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Opening Statement to the JCEFHERIS – Leaving Certificate 
Reform Committee meeting, November 18, 2021. 

Dr Jim Gleeson, Adjunct Professor, School of Policy and Practice, Dublin 
City University 

Thank you for inviting me to make a submission regarding the relationship 
between curriculum and assessment (see main submission) and the opportunity 
to join today’s panel. This is a brief summary the main issues. 

Structures: The good working relationship between the three relevant agencies 
(DES, NCCA, SEC) provides a sound basis for a coherent relationship between 
curriculum and assessment. 

Irish curriculum design is in transition, with implications for the 
curriculum/assessment relationship. Subject syllabus documents are being 
replaced by curriculum specifications. The focus has shifted from knowledge 
content to skills and learning outcomes, stated in behavioural terms of ‘what 
students should be able to do’ at lower/higher cognitive levels of the Anderson 
and Krathwohl taxonomy. The ASTI has grave concerns regarding this change. 

In the interests of coherence, the SEC and NCCA collaborate to produce content 
and performance standards. These standards are based on learning outcomes 
(specifications) or objectives/content (syllabuses). Feedback from sample 
examination papers is used in case of new specifications.  

Ten curriculum specifications have been developed to date, meaning that 75% 
of subjects remain in syllabus format. A considerable degree of inference is 
required when developing performance standards for syllabus documents. 
Seven syllabuses do not include any objectives and treatment of assessment in 
syllabus documents is generally inadequate. All curriculum specifications 
include details of assessment modes and criteria.  

The state examinations 

Senior cycle is now the only sector where students are examined on two years’ 
work. Since Irish grade parameters are fixed in advance, the SEC has less 
discretion than other examining bodies.  
Draft marking schemes are prepared in conjunction with examination papers, 
which is good for coherence. When examiners are unhappy with grade 
distribution in a particular subject, this is seen as indicative of issues with the 
examination rather than with the student cohort and adjustments are made. This 
presumes that the learning environment hasn’t changed. The SEC compares the 
attainment of different annual cohorts using expert judgement and statistics i.e. 
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attainment referencing. This means that individual students are graded on their 
overall attainment rather than performance standards. 

Predictability and cognitive levels of LCE examinations 

The Oxford/Queens University study (Baird et al, 2014) found no definitive 
answer as to whether the Leaving Certificate is predictable. They did however 
find that three of the six examinations analysed were ‘problematically 
predictable’. Most teachers did not agree with this conclusion. 

Many students felt that the LC exams were predictable and over-reliant on recall 
– not a recipe for curriculum coherence. Teachers believe that the breadth of our 
syllabuses encourages teaching to the test and textbook dependency. 

Teacher professionalism and assessment 

Teachers believe see their role vis-à-vis assessment as that of advocate rather 
than judge (to protect teacher/student relationship). While this is not necessarily 
an either/or dilemma, change will necessitate continuing professional 
development, cross-moderation of grades, and review of pay and conditions.  

Given that the Teaching Council’s role is to promote professionalism, it is 
noteworthy that its Code of Professional Conduct makes no reference to the 
ethical responsibilities associated with assessing one’s own students.  

Relevant recent developments 

It is important that we: a) learn from the pandemic-related school-based 
assessment experiences; b) monitor the impact of junior cycle reform on 
teachers’ attitudes to school-based assessment for certification. 

Leaving Certificate Applied 

In many respects the LCA was ahead of its time: modular, semester-based 
design; gradual accumulation of credit; emphasis on skills rather than content; 
strong focus on active, experiential, integrated learning; community links etc. 

As NCCA Development Officer (1993-1995) for LCA I know that ring-fencing 
was deemed necessary in order to protect the culture of a programme that 
differs fundamentally from the LCE. Without knowing the nature or extent of 
future LCE reforms, it is difficult to recommend the removal of that fence. 

Politics and the challenge of Leaving Certificate reform  

In response to the 2005 review of senior cycle, the Minister argued that the 
‘Leaving Cert is an independent, objective assessment that is well regarded 
internationally. People have great confidence in it, and we should not 
undermine it’. Quo vadis? 


