learning pathways available to students at senior cycle, 
how to improve flexibility and choice for students, the alignment of key skills with the needs of 
students, and the appropriate arrangements for assessment, reporting and certification in senior 
cycle.  
 
Leaving Certificate Applied  
An NCCA development group was established in Q3. 2017 to work on aspects of the Leaving 
Certificate Applied (LCA) Programme. Currently work is ongoing in relation to the review of the LCA 
module descriptors for three courses - English and Communication, Information and Communication 
Technology and Mathematical Applications. As noted above, the NCCA have also commissioned the 
ESRI to write a discussion paper in relation to the LCA, to inform a review of senior cycle education in 
Ireland. Some of the policy issues to be addressed include LCA take-up, module content and 
outcomes for LCA leavers.  
 

4. Implementation issues and challenges 
 

It is important that consideration is given to the capacity of the system in relation to the introduction 
of new subject choices, the implementation of revised specifications to replace old curricula, and the 
introduction of practical assessment components. 
 
Recent and scheduled upcoming reforms take place against a background of pressures on the 
education system. The true impact of reforms which are positive in the long-term but which pose  
implementation challenges for school leaders and teachers in the shorter term need to be fully 
considered. Whilst curricular reform is not new, the combination of these reforms, with the 
implications for schools of the range of new strategies being developed, does have system impacts. 
The embedding of recent change needs to be factored in when considering the impact on schools. 
For example, changes relating to Junior Cycle reform, the Digital Strategy for Schools, and the soon 
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to be published strategies on Foreign Languages and STEM education, need time to become fully 
embedded. Introducing further reforms at the same time is something that must be fully considered.  
 
  

 

 
5. Response to Questions from the Joint Committee on Education and Skills:   

 

 Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 
 
As part of the Department of Education and Skills (2013) ongoing policy review, Supporting a Better 
Transition from Second Level to Higher Education: Key directions and Next Steps, the then Minister 
for Education and Skills asked the SEC to commission an independent external evaluation to 
determine the extent of problematic predictability in the Leaving Certificate examinations, so that 
any such problematic predictability could then be addressed.  In response, the SEC sponsored a 
substantial research project that was carried out independently by Oxford University Centre for 
Educational Assessment, in partnership with Queen’s University, Belfast. The overall report on this 
research, along with four supporting detailed working papers, are available on the SEC website (and 
on the Oxford University website).   
 
This research involved a number of strands: in one, subject experts with substantial experience of 
comparable examinations in other countries (primarily A-level and GCSE examinations in the UK and 
the international baccalaureate) undertook a review of Leaving Certificate examination materials, 
including syllabus documents, examination papers and marking schemes over a period of ten years, 
along with a range of student scripts across a range of grades from one selected year.  Other 
research strands included a review of relevant literature, a review of media reporting and 
commentary on the Leaving Certificate examinations, questionnaires completed by students on the 
immediate completion of their examinations, and structured interviews with focus groups of 
teachers and students. 
 
While this research did identify certain aspects of the syllabi and examinations that could be 
improved, the overall conclusion on the central question was that predictability is not a significant 
problem in the Leaving Certificate examinations.  As stated in the overall report, ‘Contrary to the 
media narrative about Leaving Certificate examinations, no subject was considered to be very 
problematically predictable overall by the subject specialists, the teachers or the students.’ 
 
Where aspects of problematic predictability were noted, or where other potential areas for 
improvement have been identified, the appropriate means to address these can, for the most part, 
only feasibly be implemented in tandem with Leaving Certificate syllabus development.  Such issues 
are being addressed as part of ongoing change associated with subject and assessment specification 
development.  Bearing in mind the fact that it would not be fair to substantially change expectations 
on candidates and teachers without due notice, any improvements that can reasonably be 
implemented in the absence of syllabus change are being addressed by the SEC in a measured way 
through the normal course of the annual development of examination papers and other test 
instruments.   
 

 Has reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a higher level 
at Leaving Certificate had the desired effect? 
 

