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JMB Submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, on the topic  

‘Reform of Senior Cycle’ 
 

1. Introduction 

The JMB was founded in 1964 to represent the interests of all voluntary secondary schools in 

the Republic of Ireland. It is the main decision-making and negotiating body for the 

management authorities of almost 380 voluntary secondary schools. The JMB comprises two 

founding organisations: AMCSS, the Association of Management of Catholic Secondary 

Schools and the ISA, the Irish School Heads' Association, representing the Protestant Schools 

in the State. The JMB is grateful to the Joint Oireachtas Committee for inviting this 

organisation to make a submission on behalf of our members in respect of this highly 

significant debate. 

A framework for Leaving Certificate education in the Republic of Ireland has been in place 

since 1924 and it may be argued that a time-travelling student from that era would have little 

difficulty in recognising the overarching schooling experience within a contemporary school. 

A renewal of senior cycle is thus very timely as there can be little doubt but that social, 

economic, and technological changes impacting on Irish society have been both pervasive 

and deep. The argument for radical educational change at senior cycle is not, however, 

unassailable. For all its faults, the system suits many students, their families, the ‘shape’ of 

our schools and, of course, the higher education system. What is arguable, however, is 

whether such a monolithic system is inclusive of all, aligns with our culture and human spirit 

or develops the critical democratic citizenry contemporary states such as ours desperately 

need if we are to be economically, socially, and morally progressive. The emphasis on 

individualisation at the expense of social learning and global engagement should concern 

everyone, and this is but one facet of the discussion politicians, policymakers, practitioners, 

and people must have in the current debate. 

2. The Voluntary Secondary School Management Perspective 

In consulting with our members, the following themes emerged, in advance of the publication 

by the Minister of the NCCA’s Senior Cycle Review Advisory Report: 

The scale of change is challenging but many significant educational and curricular shifts 

have occurred during times of economic restraint, for example the introduction of free 

secondary education for all in 1967 and, indeed, the development of the current Leaving 

Certificate programme itself while the modern Irish State was itself just emerging. 

The scope for differentiated provision across schools, while demanding attention to equity 

issues, nonetheless represents an exciting opportunity for universal learning themes to be 

given authenticity by becoming grounded in the local context. 
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‘All schools together’ articulates a very important value-in-action in that no school should 

either be left behind or choose to stay behind as the nation’s 15- to 18-year-olds are liberated 

from some of the more limiting and stifling characteristics of the current paradigm. 

That feedback indicates there is much to retain in the existing senior cycle is heartening. 

This is not a conservative or reactionary voice but an acknowledgement that there exists a 

long tradition of school communities busily adapting curricula, within its limits, to suit the 

specific cohort of the young people they serve. 

The phrases ‘empowerment’ and ‘sense of ownership’ represent a call for educational 

democracy. We see both as ‘enablement’ wherein school and the wider communities can 

have confidence in both the processes and outcomes impacting on the country’s most 

precious resource. 

The themes of connections, bridging, and transitions emerge from our consultation. It is 

self-evident to identify renewed early childhood and primary curriculums as providing an 

urgent impetus for coherence with, and change in, post primary but it must be acknowledged 

that the continuing renewal of junior cycle is acting as a catalyst for significant change, if not 

infectious renewal, at upper secondary level. 

The Points System is universally unloved by educators as it enshrines superficial ‘equality’ 

at the expense of true equity. Education is not a preparation for life – it is life. While the 

points system may impose a backwards pressure resisting change, the long-term impact of 

successful renewal at lower secondary, could finally bring about a freeing of post primary 

education from its colonisation by the matriculation process: 

….. I would urge that the Irish school system of the future should give freedom - freedom to 

the individual school, freedom to the individual teacher, freedom as far as may be to the 

individual pupil. Without freedom there can be no right growth; and education is properly 

the fostering of right growth’.  P.H. Pearse, January 1916 

That the existing terminal examination system is not appropriate for a contemporary senior 

cycle is virtually beyond argument. It is time we took courageous decisions around 

assessment for, and of, learning while trusting in the professionalism and instinctive fairness 

of our teachers. 

Confidence in Certification represents a requirement of civic society that cannot be diluted. 

There is, however, no contradiction between the validity and reliability demanded of a 

certification system and its methodologies – i.e., we do not need to persist with this externally 

corrected, academic, largely written, stress-filled, terminal Leaving Certificate for the 

nation’s young people – we can do better than this. 

Bespoke Qualifications at Senior Cycle? Why not? We have successfully implemented 

specifications and assessment modalities for Levels 1, 2 and 3 in our schools and so greater 

alignment of the system with the person has already begun. Level 5 outcomes in terms of 

knowledge, competencies and skills may be demarcated in a wide variety of frameworks and, 

while a plethora of bewildering subordinate awards is unnecessary, an imaginative approach 

to, for example credit-based certification, can nonetheless offer acceptable outcomes to 

stakeholders and society as a whole. 
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Teaching and Learning – our core project. We are engaging here in nothing less than the 

re-professionalisation of our educators and a re-shaping of the expectations of students, 

parents, and the wider community. We must stop ‘filling-up the empty vessels’ and 

acknowledge both the multiplicity and plasticity of intelligence and accept the existence of a 

staggering amount of pre-existing knowledge and skill in the brain of a modern young 

person. We must re-frame our task as teachers and finally abandon the factory model of 

‘schooling’. 

3. Where School Communities are At 

Students 

Virtually every schematic representation of educational provision puts the student at the 

centre. While their cognitive-content requirements have been more than met by current and 

past curricula, there exists a growing demand for student involvement in determining what is 

learned and how it is taught. Our goal is to achieve engagement on the part of the student – 

engagement with self-identity, with schoolwork, with peers, teachers, and ultimately with the 

future, and to seek to ensure equity between boys and girls in terms of learning outcomes. It 

is time to acknowledge the innate intelligences and adaptability of young people and to make 

genuine efforts at incorporating pupil-voice into our deliberations. To do anything less will 

condemn us to repeating the now inappropriate models and paradigms of the past. 

Parents 

Though our daily work centres on their sons and daughters, our constitutional and moral 

contract is with parents. Schools have responsibilities toward parents, guardians, and 

ultimately toward whole families. Central to the contract between school and home is trust. 

This trust can only be enhanced by engagement – the closer the parent is to education and 

schooling, the greater the impact will be on the young person’s educational achievement. 

Contrived partnership is no longer sufficient. There can exist a yawning gap in the 

relationship between parents and schools. The present debate represents a once in a 

generation opportunity to listen openly, to invite collaboration and to establish a level of 

respect and trust around practices and attitudes on both sides of the child-centred equation. 

Teachers 

Teachers report that they are ‘rushed, crunched, isolated, distrusted and undervalued’ - this, at 

a time when our society, more than ever, needs teachers to act as moral agents. It might 

perhaps be seen by many to be unrealistic to expect teachers to generate wholehearted 

engagement with yet another change-process and yet it is precisely because of their 

instinctive moral change-agentry that frontline educators will, in fact, eventually drive this 

process. To restrict their structured and formal engagement to the curricular framework and 

implementation phases of the project is to relegate teachers to the role of delivery – a sterile 

and, as we have seen with junior cycle reform, ultimately divisive strategy. 

Management 

The vision most school principals and Boards of Management have for themselves centres on 

doing their job as developers of a learning culture in their schools. 
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Administrative, legislative, regulatory, and resourcing workloads have, however, conspired to 

rob leaders-of-learning of the time and creative energies needed to re-culture their schools 

and carry out their primary role and function. That this is virtually a universal phenomenon 

does not release our government from its obligation to facilitate the creation of true learning 

cultures in our schools. Meanwhile, the opposite has been happening. The middle 

management structures in our schools remain inadequate in terms of scope and scale, funding 

and staffing have suffered un-reversed cuts, intolerable workloads and emotionally draining 

challenges ranging from the emergence of a new class of poor, to being frequently caught in 

the middle between unions and state have all had a corrosive effect on school management 

and principals in particular. Add to this the debilitating stresses imposed as a result of the 

pandemic and we face a perfect storm of psychologically and emotionally drained school 

leaders across our country. 

Yet, like our teachers, school leaders want positive change. The fear is that we will move too 

far too quickly, in spite of the importance of the mission. We already operate ‘Christmas tree 

schools’ festooned with a myriad of initiatives, checklists and ‘best practice’ models. The 

holy grail of worthwhile curricular innovation is coherence and the price of grounded change 

at senior cycle will be to pay as much attention to the re-professionalisation of both teachers 

and management as to the development of the pedagogy itself. 

