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Introduction: 

Since 2016, the Association of Community and Comprehensive Schools has been engaged 
actively in the comprehensive review of senior cycle which has been carried out by the 
National Council for Curriculum & Assessment. ACCS is represented on the NCCA Council 
and on the NCCA Board for Senior Cycle. Stakeholders from community and comprehensive 
schools have participated in both school based reviews and in national seminars on this 
topic as part of the consultation process facilitated by the NCCA. The school reviews which 
took place over 2017/2019 facilitated discussions between teachers, parents and students 
on the purpose of senior cycle education and also focused on pathways, programmes and 
flexibility for senior cycle going forward.  

The Purpose: Senior cycle education aims to help every student towards fulfilling their 
potential. Every student is empowered to deepen their knowledge and skills throughout 
senior cycle as they mature and develop intellectually, personally and socially. The 
educational experience at senior cycle equips students for diverse and sustainable futures 
so that they can embrace full, active citizenship and participation in society and the economy 
as they learn and as they make the transition to life beyond school. 

(NCCA Senior Cycle Consultation Document July 2019) 

This vision for senior cycle is one which ACCS supports wholeheartedly. However we also 
recognise that the current assessment model of formal examinations at the end of the two 
year cycle scheduled over three weeks in June has a powerful backwash effect on the way 
senior cycle is experienced by all stakeholders. The Leaving Certificate provides certification 
but is also the only means to advancement to opportunities for further study (CAO and other) 
and into the world of work. ACCS believes there is great scope for change and reform of the 
assessment model which will meet the needs, aptitudes and abilities of more learners 
engaged in this journey. ACCS challenges the notion that the current system is a fair one.  

ACCS supports the approach adopted by the NCCA which seeks to preserve what is still 
relevant and useful in senior cycle while at the same time considering what changes might 
be necessary to effect positive developments in the teaching, learning, assessment and 
reporting (TLAR) experience. 

Curriculum reform is on the agenda across the globe as countries engage in discussions on 
climate change, effects of globalisation and migration and an increasing dependence on 
technology. These debates raise questions about the kinds of key competencies young 
people need for their future and where these fit into the curriculum they study in senior cycle. 
The structure of senior cycle has remained unchanged since the mid-1990s when the stand-
alone Leaving Certificate Applied Programme was first introduced as an alternative 
programme. At this time, the Transition Year Programme was introduced as an optional 
three-year programme and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme was made 
available as part of the Leaving Certificate Established Programme. 

Fundamentally since the introduction of the Framework for Junior Cycle, 2015, 
significant change has taken place at junior cycle in terms of content, pedagogical 
approaches, assessment and reporting. The change in the approach to curriculum design 
towards a key competency approach as evident in the Framework for Junior Cycle, 2015 
reflects the increasing trend in this direction across Europe. The Framework also places a 
renewed emphasis on wellbeing, improved provision for students with Special Educational 
Needs and a more comprehensive approach to the reporting of achievement. Given these 
significant changes in junior cycle, there exists a worrying disconnect between both cycles 
as they are implemented currently. Stakeholders report inconsistencies between junior and 
senior cycles which impact negatively on the learning experience of students in school. 
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1.      Assessment Options: 

In considering assessment options at senior cycle, it is important to interrogate how 
assessment, both formative and summative can support learning when balanced correctly 
across a continuum of assessment practices. 

There is an acceptance that state examinations have had a serious backwash effect on the 
way that the curriculum is experienced by students across second level education in Ireland 
at both senior and junior cycle. While there is an increasing dissatisfaction with this impact at 
senior cycle, there is also a recognition that Leaving Certificate examinations as set and 
administered by the State Examinations Commission (SEC) have widespread trust and 
support from stakeholders and the general public. 

The influence of the CAO system on assessments at senior cycle is a critical one. Where 
entry into Higher Education continues to be provided on the basis of assessments at senior 
cycle, this should take account of a broader range of components appropriately spaced over 
the two-year cycle in module format rather than on three weeks of examinations at the end 
of the cycle. The current focus on the high impact, intensive examination timetable 
scheduled over the first three weeks in June impacts negatively on students and their 
wellbeing leading to high levels of stress and anxiety.  