The new grading system and associated changes to the CAO points system used for Higher Education 
entry for the first time in 2017 have already had an impact on the proportion of candidates 
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presenting at Higher and Ordinary levels within subjects.  There was an increase of 3.2% in 
participation rates at higher level in 2017 compared to recent years, whereas the recent trend on its 
own would have predicted an increase of approximately 1.3%.  
 
There was also a modest reduction in 2017 in the propensity of candidates to change from Higher to 
Ordinary Level between the time they enter for the examination and the time they sit it, indicating a 
positive impact on student behaviour. In 2017, Higher Level sits were 5.6% lower than Higher Level 
entries, whereas in 2016, Higher Level sits were 7.2% lower than Higher Level entries.  
    
Feedback from the Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) indicate that there was a smooth transition 
to the new CAO points system. The frequency of random selection was roughly halved and there 
appeared to be confidence in the new grading, partly the result of a concerted communications 
campaign which included a significant role for guidance services. 
 
NCCA has commissioned research into the effect of the new Grading Bands on the School Experience 
and Environment, seeing this as an Early Impact Study following the revisions to the Leaving 
Certificate Grading system and the associated Central Applications Points tariff, 2017.The study 
involves a representative sample of approximately 13 post-primary schools and will commence 
shortly. A final report will be published in August 2018. The findings of this study will be used to 
design a more extensive research project over the three subsequent years beginning in the first term 
of the 2018/2019 school year.  
The researchers will engage with teachers, students and guidance counsellors to gather evidence of 
any reported impact of the changed arrangements on: 
 

- Teacher-led preparation for examinations 
- Classroom teaching methods 
- Student decision making and selection of subject level 
- Student approach to examination preparation 
- Mock examinations 
- Student and teacher perceptions of the experience of ‘sixth year’  
- General confidence/readiness in transitioning to third-level education 
 

Engagement with parents will also be included.   
 
 

 Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 

 
Teachers play central roles in reform of curricula at all levels. Through the representative structures 
employed in the curriculum development process in Ireland, and the structures of the NCCA in 
particular, teachers are directly involved in the development of curriculum specifications and 
assessment arrangements in their subjects and programmes. Teachers have the opportunity to 
deliberate on curriculum and learning to an extent that is absent in other countries. The NCCA also 
uses extensive consultation, including direct work with school networks and more traditional forms 
of consultation such as questionnaires, focus groups and social media to involve teachers in 
programme and subject developments. Increasingly, consultation has taken place at two stages of 
the curriculum development process – when the brief for the subject/programme’s development is 
being set and at the point where a specification has been developed. 
 
The most important transaction taking place in education is that between the teacher and the 
learner in the classroom. In this context, teacher access to and input into continuing professional 
development and school-based professional development is a key ingredient in ensuring that any 
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potential gap between the curriculum as envisioned and the curriculum as realised in the classroom 
is minimised. 

 
 
 

 Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 
 
The range of foreign languages currently available at system level for schools to offer includes 
French, German, Italian and Spanish in junior cycle, with the addition of Arabic, Japanese and 
Russian in senior cycle. Short courses in languages are also available for schools to offer as part of 
their junior cycle programme. To date, short courses have been developed in Chinese Language and 
Culture (by the NCCA) and Polish (by the PPLI). Schools are also free to develop their own 100-hour 
short courses to offer as part of their Junior Cycle programme using a template provided by the 
NCCA along with given standards.  
 
The soon to be published Foreign Languages Strategy will include a range of further measures to 
enhance foreign language provision in schools. These include:  
 

- The introduction of Mandarin Chinese as a Leaving Certificate subject to follow on from the 
junior cycle short course on Chinese Language and Culture 

- Curricular specifications at Leaving Certificate, starting with Polish, Lithuanian and 
Portuguese as heritage languages with accompanying Leaving Certificate examinations. 
These specifications would replace the existing Leaving Certificate non-curricular 
examinations in these languages 

- New models of delivering language teaching, such as shared classes and blended learning. 
This will allow students who are part of small immigrant communities, within specific 
schools, to develop their heritage language skills. 