4. Essential Backing Conditions 

JMB/AMCSS is represented at both NCCA Board and Council level in the Senior Cycle 

renewal enterprise. We are aware that the Report to the Minister will represent an end to this 

initial consultative phase of the project and we would encourage the maintenance of 

momentum in the process to avoid demoralisation around current provision or ongoing 

discontinuity between junior and senior cycles. The next phases will also involve 

consultation, but it is expected that the school site will once again emerge as a rich source of 

feedback as this major national project develops. Once again, JMB schools will be happy to 

participate in such development work and will have the support of the Secretariat of 

Secondary Schools in any such undertakings. We believe that the perspective of voluntary 

secondary schools is of particular value in this discourse as the faith-centred characteristic 

spirit of these communities, affirmed in Constitution, legislation and regulation, provides a 

rich tradition rooted in the fully human spirit, mind and body. Each voluntary secondary 

school, though part of a cohesive state provision and centred on the common good, 

nonetheless brings with it a sense of its own autonomy as an educational enterprise. The 

principle of subsidiarity from which our legislative and moral authority derives, allows a 

certain degree of freedom in terms of contextualisation and affirms our schools’ significant 

rights and responsibilities in terms of the provision of locally relevant, engaging, holistic, 

pastorally aware, and high-quality student-centred schooling. 

Whether the next steps involve a steady-state approach, with incrementalism leading to 

enhanced versions of what we currently have (TY, LCE, LCA, LCVP) or a more fundamental 

reform aligning with the voices expressed in this submission, we will inevitably return to the 

question of resources. 

Our school leaders paid explicit attention to the logistics of change, the CPD required, the 

operability or otherwise of implementation demands and, though we do not yet know the 
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shape of what may eventually emerge in terms of policy, their key backing conditions 

included: 

• Clarity and cohesion of policy – not developed ‘on the hoof’ as occurred with junior 

cycle 

• Leadership for learning prioritised – liberating the principal and senior management 

team to develop the core function of the school 

• Fit-for-purpose DP, AP and administrative support for a contemporary, high-demand 

and high-functioning educational enterprise 

• PTR reduced to expand the curriculum and reduce overcrowded classes of young 

adults. This is the key lever for sustainable change at senior cycle as no number of 

creative programmes or pathways can continue to be provided on a shoestring. 

• Expanded and professionally developed guidance and counselling service 

• Any emerging CPD programme must not disrupt and erode the life of the schools – be 

courageous around deploying school closure for this vital national enterprise 

• Reform a system that removes teachers from schools at a critical time for second- 

component SEC examinations 

• Develop multi-disciplinary teams and approaches in support of students with SEN 

• Most students with SEN have complex needs which cannot be met by low-cost single 

approach methods 

• Junior cycle reform almost completely failed to engage parents – this cannot be 

allowed to happen for senior cycle 

• The physical environment of the school is not aligned with contemporary needs. A 

programme of adaptation, refurbishment and additionality will be required to create 

learning spaces which align with an integrated, holistic, high-wellbeing approach to 

upper secondary education 

• Voluntary secondary schools spend inordinate amounts of time on fundraising. Our 

schools should be resourced equitably – the current situation is discriminatory 

• Digital technologies will inevitably be embedded in new programmes (as is the case, 

for example, with LC PE). Infrastructural and CPD bottlenecks must be removed in 

advance of any new developments at senior cycle 

• Boards of Management will require extensive CPD if they are to be answerable in 

terms of their statutory leadership for learning role 

• Provide the principal with the authority to make locally contextualised decisions 

around their school’s senior cycle programme, deployment of adequate resources and 

some degree of liberation from the top-down, externally mandated curricular 

tramlines we have been shaped into for generations 

JMB/AMCSS now looks forward to engaging with all concerned in this important phase of 

the initiative and will ensure our members continue to have the ‘school management voice’ 

heard while continuing to contribute to the national discourse around the emerging Senior 

Cycle renewal process. 

 

John Curtis, JMB/AMCSS General Secretary,  

21st September 2021 



 
 

Ráiteas Gael Linn 
 

An Coiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus 
Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus 

Eolaíocht 
 
 

Athbhreithniú ar an tSraith Shinsearach 
 

Deireadh Fómhair 2021 
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Tá Gael Linn an-bhuíoch as an deis seo ár dtuairimí a léiriú do ‘An Coiste um Oideachas, 
Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht’ maidir leis an 
athbhreithniú ar an tsraith shinsearach. 

 
Cúlra Gael Linn 

 
1. Fondúireacht neamhpholaitiúil, neamhrialtasach is ea Gael Linn, a bunaíodh sa bhliain 

1953, an phríomhaidhm aici ná an Ghaeilge agus a hoidhreacht a chothú agus a chur cinn 
ar fud Éireann uile mar theanga bheo agus mar spreagadh féiniúlachta. Tá oifigí Gael 
Linn lonnaithe i mBaile Átha Cliath agus in Ard Mhacha. 
  
Ceanneagraíocht 
Sa bhliain 2014, aithníodh Gael Linn ar cheann de na sé cheanneagraíocht a bheadh le 
bunmhaoiniú ag Foras na Gaeilge. Mar cheanneagraíocht, ‘siad seo roinnt de na 
feidhmeanna atá leagtha orainn: 
 
· Oideachas in Earnáil an Bhéarla- taighde agus áiteamh i leith theagasc na Gaeilge, 
tacaíocht do mhúinteoirí agus soláthar áiseanna. 
· Oideachas d’Aosaigh-soláthar agus éileamh ar ranganna agus áiseanna a chur chun cinn. 
· Deiseanna Úsáide do Dhaltaí Scoile- 

        - Gaelbhratach a fhorbairt 

        - gréasáin úsáide Gaeilge scoil-bhunaithe a bhunú agus a bhuanú 
        - sraith d’imeachtaí seach-churaclaim a éascú agus a chomhordú 

 

Comhpháirtíocht Gael Linn 

2. Tá Gael Linn páirteach sa chomhchoiste oideachais atá curtha le chéile i gcomhar le 
Conradh na Gaeilge le tacú le teagasc/foghlaim na Gaeilge trasna an chórais oideachais. 

 
Bhunaigh Gael Linn An Gréasán1 sa bhliain 2018 – Grúpa ionadaíoch múinteoirí 
iarbhunscoile Gaeilge ag tacú le múineadh agus foghlaim na Gaeilge. Tá Gael Linn 
páirteach sa choiste náisiúnta.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 https://angreasan.ie 
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Fócas ár dTuairimí don ráiteas seo 

 
3. Sa chomhthéacs thuas, mar cheanneagraíocht Gaeilge, beidh Gael Linn ag díriú ár 

dtuairimí ar cheist na Gaeilge san athbhreithniú seo ar an tsraith shinsear. Tá 
comhairliúchán eile oscailte ag an Chomhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta 
(CNCM as seo amach) i láthair na huaire a bhaineann leis an Ghaeilge sa tsraith shinsear 
T1 & T22.  
 

CNCM 
 
4. Ba chóir an comhairliúchán reatha atá ar bun ag an CNCM ar na sonraíochtaí nua 

ardteistiméireachta T1 agus T2 a chur siar go dtí go bhfuil athbhreithniú iomlán déanta ar 
an Ghaeilge sa tsraith shóisear. Is féidir go ndéanfaí na moltaí reatha atá ag CNCM 
dochar d’fhoghlaim agus do theagasc na Gaeilge seachas maitheas. Tá barraíocht éiginnte 
agus ceisteanna maidir le T1 agus T2. 

 
Beidh impleachtaí móra fadtéarmacha ag an bpróiseas seo ar fhoghlaim agus ar 
mhúineadh na Gaeilge. Tá sé riachtanach do chur chun cinn agus d’fhorbairt na teanga 
go dtagaimid ar an mhúnla ceart do mhúineadh na Gaeilge leis an teanga a thabhairt 
slán do na glúnta atá le teacht agus maidir le riachtanais aitheanta an stáit a chomhlíonadh 
i.e. an sprioc i mBille na dTeangacha Oifigiúla3 go mbeadh 20% de na daoine a earcófar 
san earnáil phoiblí inniúil sa Ghaeilge. 

 
Creideann Gael Linn go láidir go bhfuil na sonraíochtaí mar atá leagtha amach sa cháipéis 
chomhairliúcháin easnamhach agus nach bhfuil a dhóthain sonraithe iontu do lucht 
teagaisc/foghlama na Gaeilge ag an tSraith Shinsear. Tá siad ró-scaoilte agus ró-
oscailte. Ní mór níos mó eolais a chur ar fáil ar roinnt mhaith buncheisteanna le go 
mbeadh próiseas comhairliúcháin ceart éifeachtach ann.  

