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I would like to thank the Joint Committee, through its chairperson, for inviting me to appear 

today to discuss the reform of the Leaving Certificate (LC). 

As members of the Committee are aware, the Ombudsman for Children’s Office (OCO) is an 

independent statutory body, which was established under the Ombudsman for Children Act 

2002 (as amended). The OCO has two core statutory functions, namely: 

 to promote the rights and welfare of children under 18 years of age 

 to examine and investigate complaints made by, or on behalf of, children about the 

administrative actions of public bodies, schools or voluntary hospitals that have, or 

may have had, an adverse effect on a child.  

I commend the Committee for taking on this work and seeking new ways to imagine the LC 

and I wish to start today by echoing the words of Minister Harris, who presented to this 

Committee last week, (2/11/21) when he said that the LC system “does not prepare a 

student for life beyond education”.  

I want to refer members to my full submission which you received previously as I can only 

highlight a few areas in the this statement.  

In 2016, the UN Committee on the Rights of Children made a very strong recommendation 

to our State that they needed to reform the Leaving Certificate. They made this 

recommendation following a meeting, in Geneva, with young people from Ireland where the 

committee was persuaded that the LC process placed a disproportionate level of mental 

stress on the young people undertaking that terminal exam (64 (c) pg. 14). 

I believe that, six years on, the State will fail to show any real progress on the 

implementation of this recommendation, despite having had the NCCA embark on a review 

of the senior cycle. That review was undertaken in a very inclusive and comprehensive 

manner over the past three years but it has still not been made public and is still to be 

presented to the Government for formal consideration. It has also been made clear that any 



changes to be carried out following the acceptance of the document would not come into 

being until 20301. 

The proposed date of 2030 is unlikely to be suggestive of massive modifications, but rather 

is indicative of the time needed to navigate the complexity of all the vested interests within 

the education system, among whom the students do not have a strong voice. It suggests a 

lack of urgency and affords too much time for arguing, procrastination and unnecessary 

delays while all the time students come and go through a system we know is not optimal for 

them. 

Any deliberations about, and proposals for, reform of the Leaving Certificate need to 

recognise young people as the primary stakeholders and must put the interests of students 

first. If the aim is to improve and restructure the examination in such a way as to best serve 

those young people, both during senior cycle and beyond, their views must be heard now, 

and into the future, and those views must be considered in a manner that gives them equal 

weight with all other stakeholders. 

This Office endorses the ISSU call, made at a previous meeting of this Committee, for exams 

to be spaced out and for greater diversity in assessment methods other than terminal 

exams, and that there is a need to “capture and reward students’ diverse learning abilities, 

and not just their memory”. 

The presentation to your committee on September 24th this year, by the Joint Managerial 

Board also highlighted a range of options for assessment which are already in place through 

Transition Year. These included “school-based projects, portfolio-based assessment, end-of 

year interviews and modular, credit-based assessment as offering rich experiences in the 

assessment and reporting on students’ learning”.2 These need to be considered in the 

context of improving the senior cycle and LC examination process. 

The current programme for Government states that “Education is a cornerstone of society 

and a driver of social equality”. The way the senior cycle and LC is set up presently offers 

huge advantage to the student with most support at home, in terms of finance, educated 

parents and connections, computers and broadband. 

At a time when we, as a nation, are able to provide top class staff for most of the top 10 

biggest IT companies in the world we simultaneously don’t have enough skilled 

tradespeople to help build sufficient homes, hospitals, schools and infrastructure for all of 

our people. Neither do we have sufficient care workers, front line staff or teachers to 

properly provide for our people. I believe that we as a society, need take this opportunity to 

create a new and more wide ranging senior cycle which caters for all of our children, and an 

exam process which is not just beneficial to those who are aiming for university. We must 

revive the belief in apprenticeships and vocational training as being worthwhile and 

valuable, not only for the young people who engage in them, but for our society as a whole. 

                                                           
1 NCCA presentation to NAPD Seminar entitled “What Does a Well Educated 18 Year Old Look Like?” – 13/3/18 
2 Statement by the Joint Managerial Board for Voluntary Secondary Schools to the Joint Committee on 24/9/21 



Gerry McNamara, Professor of Education at Dublin City University, described the LC “as a 

terrifying rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood”3 and he was incredulous that it has 

lasted over 40 years, relatively unchanged.  

We now need our students to be able to work and thrive in a new world which constantly 

evolves and changes and which requires lifelong learning. Therefore there must be options 

given, across the two year senior cycle, for assessments and examinations so that pressure 

on students to perform for a one off, time limited final exam is reduced. If a student was 

aware that they already had perhaps 50% or 60% of their subject examined before sitting 

down to do the final exam it would be a less stressful scenario. This would also be in line 

with what those progressing to third level education will experience and this continuous 

assessment format is something that will be familiar to all students from now on as the 

Junior Cycle is run in that manner. 

 

I want to thank the Committee for their time and am happy to answer any questions you 

might have. 
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3 Irish Times – “Covid-19 opens new way to finally fix the Leaving Cert” (11/9/20) 