-  
With the introduction of Chinese as a full curricular subject for Leaving Certificate examination, all 
official languages of the UN will be available for state examinations. 
 

 Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which has a 
greater emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace? 

 Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at 
addressing the ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 

 
The National Skills Strategy 2025 provides a framework for skills development that will help drive 
Ireland’s growth both economically and societally over the next decade. It aims to make Ireland 
internationally renowned for its talent, and provides the overarching framework for a range of new 
measures and existing initiatives and programmes of change which are already underway which are 
relevant to skills development. The Strategy outlines the importance of teaching students at all 
levels a strong mix of transversal skills and subject knowledge. There is a particular focus in the 
Strategy on ICT skills, languages and entrepreneurship. Actions relevant to the reform of the Leaving 
Certificate Curriculum include:  
 

- Ensure that assessment supports learning and provides evidence of learning transversal skills 
and knowledge across the sector;  

- Implement revised senior cycle curricula in science and other subject specifications; 
- Promote the development of transversal skills at all levels of the education and training 

system and increase the visibility and understanding of the skills developed at each level 
among stakeholders. 
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The soon to be published STEM Education Policy Statement 2017-2026 aims to provide a STEM 
education of the highest quality for all our young people to ensure that we have the required skilled 
workforce to fulfil existing and growing needs for graduates with STEM related skills and 
qualifications.  STEM education supports the development of a range of vital skills such as critical-
thinking, problem solving and collaboration.   
 
All specifications for Leaving Certificate subjects and courses developed in recent years identify the 
development of students who are confident, engaged, resourceful and active learners as a priority. 
All specifications identify seven key skills which are embedded in the learning outcomes of each 
subject and in the learning activity used to realise those outcomes. The key skills of senior cycle are 
Being Literate, Managing Myself, Staying Well, Managing Information and Thinking, Being Numerate, 
Being Creative, Working with Others and Communicating. These skills were identified as most 
significant for senior cycle education by the stakeholders who participate in the NCCA structures for 
developing curricula. The stakeholders include business and social pillar interests. In recent years, 
there has been a strong convergence in the views of business interests and educationalists as to the 
skills that are most important for young people at this time, with both agreeing that generic skills of 
the kind above should be prioritised over more specific employment-related or field-related skills.   
 
The overall questions of the extent to which the curriculum and its assessment arrangements should 
be skill-based rather than subject/programme based, and the degree of flexibility schools and 
students should enjoy in curriculum development, programme/course design, and learning 
pathways followed, will be ones which will be raised in the course of the senior cycle review outlined 
above. 
 
High-quality assessment is a key component of high-quality teaching and learning no matter what 
the learning objectives are.  Both formative and summative assessments (i.e. assessment for learning 
and assessment of learning) have important roles to play in this regard.  It is well established that 
when the outcomes of summative assessment systems such as the Leaving Certificate examination 
involve high stakes for learners (such as having a significant impact on their future educational 
and/or career prospects) the nature and form of those assessments can be a key driver of behaviour 
in the learning environment.  Such effects can be both positive and negative.  The challenge is to 
ensure that the knowledge and skills valued in these assessments are those that are intended to be 
developed during the programme of learning.  Learners in these high-stakes contexts gravitate 
towards what they perceive to be the most efficient means to succeed in these assessments. To 
ensure that the assessment is a positive driver of behaviour, we need to ensure that the most 
efficient means for teachers and learners to prepare for these assessments is by developing the 
intended skills rather than by engaging in inappropriate learning strategies.   
 
In its ongoing work in collaboration with the NCCA and the DES, the SEC is striving to ensure that this 
is at the forefront of consideration of the summative assessment arrangements for all new Leaving 
Certificate subject specifications.    
 