 
Aithnímid an gá le leasuithe a dhéanamh ar an chóras reatha le cumas na Gaeilge agus 
eispéireas na ndaltaí i dtaca leis an nGaeilge a threisiú. Tá múinteoirí i bhfabhar athruithe 
a threiseoidh cumas an phobail sa teanga agus a chothóidh grá, meas, muinín, suim agus 
líofacht sa teanga. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
2 https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/ábhair-agus-creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/  
 
3 https://www.oireachtas.ie/ga/bills/bill/2019/104/  

https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/%C3%A1bhair-agus-creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/ga/bills/bill/2019/104/
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An Teastas Sóisear   
 
5. Deir an Polasaí Oideachas Gaeltachta4 ina leith: Táthar ag súil go dtosóidh obair 

ar shonraíochtaí idirdhealaithe T1 agus T2 a fhorbairt do Ghaeilge na sraithe 
sinsearaí nuair a bheidh na sonraíochtaí idirdhealaithe don Ghaeilge sa tsraith 
shóisearach forbartha agus iad ag obair go maith sna scoileanna. (Polasaí Oideachais 
Gaeltachta).   

  
Níl aon chruthúnas ann go bhfuil ag éirí go maith leis na sonraíochtaí T1 agus T2 mar 
gheall nach bhfuil athbhreithniú iomlán déanta ar chúrsa Gaeilge na Sraithe Sóisearaí go 
fóill. Níl na cúrsaí críochnaithe go hiomlán ag aon ghrúpa daltaí ó cuireadh tús leis na 
sonraíochtaí nua - níl dhá MRB déanta acu, níl tasc measúnaithe déanta agus níl an scrúdú 
Stáit déanta acu ach oiread. Ní féidir a rá mar sin go bhfuil siad ag obair go maith. Ní 
mór taighde cuimsitheach a dhéanamh air seo agus é a bheith mar chuid d’aon 
chomhairliúchán i dtaca le sonraíochtaí na hArdteistiméireachta.  
 
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán in 2021, creideann 95% de mhúinteoirí gur 
cheart an comhairliúchán seo a chur siar go dtí go bhfuil athbhreithniú déanta ar 
chúrsa Gaeilge na Sraithe Sóisearaigh ar dtús5. Féach Innéacs 1.  

 
Dréachtsonraíocht CNCM do T1  

 
6. Ní luaitear aon rud sna dréachtsonraíochtaí faoin tslí a meallfar daltaí le cúrsa níos 

dúshlánaí a dhéanamh don Ardteistiméireacht. Caithfear an cheist seo a fhreagairt mar 
chuid den chomhairliúchán, agus ní féidir comhairliúchán ceart a dhéanamh gan an t-
eolas seo bheith ar fáil. Beidh aitheantas agus spreagadh ceart ag teastáil le daltaí T1 a 
mhealladh le cúrsa níos dúshlánaí a dhéanamh nó beidh teip i ndán don chúrsa nua. Ní 
leor scéim sparánachtaí nó áiteanna a bheith curtha ar leataobh i gcoláistí oiliúna le 
mórchuid na ndaltaí a mhealladh.  

  
Tá 3 rogha ann:   
 i) Go gcuirfí ‘pointí bónais CAO’ ar fáil (mar atá ann don Mhata) do dhaltaí a 
dhéanann an scrúdú T1.  
  

Nó   
ii) Go mbeadh dhá ábhar difriúla ar fáil do gach scoil sa tír, m. sh. 
Gaeilge (éigeantach) agus Gaeilge Fheidhmeach (roghnach).   

  
Nó  

iii) Go ndéanfadh daltaí T1 agus T2 an scrúdú céanna mar atá ann faoi láthair.  

 
4 https://assets.gov.ie/24606/0e2fca7db7ca434d92f97360c1197845.pdf  
5 https://angreasan.ie/95-de-mhuinteoiri-gaeilge-ar-son-an-comhairliuchain-ar-dhreachtsonraiochtai-na-
hardteistimeireachta-a-chur-siar-torthai-suirbhe-an-ghreasain-foilsithe/ 

https://assets.gov.ie/24606/0e2fca7db7ca434d92f97360c1197845.pdf
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Tá imní fhorleathan léirithe ag múinteoirí, daltaí, tuismitheoirí, pobal na 
Gaeltachta, earnáil an Ghaeloideachais agus ag geallsealbhóirí eile faoi na 
himpleachtaí tromchúiseacha a bheadh ann dá mbeadh ar dhaltaí T1 tabhairt faoi scrúdú a 
bheadh níos dúshlánaí, gan cúiteamh ceart a fháil as seo.  

 
 
   

Dréachtsonraíochtaí T1 & T2 
 
7. Tá moltaí eile nár thóg CNCM san áireamh agus a gcuid moltaí á ndréachtú acu don 

Ardteist, mar atá: 
 

i) Cúrsa Cumarsáide Gaeilge a dhéanfadh gach dalta scoile agus a bheadh bunaithe 
ar an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach 

ii) Cúrsa Saíochta agus Litríochta a bheadh mar ábhar roghnach agus a fhreastalódh 
go háirithe ar chainteoirí dúchais, daltaí i ngaelcholáistí agus daltaí a n-éiríonn go 
maith leo sa Ghaeilge (bheadh an t-ábhar seo ar nós mata fheidhmeach) 

 
Arís, ba chóir athbhreithniú ceart a dhéanamh ar an tsraith shóisearach agus ba chóir don 
Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna marcanna bónais a dheimhniú don chúrsa T1 gan a 
thuilleadh moille.  

 
Ba chóir an Ghaeilge a choinneáil mar chroí-ábhar sa tsraith shinsearach a dhéanann gach 
dalta staidéar uirthi. 

 
Níor chóir aon leasuithe a dhéanamh ar an Ghaeilge go dtí go bhfuil athbhreithniú iomlán 
déanta ar an Ghaeilge sa tsraith shóisear. 

 
Ba chóir úsáid a bhaint as an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach leis an Ghaeilge a  
theagasc agus le measúnú agus tuairisciú a dhéanamh ar an ábhar san Ardteist (agus sa 
sraith shóisearach chomh maith).  

 
Ba chóir aon athruithe don Ghaeilge sa tsraith shinsearach teacht mar chuid de Pholasaí 
don Ghaeilge sa Chóras Oideachais ón Réamhscoil go dtí an Tríú Leibhéal. 
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Litríocht 
8. Níl dréacht liostaí litríochta ar fáil leis na dréachtsonraíochtaí atá foilsithe ag CNCM. Ba 

cheart go mbeadh deis ag múinteoirí na téacsanna molta a mheas. Ní féidir na 
dréachtsonraíochtaí a mheas i gceart gan an t-eolas seo bheith ar fáil. Níl go leor eolais 
ach oiread, ar fáil faoin stíl ceiste a bheidh le freagairt ag daltaí amach anseo. Tá géarghá 
lena leithéid.   

 
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán i 2021 creideann 95% de mhúinteoirí gur cheart 
liostaí litríochta a fhoilsiú ag an am céanna le dréachtsonraíochtaí na Sraithe 
Sinsearaí.  

 
Tá gá le taighde a dhéanamh le cinntiú go mbeadh go leor ama ag múinteoirí agus ag 
daltaí na téacsanna uile atá luaite leis na dréachtsonraíochtaí a chlúdach go compordach 
taobh istigh den achar ama a chuirtear ar fáil don Ghaeilge, ag cur san áireamh an 
fhoghlaim uile eile atá le déanamh. Léiríodh míshásamh láidir go raibh an iomarca 
téacsanna le clúdach ag leibhéal an sraithe sóisearaí mar shampla.  

 
Struchtúr 

9. Tá ardú suntasach tagtha ar líon na ndaltaí atá ag tabhairt faoin chúrsa ardleibhéil ó 
tugadh isteach an 40% don Bhéaltriail, ó 32.34% sa bhliain 2011 go 42.57% sa bhliain 
2016 go 47.95% sa bhliain 2019. Is rud thar a bheith dearfach é go bhfuil níos mó daltaí 
ag roghnú an scrúdú ardleibhéil anois. Tá baol ann go dtiocfaidh laghdú ar líon na ndaltaí 
a thugann faoin chúrsa ardleibhéil má bhíonn ísliú sna marcanna don obair labhartha.  
 
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán i 2021 creideann 95% de mhúinteoirí nár cheart 
go mbeadh aon ísliú ann sna marcanna don obair labhartha.   

 
Torthaí foghlama 

10. Ní mór eolas a thabhairt ar an ábhar, na téamaí agus na topaicí agus an stíl 
scríbhneoireachta a bheadh ag eascairt as na torthaí foghlama. Tá doiléireacht ag baint 
leis na torthaí foghlama molta ag CNCM. Ní leor é seo mar threoir do mhúinteoirí agus 
do dhaltaí. Chothódh cur chuige mar sin easpa muiníne sa chúrsa nua. Níl an chur chuige 
seo sásúil do scrúdú chomh tábhachtach leis an tSraith Shinsearach. Ba chóir an ceann 
scríbe a bheith soiléir do chuile geallsealbhóir.   