The final assessment model often highlights the conflict between recall and understanding. 
The immediate access to knowledge banks through ICT and the promotion of lifelong 
learning questions the validity of the final assessment model. The access to and 
management of information / knowledge has become the expectation in so many areas. 

Similarly, there is scope for different types of assessment which will allow students to display 
a wider range of learning and for different weightings to be placed on individual assessment 
events which will align more easily with a redeveloped senior cycle. In this regard, the place 
of technology and its potential to support greater diversity in approaches to assessment 
across senior cycle should be explored fully. 

The RACE (Reasonable Accommodations at Certificate Examinations) scheme is designed 
to remove the impact of a disability on a candidate’s performance and enable the candidate 
to access the state examinations on an equal basis with other students. This scheme is one 
which is designed to modify examinations focussed on promoting academic rigour. The 
existence of such a scheme raises questions about the examination model and its 
focus. ACCS argues that in reforming the system, there should be research into assessment 
techniques which do not necessitate the existence of such a scheme which is used widely at 
both junior cycle and senior cycle in order to enable candidates equal access to state 
exams.  

Reports from stakeholders who engaged in the Oral examination process in 2021 show the 
importance of the relationship between student and teacher as many students reported 
feeling less anxious and performing to a better standard when the oral exam was facilitated 
by their own teacher. In truth, language competency is best assessed by the class teacher 
across the two years of senior cycle rather than in standalone oral examinations which can 
become formulaic and can create undue stress and anxiety for students.  

ACCS welcomes the changes to assessment which have been a feature of curriculum 
development at senior cycle over the past number of years and which include second and 
third components designed to promote critical thinking and analysis, problem solving and 
information processing, independent and collaborative learning, creativity and innovation, 
and skills in the areas of research, writing, communication, presentation and digital 
technologies. 
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2.    Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning: 

ACCS welcomes the introduction of new subjects e.g. Computer Science, SCPE, LCPE 
and Politics and Society and the revision of existing subject specifications at senior cycle 
including the changes in assessment noted above.  

There exists an absolute lack of parity in esteem across the four programmes on offer at 
senior cycle currently. ACCS is concerned that the LCA programme in its current iteration 
has few progression options and this impacts on its value negatively. In redeveloping the 
senior cycle, ACCS hopes that the ring fencing of the LCA programme and the requirement 
for the study of Vocational Subject Groupings which limit access to LCVP would no longer 
feature. It is hoped that the strengths and most effective aspects of the programmes could 
be integrated into a single senior cycle with flexibility at school level to take account of 
context and setting where this could impact positively on a variety of curriculum components. 
The credit system as operated in LCA is a useful one and one which could be explored in 
terms of application across the wider system. ACCS believes that building in this kind of 
adaptability and flexibility at school level for schools, teachers, and programmes to respond 
to student needs and capabilities is important. Furthermore, this approach speaks to student 
and teacher agency and the potential for co-construction of a more meaningful and relevant 
learning experience by those engaged in that experience.  The opportunity for students to 
engage in some subjects/modules and also to have access to relevant and appropriate work 
experience /apprenticeship experience during their time in senior cycle and for this to be 
managed in an integrated way with other students on different pathways would lead to a 
more meaningful learning experience for many students.  

ACCS recognises that Transition Year represents a valuable opportunity for students. 
However in the context of the implementation of the Framework for Junior Cycle, this 
requires significant review. The programme is developed at a school level and experiences 
vary widely from school to school and across the entire system. Access to this programme 
can carry a significant financial burden for families and can be a prohibitive factor for 
many students. 

Across many countries there is a growing awareness of the need for holistic education 
beyond traditional learning. In particular, the acknowledgement that wellbeing is a critical 
precondition for learning has been highlighted in the past two years. 

Life skills and the learning gained in engaging with work experience and voluntary work is 
relevant and useful for all students in preparing for the transition to further education, 
training, higher education and the world of work. As more and more changes are introduced 
at senior cycle, the requirement for clear and properly structured Career Guidance will be 
key to supporting students in making informed choices about their options while in senior 
cycle and beyond second level school. 

