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1. Assessment Options  

I. The Leaving Certificate has traditionally been highly valued in Ireland. It is regarded 

by most young people and their families as a passport to their future. It is the 

verification of successful completion of second-level education and as such has 

multiple purposes.  For as long as the Leaving Cert has existed (for almost 100 years) 

it has been prized not only as a personal achievement, but as a qualification held in 

high esteem by employers, nationally and internationally, and used as a selection 

mechanism by the further and higher education sector.  

II. The NCCA has recently submitted their proposals to the Minister for Education for 

the reform of senior cycle education.  While I am not aware of what has been 

recommended, I understand that it is widely anticipated that an externally assessed 

Leaving Certificate will continue into the foreseeable future. 

III. In reforming the Leaving Cert. (i.e. how the subjects are assessed) I strongly favour 

additional forms of assessment for every subject that could be carried out during 

and NOT at the end of the two year senior cycle so that by May / June of the final 

year students would already have completed at least 50% of Leaving Cert 

assessment.  Assessments undertaken during the school year could be done under 

teacher supervision and sent to the State Examinations Commission (SEC) for 

assessment.  This could include English and Irish essays as well as some of the 

questions on unseen aspects of the LC course in other subjects. The subject syllabi 

(or specifications as they are now called) could be modularised (as is now the norm 

in most higher education courses) with assessment carried out at the end of each 

module. Some assessments could take place at the end of Fifth Year and others 

could take place around the time of the Christmas tests in Sixth Year or at other 

times during the final year.  And there should be plenty of choice on the exam. 

papers – not the narrow focus (and guessing game) that currently exists for many 

subjects. In my view, examinations should be an opportunity for students to 

demonstrate what they know and can do, not an obstacle race designed to trip 

them up. 

IV. External assessment should be the norm i.e. a student’s own teacher should not 

normally be asked to assess his/her student for certification purposes.  
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V. If teachers are willing to provide predicted grades, they can be helpful to the State 

Examinations Commission in the event of something going wrong or in the event of 

an appeal, but predicted grades should not become the basis for certification.   

VI. In conclusion then, while we shouldn’t throw out the baby with the bathwater, we 

need to seriously re-think how the Leaving Certificate assesses, examines and 

certifies.  

 

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning  

I. It is not appropriate for such a high proportion of senior cycle students to follow an 

academic senior cycle programme as is currently the case. Only about 5% of senior 

cycle students currently follow the Leaving Cert Applied programme. The overall 

senior cycle needs to be reviewed and reformed so that a higher proportion of 

students choose a less academic option after junior cycle. 

II. As most students have not yet decided at the age of 15 what career path they wish 

to follow, it makes sense for them to keep their options open and to study the core 

subjects of Irish, English and Mathematics and at least three other subjects. As 

regards “key subject areas”, the International Baccalaureate is a good example of 

how senior cycle might be structured. At IB Diploma level (15 to 18 years of age) 

students take some subjects at higher level (HL) and some at standard level (SL) – 

usually three at each level.   

III. As regards digital learning, teachers and students in Ireland are familiar with online 

learning (as a result of the closure of school campuses during Covid). This experience 

should be built on and some hybrid teaching should continue.  Some assessments 

could also be carried out online – preferably within the school building and under 

teacher supervision. 

 

3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports  

At present additional supports are available through various Access programmes for 

students in DEIS schools.  However, more than 50% of students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds attend second level schools which are not designated as DEIS schools.  

Those students are almost always excluded from the Access programmes run by 

higher education institutions. This is an issue that needs to be addressed. 

 

4. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

There are an increasing number of access and transition pathways available for 

accessing higher education in Ireland. Students can apply through  HEAR or DARE 

schemes or from Further education or through mature student entry – and they are 

not required to meet the minimum CAO Points.  Ireland is beginning to develop 

pathways through apprenticeships and employment with lifelong opportunities for 

updating and reskilling. The HEA Human Capital Initiative, funded by government, 

has good examples of this. A credit recognition and accumulation system facilitated 

though hybrid and blended learning as well as on-campus learning needs to be 
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introduced across all higher education institutions as this would make further and 

higher education accessible to a much wider range of students.  

 

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

The recently introduced specifications for Irish at Junior cycle distinguishes between 

Irish language (including Gaeltacht) schools (L1) and schools which teach through the 

medium of English (L2).  It is now proposed to introduce a similar approach at senior 

cycle with different syllabi and examinations for L1 and L2 students.  The Leaving 

Cert. Foundation level programme in Irish will be abolished. This proposal has been 

strongly criticised and opposed by Irish language organisations and by Irish teachers.  

The NCCA needs to withdraw their current proposal, listen to the concerns of those 

involved and go back to the drawing boards. 

 

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 

I. Even though the Minister for Education has not yet announced her response to the 

NCCA proposals on Senior Cycle reform, the NCCA is proceeding with revising 

individual Leaving Cert subjects. There is considerable concern among subject 

organisations and teachers about the format / template being used by the NCCA to 

design the new subject specifications. It is the same format which they have used to 

design subject specifications at primary and junior cycle levels. While the design 

template may be suitable for school-based programmes which are not externally 

assessed, it is not at all suitable for a programme or course which is externally 

assessed such as the Leaving Certificate. The specifications are skeletal and lack 

clarity. They contain only themes and Learning Outcomes with no detail on the 

material to be taught, teaching approaches, literature/ texts or assessment.  There is 

no information about how the course content will be aligned with assessment to 

ensure national consistency and coherence. (Under the Education At 1998, the role 

of the NCCA is to advise the Minister on curriculum AND assessment).  

II. As far as I can ascertain this approach is not taken in any other country or jurisdiction 

in the world where students are externally assessed and certificated at the end of 

senior cycle. The NCCA should adopt international best practice and design the new 

subject specifications in the same way as is done in other countries, where full 

information is available for teachers, students and (where appropriate) textbook 

producers, well in advance of the new specifications being introduced.  
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