  
Ní léir ach oiread go bhfuil difreáil cheart déanta le freastal ar riachtanais dhaltaí T1 agus 
riachtanais dhaltaí T2 sna dréachtsonraíochtaí. Is beag difríocht atá idir na torthaí 
foghlama sa dá shonraíocht.  

  
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán i 2021 creideann 97% de mhúinteoirí gur cheart 
tuilleadh sonraithe a bheith luaite sna dréachtsonraíochtaí ar na téamaí agus na 
topaicí féideartha a bheadh ag eascairt as na torthaí foghlama le treoir shoiléir a 
thabhairt do mhúinteoirí agus do scoláirí.  
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Measúnú  
11. Tá an-bhaol ann go mbeidh ardú mór i líon na ndaltaí atá ag cuartú díolúine ón Ghaeilge 

mura mbeadh cúrsa bonnleibhéil ann a thuilleadh. D’fhéadfadh é seo an-dochar a 
dhéanamh don Ghaeilge mar ábhar. Tá baol ann nach mbeidh freastal ceart ann do na 
daltaí traidisiúnta bonnleibhéil amach anseo mura mbíonn cúrsa bonnleibhéil ann, rud a 
bheadh éagórach. Tá sé riachtanach go mbeadh an deis ag gach dalta an Ghaeilge a 
fhoghlaim ag leibhéal atá oiriúnach dóibh.  
 
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán i 2021 creideann 87% de mhúinteoirí gur cheart 
go mbeadh Cúrsa Bonnleibhéil fós ar fáil do scoláirí.  

 
Ba cheart an córas measúnachta a dhearadh agus tascanna samplacha measúnachta a chur 
ar fáil bunaithe ar na sonraíochtaí agus an comhairliúchán a bhunú air sin ar fad, sula 
dtosaíonn foilsitheoirí ag ullmhú téacsleabhar nó sula dtosaíonn an teagasc. Caithfidh 
Coimisiún na Scrúduithe Stáit agus An Rannóg Beartas, Churaclam agus Measúnacht 
(CAP) páirt lárnach a ghlacadh sa chomhairliúchán poiblí seo freisin.  

  
Is é an tábhacht a bhaineann le heolas ar na measúnuithe agus samplaí den chineál 
measúnaithe a bheadh i gceist a bheith ar fáil ag tús an phróisis, mar cuideoidh sé sin leis 
na hathruithe a leabú isteach agus le meon agus straitéisí teagaisc a athrú.  

  
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán i 2021 creideann 96% de mhúinteoirí gur cheart 
pacáiste de scrúduithe samplacha agus scéim mharcála a bheith foilsithe in éineacht 
leis na sonraíochtaí agus leis na dréachtsonraíochtaí.  

 
Pacáiste de scrúduithe samplacha / scéim mharcála / traenáil  

 
12. Tá gá le scrúduithe samplacha agus scéim marcála a bheith curtha ar fáil sula gcuirtear tús 

leis an gcúrsa nua, agus go mbeadh traenáil chuimsitheach déanta 
ag múinteoirí agus acmhainní tacaíochta curtha ar fáil ar a laghad bliain scoile iomlán sula 
gcuirtear tús leis an gcúrsa nua. Tá géarghá le pleananna cuimsitheacha a fhorbairt le 
tabhairt faoin dúshlán nua seo do mhúinteoirí sula dtosaíonn an cúrsa.  
 
Dar le suirbhé a rinne An Gréasán i 2021 creideann 99% de mhúinteoirí gur cheart 
traenáil chuimsitheach a bheith déanta ag múinteoirí agus acmhainní tacaíochta a 
bheith curtha ar fáil ar a laghad bliain scoile iomlán sula gcuirtear tús leis an gcúrsa 
nua.  
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Tuairisc Chuimsitheach Gael Linn 
 
13. I Mí na Samhna 2017, d’fhoilsigh Gael Linn tuairisc chuimsitheach ar áit na Gaeilge sa 

chóras oideachais i bPoblacht na hÉireann inar léirigh muid moltaí tábhachtacha le tacú le 
foghlaim agus teagasc na teanga sa chóras ar fad.6 
Seo na moltaí is tábhachtaí ón tuairisc sin de réir mar a bhaineann siad leis an ábhar 
reatha; athbhreithniú ar an tSraith Shinsear. 

 
• Níos mó tacaíochta a chur ar fáil d’imeachtaí seach-churraclam mar atá molta mar dhea-

chleachtas foghlama/teagaisc teangacha ar fud an domhain. 
• Caighdeán Gaeilge na múinteoirí a ardú  
• A chinntiú go bhfuil go leor múinteoirí iar-bhunscoile le hardchaighdeán Gaeilge ar fáil le 

hábhair uile an churaclaim a mhúineadh trí Ghaeilge.  
• Tacú le scoileanna Béarla úsáid na Gaeilge a fheabhsú mar ábhar (taobh amuigh de 

gheataí na scoile)  
• An Straitéis 20 Bliain don Ghaeilge 2010-2030 a chur i bhfeidhm – creidtear go 

forleathan nach bhfuil dul chun cinn go leor déanta go dtí seo.  
• A chinntiú go bhfuil an státchóras (an Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna, mar shampla) 

ábalta plé le pobal na Gaeilge ina rogha teanga ar bhonn éifeachtach  
• A chinntiú go gcuirtear an fhoireann chuí ar fáil do COGG lena ndualgais bhreise maidir 

leis an Pholasaí don Oideachas Gaeltachta a chur i bhfeidhm  
 

De réir suirbhé Millward Brown sa bhliain 20167, chreid 62% (41% ó Thuaidh) go bhfuil 
níos mó deiseanna de dhíth ar dhaoine óga a gcuid Gaeilge a úsáid taobh amuigh de 
gheataí na scoile agus ní raibh ach 10% a d’easaontaigh. Tá réimse leathán deiseanna 
úsáide á gcur ar fáil ag Gael Linn agus is cóir níos mó tacaíocht ón stáit a bheith ar fáil do 
na scéimeann seo ag Gael Linn; Gaelbhreatach https://gaelbhratach.ie agus Scéimeanna 
https://www.gael-linn.ie/ga/deiseanna-usaide/iar-bhunscoil/112-2/ 

 
Conclúidí  

 
14. Caithfidh an CNCM, an CSS8 agus an Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna oibriú le chéile 

agus oibriú le múinteoirí agus leis na geallsealbhóirí ar fad chun an rud is fearr agus is 
rathúla a dhéanamh don Ghaeilge.  

 
Sa chomhthéacs seo, creideann Gael linn gur cheart go mbeadh an dara chomhairliúchán 
ann ar an Gaeilge sa tSraith Shinsear agus go mbeadh atá t-eolas atá easnamhach uile 
curtha ar fáil mar chuid den dara chomhairliúchán seo. Ba cheart go mbeadh liostaí 
litríochta, páipéir shamplacha, scéimeanna marcála, eolas faoin spreagadh a bheadh i 

 
6 https://www.gael-
linn.ie/uploads/documents/Tuairisc_ar_an_Ghaeilge_sa_Chóras_Oideachais_i_bPnahÉ_Samhain_2017.pdf 
7 Céard é an scéal? https://peig.ie/images/Taighde/27DF2016_SCEAL.pdf  
8 https://www.examinations.ie/?l=ir 

https://gaelbhratach.ie/
https://www.gael-linn.ie/ga/deiseanna-usaide/iar-bhunscoil/112-2/
https://peig.ie/images/Taighde/27DF2016_SCEAL.pdf
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gceist do dhaltaí a thugann faoin chúrsa T1, agus freagraí na mbuncheisteanna uile eile 
san áireamh.   

 
Anuas air seo, tá sé geallta sa chlár rialtais go mbeidh polasaí ann don Ghaeilge sa chóras 
oideachais ón réamhscoil go dtí an tríú Leibhéal, agus ba cheart go mbeadh ionchur 
lárnach ag an bpolasaí seo, nuair atá sé forbartha, ar an gcur chuige atá á leanúint ag na 
sonraíochtaí nua don Ardteistiméireacht. 

 
 

Ní mór dúinn an deis seo a thapú le teacht ar an mbealach ceart le foghlaim agus 
múineadh na Gaeilge a threisiú, agus ba cheart go mbeadh tacaíocht fhorleathan 
ann d’aon mhúnla nua ó na geallsealbhóirí uile chun go n-éireoidh leis. Ní mór éisteacht 
leis na buairimh atá léirithe ag múinteoirí, daltaí, tuismitheoirí agus an mórphobal agus 
oibriú le chéile le córas d’ardchaighdeán do mhúineadh na Gaeilge a chruthú a chothóidh 
an chéad ghlúin eile de chainteoirí líofa muiníneacha.  