 

 Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 
 
The Leaving Certificate Applied was introduced in schools in the mid-1990s as a development aimed 
at diversifying the range of programmes offered at senior cycle. Given that it has been in place in 
schools for over 20 years it is in need of review. It is considered that the most appropriate context 
for review of a programme as extensive as the LCA is the broader Senior Cycle review discussed 
above. A key theme of that review will be the future form and reform of the existing senior cycle 
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programmes – the LCA, the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) and Transition Year.   
 
Meanwhile, there are specific aspects of the programme/modules involved that require immediate 
attention. In this context, the NCCA has established an LCA Development Group to work on three 
LCA modules where some of the material referred to in learning outcomes has become obsolete 
over time. The module descriptors are in the areas of: 
 
• English and Communications 
• Mathematical Applications 
• ICT (Introductory module and specialism) 
 
The Development Group and subject specialists working on these modules have been meeting over 
recent months and work on the revised modules is due to be completed in early 2018.   
 

 Is there any indication whether the numbers opting for the Leaving Certificate Applied 
increased or decreased? 
 

With some fluctuation, the overall trend is that the number of students opting for LCA, as a 
percentage of the total number across all three programmes (established, vocational, and applied) is 
declining.  The factors behind this trend will be considered as part of the Senior Cycle review. Data 
for the last ten years as follows: 
 

Year LCA number 
Total across all 
LC programmes 

LCA as % of 
total 

2008 3445 55589 6.2% 

2009 3259 57455 5.7% 

2010 3358 57839 5.8% 

2011 3191 57532 5.5% 

2012 3226 55816 5.8% 

2013 2805 55577 5.0% 

2014 2965 56990 5.2% 

2015 2884 57931 5.0% 

2016 2758 58465 4.7% 

2017 2773 58543 4.7% 

 

 
 
 

16 November 2017 
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Katriona is currently a lecturer in Maynooth University on the Turn to Teaching programme. 
This PATH funded projects aims to increase diversity in Initial Teacher Education in Ireland 
by offering a yearlong preparation course to the most marginalised groups. Katriona is 
Coordinating this project.  Previously she worked as coordinator of research and impact in 
the Trinity Access Programmes, and developed a significant body of work which evaluated 
the impact of programmes which attempt to raise the educational aspirations of low income 
students and increase the capacity of teachers to develop teaching practices which match 
the 21st century workplace. Katriona has published her work in several international journals 
and is currently partnering with Oxford University’s Department of Education to research the 
impact of alternative access routes to higher education on low income students. Katriona 
has held teaching positions in University City Dublin and Dublin Business School lecturing in 
a range of psychology and research method modules at undergraduate and postgraduate 
level and teaches on the Foundation Course in the Trinity Access Programmes. 
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Main Document 

1. Is the Leaving Certificate Examination too predictable? 
a. In terms of the topics included there is a general consensus with teachers 

surveyed that the content is not predictable and that it changes adequately 
from year to year.  

2.  Has reforms to the college entry system rewarding students taking exams at a 
higher level at Leaving Certificate had the desired effect? 

a. The number of students opting for the higher-level math paper has doubled 
since 25 bonus points were introduced for the subject five years ago and in 
2017 6,295 students sat the higher-level maths paper this year – a record 
high. However there is concerns that the bonus points for maths alone may 
be distorting subject choice among students – increasing math uptake in the 
hope of increasing points, while reducing the likelihood of taking subjects the 
students may actually prefer. Teachers who were surveyed were concerned 
that the drive for higher level math was causing undue stress and risk of 
failing to students who would normally excel at ordinary level. The aim of the 
bonus scheme for higher level math was to increase the progress into STEM 
related subjects. It is not yet clear whether this has been the result of the 
change. In the current system where higher applications increase the point 
required for specific courses it would seem that the benefits of the bonus 
scheme would eventually be cancel out by increased points.  

b.  An alternative approach to making students more equipped for certain 
degrees is to adapt entry requirements for specific course. As has been seen 
in a pilot run through Trinity College Dublin, the admission feasibility study, 
(https://www.tcd.ie/study/assets/PDF/tcd-feasibility-study-2017.pdf)  which 
allows entry to history and other degree courses based on a demonstrated 
capacity for the subject; this is assessed through alternative admissions 
process which includes points and personal statements.  

i. I would recommend that the committee consider examining the entry 
requirements for specific degree programmes; admissions should 
begin to consider activities and specific LC courses which make 
candidates suitable for specific degree programmes. This could 
include the Leaving Cert Applied student who may be developing skills 
and competencies suitable to vocationally driven degree course. 