Wellbeing and the life skills included in physical education, civic education, intercultural 
education along with education for sustainable and ethical living, creativity, the arts, and 
culture should be available to all students to support their holistic development and changing 
needs as they move through second level school. Every student in senior cycle should have 
access to an age and needs appropriate relationships and sexuality education through the 
school SPHE programme which builds on the programme offered in junior cycle. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted many weaknesses of the current system and has 
forced us to think differently about many aspects of school life. The impacts of the school 
closures include the promotion of the digitalisation of education particularly in remote 
learning and the use of digital resources. We have advanced beyond the notion that 
technology is merely a vehicle for delivery and have come to recognise its potential for 
collaboration and social connectedness.   
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ACCS believes that the key competencies will need to be widened to include digital skills, 
self-regulated learning and others related to managing successful blended learning. This 
area of learning will require substantial funding and the establishment of effective 
procurement processes across the system so that schools are supported in managing digital 
infrastructure and devices.  

Teachers and students require access to high quality equipment and infrastructure and 
access to training in the efficient and productive use of such equipment if technology 
enhanced learning is to become embedded in our schools. The devices must facilitate and 
support easy creation of content/materials. (Neither stakeholder can act as a passive 
recipient any longer - more is required) This functionality of these devices will become more 
and more important going forward and will need to be available across the entire suite of 
subject areas. 

ACCS believes that the redevelopment of the senior cycle and Leaving Certificate 
represents an opportunity to normalise technologies in our schools. There is no doubt that 
school communities which reported the greatest success during COVID-19 lockdown were 
those where the social element and the development of social and emotional connections 
online (use of technology to reduce isolation/bring people together/break out rooms etc.) 
were prioritised and embedded as part of the normal school day. The competencies, skills 
and dispositions required for young people to participate fully and to thrive in, and indeed to 
shape a changing society and economy including digital literacy should underpin the 
proposed reform. ACCS believes that it is critical to acknowledge the evidence in the system 
of the willingness to upskill teachers working with their peers in school and across schools. 
This should now be harnessed and supported through the sharing of best practices in 
pedagogy, assessment and reporting which create greater efficiencies in the system. 

3.  Access and Equality:  

Curriculum and assessment options at senior cycle should take account of and align with 
changes in approaches to assessment in junior cycle. Currently the students who engage in 
Level One and Level Two Learning Programmes at junior cycle have limited options for 
progression within the current senior cycle. 

See note on RACE in Assessment Options. 

Closing the digital “divide” must be a priority in redeveloping the senior cycle. At the same 
time, ACCS recognises that the digital divide is not always simply about advantage and 
disadvantage, rather it is often shown to be more about a values divide. (Young people will 
spend inordinate amounts on mobile phones – research has found these are just not suitable 
for the kind of work required in schools, managing files and document sharing not to mind 
content creation. ACCS Student Voice surveys have shown that having access to actual 
laptops/devices can be a game changer for these students in terms of meaningful 
engagement. For example, students without access to appropriate digital devices etc. are at 
a distinct disadvantage to those who have full access to online resources when completing 
any kind of research required for 2nd and 3rd components.  

5.  Irish Language and Irish Medium Education:   

ACCS has engaged in the consultation process being conducted by the NCCA currently and 
recognises the complexity of creating an Irish language curriculum  that meets the needs 
of all learners. Students come with a very diverse experience of Gaeilge; from those for 
whom Gaeilge is a first language to those who have no connection with Gaeilge beyond the 
classroom. The challenge will be to create a curriculum that recognises the diversity of the 
learners, acknowledging the capacity and limitations of each grouping and yet allowing each 
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diverse group experience success in senior cycle Gaeilge,  MFL methodologies, recognising 
the primacy of oral language skills must be a core component of senior cycle Gaeilge. 

Central to the delivery of the curriculum will be the availability of an adequate supply of 
qualified teachers. Currently schools are experiencing particular difficulties in recruitment  of 
Irish teachers. The delivery of an Irish language curriculum at both junior and senior level 
risks being negatively impacted unless the supply issue can be addressed. Irish Medium 
Education is experiencing similar difficulties, with schools reporting an inability to recruit 
general subject teachers with the capacity to teach through the medium of Irish.     

The early enactment of the review of junior cycle is to be welcomed; the student and teacher 
experience of junior cycle Gaeilge will be especially insightful.   

 