 
Ní mór na fadhbanna atá aitheanta ag Gael Linn i gcomhar leis An Gréasán agus An 
Comhchoiste Oideachais, a chur ina cheart sula ndéanfaí aon leasuithe ar an Ardteastas. 
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Innéacs 1 
 
Fadhbanna le réiteach maidir le cúrsa Gaeilge na Sraithe Sóisearaí atá aitheanta go 
coitianta agus ag Gael Linn agus An Gréasán mar shampla 

  
Níl béaltriail ann. Is easpa ollmhór é sin d’fhoghlaim na teanga. Níl aitheantas ar bith ann 
don teanga labhartha sa mharc a fhaigheann daltaí ón CSS (SEC).  
Léirigh suirbhé a d’fhoilsigh An Gréasán i mí an Mhárta 2020 go gcreideann 97% de 
mhúinteoirí Gaeilge gur cheart go mbeadh an obair labhartha mar chéatadán den 
mharc deiridh ar an teastas ó Choimisiún na Scrúduithe Stáit. Caithfear an t-aitheantas 
ceart a thabhairt do thábhacht na teanga labhartha sa mheasúnú – ní leor 
tascanna rangbhunaithe amháin. Tá sé riachtanach go mbeadh béaltriail ann a dhéanfadh 
gach dalta.   

  
Is féidir go bhfuil iomarca litríochta ar an gcúrsa nua. Dá bharr srianta ama agus líon na 
dtéacsanna atá le clúdach, níl go leor ama á chaitheamh ar  
shealbhú scileanna teanga eile agus ar chothú scileanna cumarsáide ach go háirithe.   

  
Níl an litríocht ar an gcúrsa oiriúnach do dhaltaí gnáthleibhéil. Níl go leor téacsanna ann a 
bheadh oiriúnach do dhaltaí gnáthleibhéil, ní dhéanann sé freastal ceart ar a riachtanais 
fhoghlama mar sin.  

  
Ní léir go bhfuil an cur chuige atá ann, i.e. go n-eascraíonn an fhoghlaim uile ón litríocht, 
ag obair. Bheadh sé tábhachtach aischothú a fháil ó mhúinteoirí agus ó dhaltaí, agus 
anailís a dhéanamh ar an gcur chuige seo, sula leantar leis an gcur chuige céanna le cúrsa 
na hArdteistiméireachta.  

  
Tá an tasc measúnaithe go hiomlán mí-oiriúnach do dhaltaí T2. Tá an réim teanga a 
bheadh ag teastáil don tasc seo go hiomlán mí-réadúil. Bheadh scileanna ardchumais 
teanga ag teastáil don tasc seo, scileanna nach mbeadh forbartha fós ag daltaí T2. Anuas 
air sin ní dhéantar aon idirdhealú idir ardleibhéal agus gnáthleibhéal sa tasc measúnaithe. 
Tá difear ollmhór le brath mar sin idir an chaighdeán a táthar ag súil leis ó dhaltaí 
gnáthleibhéil sa pháipéar scrúdaithe agus sa tasc measúnaithe. B’fhearr mura mbeadh tasc 
measúnaithe ann do dhaltaí T2.   

  
Tá na torthaí foghlama ró-leathan, teibí agus uaillmhianach. Tá sé deacair brí a bhaint 
astu. Níl úsáid phraiticiúil leo sa seomra ranga. Níl aon eolas ar fáil maidir leis an ábhar, 
na téamaí agus na topaicí a bheadh ag eascairt as na torthaí foghlama. Chothaigh sé seo a 
lán neamhchinnteachta do mhúinteoirí agus do dhaltaí go dtí seo. Mar gheall ar an 
neamhchinnteacht seo, ní raibh na páipéir shamplacha a d’fhoilsigh Coimisiún na 
Scrúduithe Stáit ag teacht leis an méid a bhí múinteoirí agus daltaí ag súil leis.   
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Foilsíodh na páipéir shamplacha ródhéanach. Níor foilsíodh na páipéir shamplacha go dtí 
mí na Samhna i mbliain a 3 den chéad ghrúpa. Nuair a foilsíodh iad bhí an caighdeán ró-
dhúshlánach do dhaltaí.  

  
Ní raibh eolas faoi na téacsanna litríochta, na tascanna rangbhunaithe nó an tasc 
measúnaithe ar fáil luath go leor. Bhí múinteoirí ag fáil píosaí eolais de réir a chéile thar 
na trí bliana. Ní raibh na freagraí ar fáil nuair a cuireadh ceisteanna. Chothaigh é seo a lán 
neamhchinnteachta agus chothaigh sé fadhbanna leis an chúrsa nua. 
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Gael Linn is very grateful for the opportunity to express our views to the Committee on 
Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science regarding 
the review of the Senior Cycle. 

 
Gael Linn Background 

 
1. Gael Linn is a non-political, non-governmental foundation which was established in 

1953, and whose main aim is to foster and promote the Irish language and its heritage 
across Ireland as a living language and as an expression of identity. Gael Linn has 
offices in Dublin and Armagh. 

 
Lead-Organisation 
In 2014, Gael Linn was identified as one of the six lead-organisations that would 
receive core funding from Foras na Gaeilge. Some of our designated functions as a 
lead-organisation are as follows: 

 
· Education in the English-medium Sector- research and lobbying in  the teaching    
of Irish, teacher support and resource provision. 
 
· Adult Education- class and resource provision and development; to promote the provision 

and demand for classes and facilities. 

· Opportunities for the use of Irish among schoolchildren- 
- Development of Gaelbhratach 
- Establishment and preservation of school-based Irish language networks 
- Facilitation and Coordination of various extra-curricular events 

 
Gael Linn Partnership 

2. Gael Linn participates in the Joint Committee on Education which was set up by 
Conradh na Gaeilge to support the teaching/learning of Irish throughout the education 
system. 

 
In 2018, Gael Linn established An Gréasán1 – a representative group for post-
primary teachers of Irish which supports the teaching and learning of Irish. Gael 
Linn participates in the national committee. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 https://angreasan.ie/ 

https://angreasan.ie/
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Our Focus for this statement 
 
3. In the above context, and as a lead Irish language organisation, Gael Linn will be 

focusing on the question of Irish in the review of the senior cycle. Another consultation 
has been opened by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA, hereafter) 
regarding L1 & L2 Irish at senior cycle2. 

 
NCCA 

 
4. The current consultation by the NCCA on the new Leaving Certificate specifications for 

L1 and L2 should be postponed until a review of Irish in the junior cycle has been 
completed. It is possible that the current recommendations by the NCCA could be 
harmful to the teaching and learning of Irish rather than beneficial. There is too much 
uncertainty and too many questions surrounding L1 and L2. 

 
This process will have major long-term implications for the teaching and learning of 
Irish. In order to promote and develop the language it is essential we discover the 
correct model for the teaching of Irish whereby the language will be preserved for 
future generations and the State's requirements, as recognised, will be fulfilled. 
 
i.e. the target specified in the Official Languages Bill3 of 20% of new recruits to the 
public sector being competent in Irish. 

 
Gael Linn strongly believes that the specifications as they appear in the consultation 
document are lacking and that insufficient detail has been given for Irish teachers/learners 
at the Senior Cycle specified therein. They are too diffuse and too broad. 
More information must be made available in relation to several key questions in 
order for there to be a truly effective consultation process. 

 
We recognise the need to amend the current system to improve students’ competency in 
Irish and strengthen their motivation with regard to Irish. Teachers are in favour of 
changes that would improve the language competency of the community and that would 
foster love, respect, confidence, interest and fluency in Irish. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/ábhair-agus-creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/ 
 

3 https://www.oireachtas.ie/ga/bills/bill/2019/104/ 

https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/%C3%A1bhair-agus-creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/ga/bills/bill/2019/104/
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Junior Certificate 
 
5. In relation to the Junior Certificate, the Policy on Gaeltacht Education4 states the 

following: Work is expected to commence on the development of differentiated L1 
and L2 specifications for senior cycle Irish once the differentiated specifications 
for Irish at junior cycle have been developed and are working well in schools. 
(Policy on Gaeltacht Education). 

 
There is no evidence that the specifications for L1 and L2 are succeeding, due to the fact 
that a full review of the Irish Junior Cycle course has not yet been undertaken. No group 
of students has completed these courses since the new specifications were implemented - 
they have done just two CBAs, they have yet to complete any assessment tasks and they 
have not sat their State Examinations either. Therefore, it cannot be said that the courses 
are progressing well. Comprehensive research must be carried out on this and the research 
must form part of any consultation on specifications for the Leaving Certificate. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán, 95% of teachers believe that 
this consultation should be postponed until a review of the Junior Cycle Irish course has 
been undertaken 5. See Index 1. 