3.  Is there a role for teachers in reforming the Leaving Certificate? 
a. As a key stakeholder teacher’s voices should be considered in the 

consultation process, however there should be consideration of the attitudes 
and experiences teachers are bringing with them to the policy discourse. 
Practitioners are often immersed in their working environment and see 
change or reform through the lens of their own school experience. In 
situations where teachers are being required to ‘teach to the test’ and perform 
to specific standards reform is seen as an added burden. Teachers may see 
things from a practical approach rather than the broader scope; this has been 
seen in the recent Junior Cert reform. In short, teachers’ voices should be 
included in the discussion but should be considered alongside other key 
stakeholders. 

 

 

https://www.tcd.ie/study/assets/PDF/tcd-feasibility-study-2017.pdf


 

4.  Is the range of foreign languages courses available sufficient in a global economy? 
a. My only comment on language availability relates to the offerings in DEIS 

schools. Like science and other subjects which are not fundamental to the 
leaving certificate, language offerings are often limited by resources; for 
example, I have met several students who have had to attend other schools 
in their community to study Spanish as it was not on offer in their own 
schools. Resources should not limit subject choice as this results in the most 
affluent student being more capable to navigate the workforce.  

i. My recommendation is that all subjects should be offered across all 
school groups – especially language and science subjects 
 

5.  Should there be a move from a system of assessment to an education cycle which 
has a greater emphasis on skills which may be more sought after in the workplace? 
 

a. My short response to this is YES! However, having researched and published 
in the area of skill development there are significant challenges facing the 
education system which must be resolved before we move towards a skills 
based model. The key challenge, which is discussed by many in relation to 
the Junior Certificate reform, relates to the framework of skill assessment. In 
the realm of 21st century teaching and learning there is no recognised 
framework for assessing skills- especially those skills deemed essential for 
the modern workplace. For example, collaboration and creativity are difficult 
to conceptualise let alone assess adequately. If the education system is to 
move towards this framework then there will need to be a huge shift in the 
teach to the test culture which currently monopolises post-primary education.    
 

6. Is there a need for the curriculum to be more flexible to include courses aimed at 
addressing the ever-changing skillsets required by businesses? 

a. In my work in the Trinity Access 21 project we partnered with Google to 
assess the impact that a 21st century model of teaching and learning had on 
teaching practice and on student skill development. This work revealed that, 
with the correct supports, there is real potential for the leaving certificate to 
include a model of 21st century skills which will move to produce more 
reflective, collaborative and technologically savvy students (O’Sullivan et al., 
2016; Byrne et al. 2016). However, this must be approached with caution, 
when we invite businesses into the classroom we run the risk of allowing 
marketization direct the curriculum content, as has been seen in the US, 
where large corporations now ‘sponsor’ schools and students in the schools 
are seen as part of a conveyor belt for their industry. When considering this 
shift we must also ensure that all teachers and all schools are empowered to 
implement the same curriculum. Research in this area has shown great 
variability across schools in terms of implementing changes in the curriculum. 
My research has shown that schools with more concentrated levels of 
disadvantaged were less likely to adjust their teaching practice; this is not 
because these teachers did not want to change or placed less value on 
change, it is because they lacked the resources to do so. These resources 
included available time- time to train and time away from discipline issues, 
they also include access to modern technology and support to implement 
these changes in line with the overemphasis on the terminal exams or as 



what has been called the teaching to the test mentality. This issue is already 
being reflected in the schools who are taking up the new coding course for 
leaving certificate, early numbers reveal that affluent schools are the most 
likely to run this new option; which will result in a digital skills divide with more 
affluent students being prepared for the coding world while the student 
attending DEIS schools or coming from socioeconomic disadvantaged 
background being left behind. Based on my work in this area I make the 
following recommendations to the committee; 

i. The curriculum should include courses aimed at addressing the ever-
changing skillsets required by businesses but these courses should be 
viable for ALL schools to implement 

ii. Extra provisions should be provided for DEIS schools to implement 
these courses, including the new LC coding course, and these 
provisions should relate specifically to adequate CPD offerings, 
availability of technology, and teaching hours 
 

