
 

 

 
Mr Paul Kehoe, TD 
Chair of the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science 
Government Buildings 
Merrion St Upper 
Dublin 2  
 
6 October 2021 
 
Re: Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science on Leaving Certificate Reform 
 

Dear Deputy Kehoe and Committee Members,  
 
The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes the opportunity to make a written submission to the Joint 

Committee on Education, Further Education, Research, Innovation, and Science on the issue of 

Leaving Certificate Reform. Given the tight turnaround time we were not able to consult with our 

members but instead we have set out some key observations below.  

The Children’s Rights Alliance unites over 120 members working together to make Ireland one of the 

best places in the world to be a child. We change the lives of all children in Ireland by making sure 

that their rights are respected and protected in our laws, policies and services. We identify problems 

for children. We develop solutions. We educate and provide information on children's rights.  

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has stated that the goal of education is to ‘empower 

the child by developing his or her skills, learning and other capacities, human dignity, self-esteem 

and self-confidence’.1 The Committee has recommended that education should go beyond formal 

schooling to ‘embrace the broad range of life experiences and learning processes which enable 

children, individually and collectively, to develop their personalities, talents and abilities and to live a 

full and satisfying life within society’.2  

In its 2016 Concluding Observations on Ireland, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 

recommended that the State should “consider reforming the Leaving Certificate examination with a 

view to reducing the stress caused to children”.3 A 2019 study by Studyclix found that 75 per cent of 

students surveyed reported suffering “extreme stress” over the course of the two-year Leaving Cert 

 
1 UNCRC General Comment No. 1 on Article 29(1) the Aims of Education (2001) CRC/GC/2001/1 para 2. 

2 Ibid. 
3 Committee on the Rights of the Child “Concluding observations on the combined third and fourth periodic reports of Ireland” (2016) 
CRC/C/IRL/CO/3-4 
 (2020) CRC/C/IRL/QPR/5-6 

2021/471(i)



cycle.4 Students have also reported experiencing anxiety, weight gain, insomnia, weight loss, and 

depression.5 

While potential reform of the Leaving Certificate has been discussed for a number of years, the 

Covid-19 pandemic placed a spotlight on the issue and forced us to rethink our system of senior 

cycle education. We would like to commend the Government and those in the education sector for 

the introduction of the calculated grades model. Initial reports suggest that this model eased the 

amount of stress placed on students who had experienced significant disruptions to their education 

and gave them a choice as to how their final assessment would be carried out.6 However, this has 

not dealt with the overlying issue of the “points race” and the pressure placed on students to do well 

in their senior cycle assessment in order to gain access to their preferred college course. We believe 

that it is crucial that we take learnings from the changes to the system during the pandemic and use 

these to make necessary changes to the way in which students are assessed. Leaving Certificate 

reform must go beyond methods of assessment alone and look also to how it can improve the skills, 

learning and other capacities of the children and young people. 

Leaving Certificate students of 2022 

Students sitting the Leaving Certificate in 2022 have faced significant disruptions to their learning 

throughout the past 18 months. While we recognise that some adjustments have been made to the 

2022 examination process, the options available to these students must be clarified. Students should 

be provided with a choice of sitting a written exam or receiving calculated grades in a fair manner. 

We know the Leaving Cert causes stress and can have a detrimental impact on students’ wellbeing 

and mental health even in normal times. However, the National  Educational Psychological Service 

(NEPS) identified additional risks to mental health and wellbeing in the context of the disruption to 

the Leaving Cert in 2020 due to the ‘uncertainty in relation to revised examination arrangements’ 

and highlighted that students ‘may struggle to adjust and cope’.7I This uncertainty for 2022 Leaving 

Cert students should be avoided and a decision on the format of the final exam should be 

communicated to students as soon as possible. The inflation of points needed to gain entry to main 

college courses in 2021 has also added another layer of stress and anxiety for students.8 Providing a 

clear path will help to reduce these concerns for young people.  

Reform that represents the best interests of children 

The education system should be reformed to ensure that the best interests of children are central to 
decision-making. A whole of Government approach must also be developed to address the impact of 
Covid-19 and school closures on children and young people. The development of the upcoming 
National Policy Framework for Children and Young People to follow Better Outcomes, Better 
Futures, should provide a strategy for recovery in the context of the negative impact that the 
pandemic has had on our children and young people, including those who are disadvantaged, those 
with special educational needs and those who are at risk of harm or neglect. In line with Article 13 of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child,9 the Government should ensure that the best interests of 
children are a primary consideration in all decisions about our children’s futures and that their voices 
are heard, particularly in relation to education. 