 
NCCA Draft Specification for L1 

 
6. Nothing is mentioned in the draft specification as to how pupils will be incentivised to 

take on a more challenging course for the Leaving Certificate. This issue must be 
addressed as part of the consultation; no consultation can actually take place without 
this information being available. Adequate recognition and incentives will be required 
to persuade L1 pupils to take on the more challenging course or else the new course is 
bound to fail. Bursary schemes or specially allocated places on teaching courses are 
not sufficient motivation for the majority of students. 

 
There are 3 options: 
i) Make ‘CAO bonus points’ available to pupils who sit the L1 examination 
(as is the case with Maths). 

 
Or 

ii) Make two distinct subjects available for every school in the 
country, e.g. Irish (compulsory) and Applied Irish (optional) 

 
Or 

iii) All L1 and L2 pupils sit the same examination, as is currently the case. 
 
 

4 https://assets.gov.ie/24606/0e2fca7db7ca434d92f97360c1197845.pdf 
5 https://angreasan.ie/95-de-mhuinteoiri-gaeilge-ar-son-an-comhairliuchain-ar-dhreachtsonraiochtai-na- 
hardteistimeireachta-a-chur-siar-torthai-suirbhe-an-ghreasain-foilsithe/ 

https://assets.gov.ie/24606/0e2fca7db7ca434d92f97360c1197845.pdf
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Widespread concern has been expressed by teachers, parents, the 
Gaeltacht community, the Irish-medium education sector and other 
stakeholders regarding the serious implications involved if L1 students 
are obliged to sit an examination that is more challenging, without being 
compensated for this. 

 
 
 

Draft Specifications for L1 & L2 
 
7. There are other recommendations that the NCCA did not include in its draft-

recommendations for Leaving Cert, namely: 
 

i) A Communicative Irish Course which all students would study and which 
would be based on the Common European Framework for Languages 

ii) A Culture and Literature Course which would be an optional subject and would 
cater particularly to native Irish speakers, post-primary Irish-medium students, and 
students who excel in Irish (this subject would be similar to Applied Maths) 

 
Again, a proper review of the Junior Cycle should be undertaken and the Department of 
Education and Skills should confirm that there will be bonus points for the L1 Irish 
course without further delay. 

 
Irish should remain a core subject at Senior Cycle and should be studied by all pupils. 

 
No adjustments should be made to Irish until a complete and full review of Junior Cycle 
Irish is completed. 

 
The Common European Framework for Languages should be used in the teaching of 
Irish, and for assessment and reporting in the subject for Leaving Cert (and for Junior 
Cycle as well). 

 
Any changes to senior cycle Irish must come about as part of the Policy for Irish in the 
Education System from Preschool to Third Level. 
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Literature 
 

8. No draft list of  literature was made available along with the draft specifications 
published by the NCCA. Teachers should be given the opportunity to evaluate the 
recommended texts. The draft specifications cannot be properly evaluated in the absence 
of this information. There is insufficient information available on what style of question 
pupils will be expected to answer going forward. This information is desperately needed. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán , 95% of teachers believed 
that  lists of the literature should be published simultaneously with the draft 
specifications for Junior Cycle. 

 
Research needs to be carried out to ensure teachers and students have sufficient time to 
cover comfortably all the texts mentioned in the draft specifications within the time 
allocation for Irish, including the time required for all other learning. Strong 
dissatisfaction was expressed that there were too many texts to cover at Junior Cycle, 
for example. 

 
Structure 
 

9. There has been a significant increase in the number of students taking Higher Level since 
the introduction of 40% marks for the Oral exam; numbers rose from 32.34% in 2011, to 
42.57% in 2016, and to 47.95% in 2019. It is extremely positive that more students are 
choosing the Higher Level Exam now. There is a risk that the numbers taking Higher 
Level will fall if the marks for oral work are reduced. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán, 95% of teachers believe 
there should be no reduction in marks for oral work. 

 
Learning Outcomes 
 

10. Information must be provided on the subject, themes, topics and writing styles that will 
flow from the learning outcomes. The learning outcomes suggested by the NCCA are 
unclear. This is not sufficient to serve as a guide for teachers or pupils. This type of 
approach will create a lack of confidence in the new course. This approach is not 
satisfactory for an examination as important as the Leaving Certificate. The goal should 
be clear to every stakeholder. 

 
It is also unclear whether any proper differentiation has been made in the draft 
specifications to cater for the needs of L1 students or the needs of L2 students. There is 
little difference in the learning outcomes for both specifications. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán, 97% of teachers believe 
that more details should be included in the draft specifications on possible themes 
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and topics that could arise as learning outcomes giving a clear guide for teachers 
and students. 
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Assessment 
11. There is a significant risk of a major rise in the number of students seeking exemptions 

from Irish if there is no foundation level course offered going forward. This could cause 
serious damage to Irish as a school subject. There is a danger that traditional foundation 
level students will no longer be properly catered for in the future if there is no 
foundation level and this would be unfair. All students must be afforded the opportunity 
to study Irish at a level that is suitable for them. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán, 87% of teachers believe 
that a Foundation Level course should still be available to students. 

 
The assessment system should be designed, and sample assessment tasks should be made 
available based on the specifications, and the entire consultation should be based on 
these, before publishers start preparing textbooks or before the teaching starts. The State 
Examinations Commission and the Curriculum and Assessment Policy (CAP) Unit must 
play a central part in this public consultation also. 

 
The reason it is important to have information on assessment and samples of the types of 
assessment that will be required at the start of the process is that it will help embed the 
changes and help change attitudes and teaching styles. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán, 96% of teachers believe 
that a sample examination paper package complete with marking scheme should 
have been published along with the specifications and draft-specifications. 

 
Sample papers / Marking scheme / Training Package 

 
12. Sample papers and a marking scheme need to be made available before the 

commencement of any new course, and teachers should have completed comprehensive 
training and supports been made available at least a year in advance of any new course. 
There is a serious need to develop comprehensive plans to tackle this challenge facing 
teachers before the commencement of the course. 

 
According to a survey conducted in 2021 by An Gréasán,  99% of teachers believe 
that they should have to have completed comprehensive training and have been 
provided teaching resources at least one year before the commencement of the new 
course. 
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Comprehensive Report by Gael Linn 
 
13. In November 2017, Gael Linn published a comprehensive report on the place of Irish in 

the education system in the Republic of Ireland where we set out important 
recommendations to support the learning and teaching of the language throughout the 
education system.6 
The following are the key recommendations from the report as they relate to the 
current matter: the Review of the Senior Cycle. 

 
• Provide additional support for extra-curricular activities recommended globally as best 

practice for language learning/instruction. 
• Raise the standard of Irish among teachers. 
• Ensure there is a sufficient number of post-primary teachers with a high standard of Irish 

available to teach all subjects of the curriculum through Irish. 
• Support English-medium schools to improve the use of Irish (outside of the school 

gates). 
• Implement the 20-Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030 – it is 

widely believed that not enough progress has been made to date. 
• Ensure that the Public Service (the Department of Education and Skills, for example) 

is able to effectively serve the Irish-speaking community in the choice of language 
through which they interact with the State.  

• Ensure that suitable staff are available to COGG so it can implement its additional 
duties in relation to the Policy on Gaeltacht Education. 

 
According to a survey by Millward Brown in 20167, 62% of respondents (41% in the North) 
believed that young people are in need of additional opportunities to use Irish outside the 
school gates, while just 10% disagreed. Gael Linn provides a wide range of opportunities to 
use Irish and the State should provide more support for these schemes; Gaelbhratach 
https://gaelbhratach.ie and Schemes https://www.gael-linn.ie/ga/deiseanna-usaide/iar-
bhunscoil/112-2/ 
 

Conclusions 
 
14. The NCCA, the SEC8 and the Department of Education and Skills must work with each 

other and with teachers and all stakeholders to ensure the best and most successful 
outcomes for Irish. 

 
In this context, Gael Linn believes that there should be a second consultation on Senior 
Cycle Irish and that all information which has been lacking up to now should be 
provided as part of this second consultation. Included in this should be lists of  literature, 
sample papers, marking schemes, information on incentives for those 

 
6 https://www.gael 
linn.ie/uploads/documents/Tuairisc_ar_an_Ghaeilge_sa_Chóras_Oideachais_i_bPnahÉ_Samhain_201
7.pdf         

https://gaelbhratach.ie/
https://www.gael-linn.ie/ga/deiseanna-usaide/iar-bhunscoil/112-2/
https://www.gael-linn.ie/ga/deiseanna-usaide/iar-bhunscoil/112-2/
https://www.gael/
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7 Céard é an scéal? https://peig.ie/images/Taighde/27DF2016_SCEAL.pdf 
8 https://www.examinations.ie/?l=ir

https://peig.ie/images/Taighde/27DF2016_SCEAL.pdf
http://www.examinations.ie/?l=ir
http://www.examinations.ie/?l=ir
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students who sit the L1 course, and answers to all key questions. 
 