7. Is there a need for the Leaving Certificate Applied to be reviewed or reformed? 
a. Research by Byrne and McCoy and the ESRI show that the LCA offering is 

on the rise and the total number of schools offering LCA had increased from 
222 in 2000 to 282 in 2014. If you attend a DEIS school you are significantly 
more likely to take the LCA track and over 27% of students in DEIS schools in 
2014 took the LCA route. Furthermore young people with SEN are much 
more likely to take the LCA track than the general Leaving Cert route. In its 
current form there is a clear need for this programme to be reformed. 
The outcomes for students who take this route are particularly bleak; with 
those who had taken the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) programme being 
much less likely to realise their goals than those on alternative tracks and 
they were more likely to experience unemployment than those with on the 
Leaving Cert academic track. Even the type of employment they move into is 
effected with LCA school leavers being twice as likely to enrol in 
apprenticeship programmes on leaving school, while they also have higher 
levels of progression to PLC courses and little or no change of progressing in 
to Higher Education. The unemployment levels of LCA students have risen 
disproportionately in the last 5 years suggesting that the LCA track is a route 
for many from poverty into further poverty.  Research by Byrne and 
colleagues does show however that the young people who take the LCA 
programme had significantly higher satisfaction levels than those who had 
completed other Leaving Cert tracks. LCA leavers were significantly more 
positive about the extent to which their second-level education had prepared 
them for the world of work; and 57 per cent felt it had been ‘a lot’ of help. LCA 
leavers were also more positive about the extent to which they had been 
prepared for adult life and for going on to college. The results of surveying the 
teachers revealed that there is variability across the schools about the course 
content and its offering; with teachers being positive about the programme 
only when it was structured and supported throughout the school community. 
Most affluent schools across Ireland do not offer the LCA track, which 
indicates the level of value placed on it across the education system; and for 
many it is seen as a dumping ground for the most difficult students. The 
variability in LCA implementation and content across school type is currently 
unacceptable and I would recommend a policy approach that makes the LCA 
offering and curriculum content compulsory across all schools; in its current 



format it is oversubscribed in DEIS schools and underutilised by affluent 
schools. Based on these observations and the ones above I make the 
following recommendations to the committee about the LCA programme 

i. I recommend that the content is adjusted to support students to 
progress onto FE and HE; and that there are elements of the 
programme which remain aligned with entry requirements in 
university.  

ii. I would recommend that LCA includes a language and maths stream, 
while retaining its vocational element. 

iii. I recommend a change to the grading structure of LCA with students 
work being assessed rather than attendance rated only 

iv. I recommend that FEi’s and HEi’s are encouraged to consider LCA as 
a path into posts secondary education as in the current system LCA 
students are not even considered eligible for university access 
programmes.  

v. In a time where there is a call for skills focused curriculum it would 
seem that the LCA content could be utilised and adapted to inform the 
current academic track. I recommend that the leaving cert as it stands 
explore the models of LCA which are currently working in terms of 
moving students into employment and adapt this content to the current 
curriculum. 

 

 

Recommended research reading 

https://www.tcd.ie/ta21/assets/files/Report2016.pdf  

https://www.tcd.ie/study/assets/PDF/tcd-feasibility-study-2017.pdf 

https://www.esri.ie/pubs/RS015.pdf  

http://www.academia.edu/13875544/_The_sooner_the_better_I_could_get_out_of_there_ba
rriers_to_higher_education_access_in_Ireland 
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