
Opening statement 

My contribution will be to bring a comparative perspective to the Leaving Certificate 

discussions. It draws on my recent research report for the OECD on a comparative review of 

the Scottish senior secondary examinations1. Ireland was one of the assessment systems 

reviewed in this. 

The value of a comparative approach is as a reminder that there are many ways to assess 

senior secondary students. The relative trust placed in teachers by a society is a key variable 

in this.  

1. Examination systems reflect the history and culture of the societies in which they 

occur. When historically embedded they are often difficult to radically change. 

2. An educational system’s curriculum may see more radical reform as it responds to 

social change. Most changes reflect a broadening of the knowledge and skills that 21 

Century education requires. 

3. As more students continue in education, the senior secondary cohort becomes more 

diverse and requires a wider range of assessment approaches. 

4. The Irish Leaving Certificate can be located within the British historical legacy 

tradition. The emphasis in this is on national subject-based external examinations at 

16 and 18 years. It is based on unseen papers, which have not been pretested, 

requiring open-ended responses which are marked by trained examiners. Ireland is 

unique within this system for having fixed grade boundaries – though this is not 

unusual in other systems (eg France, North America). 

5. Teacher Assessment which contributes to the final grade plays a limited role in the 

British system, or no role in Ireland’s case. In other systems it plays a central role. 

6. Information Technology currently plays a limited role in examinations yet offers the 

potential for broader and more imaginative assessments.  

 
1 Gordon Stobart, (2021), Upper-Secondary education student assessment in Scotland: A comparative 
perspective, OECD Working Paper 253. https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/d8785ddf-en 