Moreover, it is promised in the programme for Government that there will be a policy for 
Irish in the education system from preschool to third level, and this policy should have a 
central input, once developed, into the approach that is followed by the new 
specifications for the Leaving Certificate. 

 
 

We must seize this opportunity to find the best way to optimise the teaching and 
learning of Irish, and if it is to survive then all stakeholders should give 
widespread support to any new model. 
 We must listen to the concerns expressed by teachers, students, parents and the wider 
community and work together to create a high-quality system for teaching Irish that will 
ensure the next generation of Irish-speakers are confident and fluent in the language. 

 
The issues identified by Gael Linn in conjunction with An Gréasán and the Joint 
Committee on Education must be rectified before any adjustments are made to the 
Leaving Certificate. 
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Index 1 
 

Problems to be resolved in relation to Junior Cycle Irish as broadly accepted by 
Gael Linn and An Gréasán  

 
The lack of an oral examination. This is a major deficiency for language learning. No 
recognition for spoken language  in marks awarded by the SEC. 
 
A survey conducted in March 2020 by An Gréasán found that 97% of Irish teachers 
believe that spoken language work should be included as a percentage of the final 
mark on certificates from the State Examinations Commission. The spoken language 
must be afforded due recognition in any assessment – classroom-based 
tasks are insufficient on their own. It is necessary that every student sits an oral exam. 

 
It is possible that there is too much literature on the new course. As a result of time 
constraints and the number of texts to be covered, not enough time is being spent on 
other language acquisition skills and on building communication skills in particular. 

 
The literature on the course is unsuitable for ordinary level students. There are not enough 
suitable texts for ordinary level students, and thus the course does not serve their learning 
requirements. 

 
It is unclear whether the existing approach, i.e. that all the learning stems from literature, 
is working. It would be important to obtain feedback from teachers and students, and 
analyse this approach, before rolling this same approach out for the Leaving Certificate 
course. 

 
The assessment task is completely unsuitable for L2 students. The level of language 
competency required for this task is completely unrealistic. Advanced language 
competency skills would be required for this task, skills that would not yet be developed 
by L2 students. Moreover, no distinction is made between higher and ordinary level in the 
assessment task. There is a major difference between the standard of what will be 
expected from ordinary level students on the examination paper and what is expected in 
the assessment task. It would be preferrable to not have an assessment task for L2 
students. 

 
The learning outcomes are too broad, abstract and ambitious. It is difficult to make sense 
of them. They have no practical use in the classroom. There is no information available 
on this subject, the themes or the topics that would arise from the learning outcomes. 
This has created a great deal of uncertainty for teachers and students up to now. As a 
result of this uncertainty, the sample papers which the State Examinations Commission 
published were not in line with what teachers and students were expecting. 



13  

The sample papers were published too late. The sample papers weren’t published until 
November in Year 3 of the first group. When they were published the standard was too 
challenging for students. 

 
Information regarding the literature tasks, the classroom-based tasks or the assessment 
task wasn’t published early enough. Teachers were receiving bits of information 
gradually over the three years. Answers were not available at the time enquiries were 
made. This created a great deal of uncertainty and created problems in terms of the new 
course. 
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1. Introduction 

The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO), founded in 1868, is the oldest and largest teachers’ 
trade union in Ireland. It represents 42,938 teachers at primary level in the Republic of Ireland and 
approximately 6,901 teachers at primary and post-primary level in Northern Ireland. The current INTO 
President (2021–22) is Joe McKeown; John Boyle is the General Secretary and Gerry Murphy is the 
Northern Secretary. 

As an organisation, would like to address Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports, especially in 
relation to the education of pupils in Special Schools. We would also like to comment briefly on the 
Irish Language and Irish Medium Education. 

 

2. Background 

There are currently 3,329 primary schools listed on the Department of Education database and of 
these 133 are Special Schools. The INTO represents most teachers teaching in special schools. Special 
Schools have traditionally been designated as Primary Schools by the Department. Many Special 
Schools enrol pupils from age 4 up to the age of 18, teach both the Primary and Post Primary curricula 
and provide access to State examinations at both junior and senior cycle for their pupils where 
appropriate and possible. 

 

3.  Curriculum 

In making this submission INTO is calling for continuity of curriculum experience, in as far as is possible, 
for all pupils as they navigate their way through our school system. We support the holistic 
development of the child, as is evidenced in the current and upcoming Primary School Curriculum and 
as promoted at Junior Cycle in Post Primary schools. The approaches to curriculum, assessment and 
pedagogy in the early years, at primary level and at junior cycle level reflect the societal aim of 
facilitating every child to reach his or her full potential. 

 We also recognise national and international trends towards the development of skills and 
competencies rather than more traditional content-based curricula. It is widely acknowledged that a 
skills and competencies-based curriculum will better prepare the pupil of today for living and working 
and engaging with the social and employment opportunities of tomorrow. 

 

  

4.  Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

 We recognise that all pupils with special educational needs should be enabled to access education in 
settings appropriate to their needs. INTO acknowledges the support provided by NEPS in developing 
Wellbeing Supports which are available on the DE website. However, it is also important that students 
should be able to access therapeutic, socio-emotional and counselling support in the school setting. 
These supports are required from early years right up to senior cycle. 
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We also hold the position that all pupils, including those with Special Educational Needs should be 
entitled to access national certification of their educational achievements. 

We commend the development by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment of Level 1 and 
Level 2 Learning Programmes at Junior Cycle level. 

Students accessing the Level 2 Learning Programmes (L2LP) programme are typically those with 
learning disabilities in the low mild to high moderate range of abilities. These students benefit from 
an L2LP as it purposely focuses on development and learning in such areas as: 

 elementary literacy and numeracy 
 language and communication 
 mobility and leisure skills 
 motor coordination  
 social and personal development. 

 The majority of students of junior cycle age who engage in L2LP programme are enrolled in special 
schools or in special classes in mainstream post-primary schools, and some are in mixed-ability classes 
in post-primary schools. In a typical post-primary school, it is estimated that they may amount to two 
or three students. 

The availability of L2LPs in turn, highlighted the fact that there was still a small cohort of students for 
whom specific programmes and certification were not available. These are students who have learning 
disabilities in the range of low moderate to severe and profound and are likely to be at an early stage 
of cognitive development. It is for this group that Level 1 Learning Programmes (L1LPs) have been 
developed. The programmes are designed to ensure that the students will have an educational 
experience that addresses their individual needs and enables them to live, participate in, learn, work 
and contribute with the greatest degree of autonomy to the communities in which they belong.  The 
fact that Level 1 on the National Framework of Qualifications refers to unconstrained awards allows 
for the recognition of any and all learning below Level 2. 

  

As part of the process of Senior Cycle and Leaving Certificate reform we are calling for the 
development of age-appropriate curricula and learning programmes at Senior Cycle level that will 
allow the pupils catered for by L2LP and L1LP at Junior Cycle level to access certification to 
acknowledge their educational achievement at this level. Therefore, additional courses at Level 1 and 
Level 2 will be required. 

  

We acknowledge that this will require a wider variety of assessment methodologies which are more 
compatible with the needs and abilities of this cohort of pupils than the current terminal examination 
which can exclude many students with special needs attending Special Schools or classes in our 
education system. 

This certification should take account of the fact that not all students may wish to access third level 
education and will take different paths into the post-school world of work and other activities. 
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5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

  

We are aware that the question of the Irish Language at Leaving Certificate and Irish Medium 
Education is topical and complex. 

We believe that in an inclusive Education System that Irish at Senior Cycle should be inclusive of the 
diversity of needs, including those with special needs, those whose mother tongue is Irish and those 
receiving education through the medium of Irish. These students access to assessment and 
certification which reflects their needs and abilities. 

 

We recommend that pupils of all abilities and levels of competence should be entitled to the 
development of their mother tongue, whichever language this may be.   INTO believes that this reflects 
the Government’s policies in Languages Connect: Ireland's Strategy for Foreign Languages in 
Education (2017-2026) 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

Any reform of the Senior Cycle must reflect the diversity of pupils, their needs, abilities and learning 
styles. The singular focus of Senior Cycle must not be access to Third Level Education only but must 
focus on a variety of pathways to lifelong learning. 