 
4 Studyclix Student Opinion Survey 2019: Results < https://bit.ly/3uMta9P > accessed 5 October 2021 

5 Studyclix Student Opinion Survey 2019: Results < https://bit.ly/3uMta9P > accessed 5 October 2021 
6 Carl O’Brien “Leaving Cert students’ stress levels ‘virtually disappeared’ due to assessments” The Irish Times (28 September 2021) 
7 National Educational Psychological Service, The Wellbeing and Mental Health of Young People in Ireland: Factors for Consideration for 

the Leaving Certificate Examination in the context of the Covid-19 Pandemic: Advice from the National Educational Psychological Service 
(NEPS) (Department of Education and Skills & NEPS 2020) 2.  
8Carl O’Brien “Call to tackle ‘cruel’ grade inflation as college points hit new high” The Irish Times (8 September 2021)  
9 Convention on the rights of the child (1989) 

https://bit.ly/3uMta9P
https://bit.ly/3uMta9P


 
Continuous assessment  

Reports have shown that students who sat the leaving certificate in 2021 suffered from far less 
stress and anxiety than students who sat the traditional exam in previous years.10 While the 
calculated grades model was introduced as an emergency measure, consideration should be given to 
potentially maintaining this system of assessment, or one of similar nature, into the future. A 2020 
study by Maynooth University found that 75 per cent of students identified calculated/predicted 
grades as their preferred alternative to the traditional Leaving Certificate.11 A 2018 report by the 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment highlighted the fact that Ireland was one of the few 
countries of those studied where final assessments were both set and marked externally.12 In 2014, 
continuous assessment was adopted into the junior cycle in secondary schools, with the focus 
shifting to class work and participation, projects and presentations as opposed to a student’s final 
mark hinging on the result of one single end of year exam. Introducing similar changes to the senior 
cycle could prove to greatly enhance the wellbeing of students and reduce their levels of stress.  
 
Student interests  

We commend the Government for the recent introduction of new Leaving Certificate subjects such 
as Computer Sciences and Politics and Society. It is important to ensure that these subjects become 
widely available across the majority of second level schools throughout Ireland so that all students 
have the opportunity to study subjects that may be better suited to their interests. As some students 
may not wish to go on to third level upon finishing secondary school, consideration should also be 
given to the introduction of classes aimed towards students who wish to complete apprenticeship 
programmes upon finishing their education. More subjects and classes aimed at developing students 
“life skills” would also be a welcome introduction.  
 
Voices of children and young people 

As per Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a child’s views must be considered and 

taken into account in all matters affecting them.13 To truly meet the needs of young people, their 

views, opinions, and concerns must be heard and given proper consideration. A 2018 study from the 

National Association of Principals and Deputy principals found that 83 per cent of students felt the 

Leaving Cert exam in its traditional form was not the best way to assess their educational 

achievement.14 It is crucial that children and young people are consulted in a meaningful way on 

how the Leaving Certificate should be reformed. During the response to the Covid-19 pandemic and 

the introduction of related public health measures, the Irish Second-level Students Union (ISSU) was 

the only organisation representing the voices of young people at the discussions with education 

partners on school closures. We saw how vital their contribution was in ensuring that the interests 

of children and young people were represented. The ISSU has consulted widely on Senior Cycle 

reform and their published findings should form part of the discussion on any reforms.15  

 
10Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science debate “Leaving Certificate Reform: 

Discussion with School Management Bodies” (28 September 2021) < https://bit.ly/2Ymy95y > accessed 5 October 2021 
11 “MU publishes research showing 75% of Leaving Cert students prefer calculated grades” (3 September 2020) < https://bit.ly/2YoLiL5 >  
12  National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals “Senior Cycle Reform What do you want?” (January 2019) 
<https://ncca.ie/media/4358/napd_report_final.pdf >  
13 Convention on the rights of the child (1989)  
14 Cormac Fitzgerald “Over three-quarters of students want continuous assessment for the Leaving Certificate” (7 January 2019) 
<https://www.thejournal.ie/leving-cert-4426197-Jan2019/ > 
15 “ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report 2021: Exploring the survey results and inputs from 5th and 6th year students regarding the future of 

the senior cycle” <https://bit.ly/3mnKsGy > 
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We hope these observations and recommendations will be helpful and would welcome an 

opportunity to discuss these issues with you and your officials.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Tanya Ward, 

Chief Executive  

 