 

 

7. References  

Introduction to the Primary School Curriculum 1999: 
https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/c4a88a62-7818-4bb2-bb18-
4c4ad37bc255/PSEC_Introduction-to-Primary-Curriculum_Eng.pdf  

The Draft Primary Curriculum Framework 2020:  https://ncca.ie/media/4456/ncca-primary-
curriculum-framework-2020.pdf 

The Junior Cycle Framework 2015: https://ncca.ie/en/junior-cycle/framework-for-junior-cycle  

L1LPs Junior Cycle for Teachers: https://www.jct.ie/l1lp/key_documents  

L2LPs Junior Cycle for Teachers: https://www.jct.ie/l2lp/l2lp  

Languages Connect: Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages 2017-2023: 
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/dd328-languages-connect-irelands-strategy-for-foreign-
languages-in-education-2017-2026/  
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David Kilcoyne

From: Tara Kelly
Sent: Friday 1 October 2021 13:26
To: David Kilcoyne
Cc: Niamh Murray; Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science; Josephine Curran
Subject: 2021/428 Correspondence from the Committee (617)

Follow Up Flag: Flag for follow up
Flag Status: Flagged

 

From: Renagh Hayden <renagh.hayden@foroige.ie>  
Sent: Friday 1 October 2021 12:45 
To: Tara Kelly <Tara.Kelly@oireachtas.ie> 
Cc: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science <education@oireachtas.ie>; 
Eileen Leahy (DCEDIY) <Eileen.Leahy@equality.gov.ie> 
Subject: Correspondence from the Committee (617) 
 
Dear Ms. Kelly 
 
Thank you for your invitation. 
                                       1.     The Comhairle na nÓg National Participation Office welcomes the Joint Committee on 
Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science’s invitation to make a submission, on 
the understanding that it is the intention of the Committee to seek the views of children and young 
people                                           as  part of the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform. 

2.       As you are aware there is an obligation on the Government to include the voice of children and 
young people in decision-making that affects them, under article 12 of the UNCRC, and this is clearly 
an area of real concern for children and young people. 
3.       However, a submission of this sort would require meaningful engagement with young people 
through a participation process that involves a considerable amount of time. 
4.       There is a requirement that children and young people are sufficiently informed of the issues 
involved and that they be given the space to deliberate and form their views. 
5.       It is necessary for children and young people to understand who the decision-makers are and 
how their views will be used, for those consulted to be engaged with by decision-makers on a 
regular basis, to receive feedback from decision-makers and to be informed of the outcomes of any 
contribution they make. 
6.       This means that there is a lengthy process involved and unfortunately we have not been given 
sufficient time in this instance for Comhairle na nÓg to make a submission. 
7.       I would like to direct the attention of the committee to the process for engaging children and 
young people in meaningful participation in decisions that affect them, by asking them to contact 
the Department of Children, Disability, Equality, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) who lead on this 
process, engage with the relevant policy-makers and request the services of the National 
Participation Office in delivering a consultation with children and young people on the particular 
issue. 
8.       You may contact the relevant DCEDIY officials by 
emailing: citizenparticipation@equality.gov.ie or Eileen.Leahy@equality.gov.ie 
 
 
With Kind Regards 
 
Renagh Hayden 
 

2021/428



2

 
On Fri, 17 Sept 2021 at 12:41, Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
<education@oireachtas.ie> wrote: 

Dear Ms Hayden, 

  

Please find attached correspondence from the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science. 

  

Kind Regards, 

  

  

David Kilcoyne 

Cléireach Sóisearach | Junior Clerk 

An Coiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht | 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Seirbhís Thithe an Oireachtais | Houses of the Oireachtas Service 

  

+353 (0)1 6183000  www.oireachtas.ie  

  

david.kilcoyne@oireachtas.ie  

  

  

Cuireann Seirbhís Thithe an Oireachtais fáilte roimh chomhfhreagras i nGaeilge 

  

 
Beartas ríomhphoist an Oireachtais agus séanadh. oireachtas.ie/ga/email-policy/  
Oireachtas email policy and disclaimer. oireachtas.ie/en/email-policy/ 

 
--  
Renagh Hayden  
Participation Manager 
 Youth Participation 
Foróige 
Blanchardstown Youth Service, Main Street, Blanchardstown, Dublin 15 
  
■ 01 8212012 
■ 086 8507285 



3

■ www.foroige.ie 
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Due to current working arrangements this email may arrive outside normal working hours. Please do not feel any 
pressure to respond outside your normal working pattern. 
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recipient(s).  If you are not an intended recipient of this email, you must not use, disclose, copy, distribute or retain this message or any part of it.  

If you have received this email in error, please notify us immediately and delete all copies of this email from your 
computer system(s). For further information on Foróige’s Privacy Statement  click here 

Foróige is a company limited by guarantee not having a share capital, registered in Dublin, Ireland. Registered Office: 

Block 12D, Joyce Way, Parkwest, Dublin 12, D12 Y0A6. www.foroige.ie  Company number 552248.   Registered Charity 

Number (CRA number): 20007812  
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Introduction
The Irish Second-Level Students’ Union, hereafter referred to as the ISSU, is the national representative body
for second-level students in the Republic of Ireland. The membership of the ISSU is based on the student
council model and our aim is to provide support, training and assistance to our member student councils.
Through this support, the ISSU aims to foster a stronger student voice at all levels of the education system. It is
our firm belief that second-level students should be involved in all matters that directly affect them and be
respected as equal stakeholders in their education.

Our work is in line with The National Strategy on Children and Young People's Participation in Decision-Making
2015/2020 and we work together towards the educational goals and outcomes set out in Better Outcomes
Brighter Futures. The ISSU greatly values the working relationship between our organisation and governing
bodies in striving to achieve these goals and to realise Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child.

Our goal is to assist in developing a school system that fully empowers students as partners in their education.

Executive Summary
The ISSU recognises there are numerous considerations which must be taken into account in ensuring the
reform of the senior cycle is a success and caters equally to all students. This submission will focus on these
considerations under six key areas; Assessment Options, Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning, Access,
Equality and Wellbeing, Higher and Further Education, Vocational Options and Careers Paths, Irish Language
and Irish Medium Education and International Evidence and Best Practice. This submission has been shaped by
the ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report 2021.

The Leaving Certificate is branded as “a two-year programme that aims to provide learners with a broad,
balanced education while also offering them a chance to specialise towards particular higher education and
career options”. In our most recent report students did not agree that the Leaving certificate achieved those
aims.

The purpose of the senior cycle is to facilitate lifelong learning and it is clear from student consultation that this is
not currently being achieved. Two years have passed since the traditional Leaving Certificate was completed by
students and the ISSU believes we can never go back to the traditional way.

As it stands, students are put under immense pressure for two years and forced to choose career paths in high
pressure situations. Students feel ill prepared for the world of work and many can’t access higher education as a
result of the inequalities within the system.

The ISSU notes that in the 2004 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) proposal on the
’Future of Education in Ireland’ the NCCA stated - “Concentration of assessments at the end of the Senior Cycle
is unacceptable and unproductive.” The ISSU wholeheartedly agrees with this sentiment and maintains that this
comment is an appropriate and relevant comment that reflects today's Leaving Certificate.

The ISSU believes this is a clear sign that the Leaving Certificate is not fulfilling its purpose and is fundamentally
failing students. Reform is vital.
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1. Assessment Options

1.1) In a survey conducted by the ISSU, in conjunction with the ESRI, students were asked to respond to the
statement, “The Leaving Cert Examination is an accurate reflection of my work during 5th and 6th year” 51.6%
of students either disagreed or strongly disagreed. The ISSU Notes that students that attended fee-paying
schools agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 29.9% more than DEIS school students. The ISSU
believes these figures highlight dissatisfaction and disillusionment with the Leaving Cert amongst students as
well as showcasing the inherent inequalities in Irish education.

1.2) The ISSU believes there is a need to put a clear focus on creating a Leaving Certificate that caters to all our
students and provides a space where they can engage with their work while utilising creativity.

● The ISSU notes with concern: that a resounding 57.4% of students believe the Senior Cycle does not
encourage creativity, curiosity and engagement.

1.3) The ISSU believes there is a robust demand for students to have the opportunity to assess their knowledge
and skills through Second Component Assessments (SCAs) via projects, presentations, oral and practical work.

● The ISSU notes: that a clear majority of students approve of an increase in SCAs, with the option
seeing 63.9% of students either agreeing or strongly agreeing.

● The ISSU recommends: implementing a model of Second Component Assessments throughout 5th
and 6th year that will form the basis of students’ final grades in the Leaving Certificate in line with the
Universal Design for Learning framework.

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning
2.1) A survey conducted by the ISSU, in conjunction with the ESRI, showed that 56.9% of students do not feel
the skills they are taught in the senior cycle have prepared them to leave school.

● The ISSU notes with concern: that currently, the leaving certificate curriculum centers around access
to higher education rather than life preparation.

● The ISSU Recommends: that modules surrounding workers rights, wellbeing and preparation for life be
introduced into the Leaving Certificate curriculum as a key subject.

2.2) The ISSU notes concern that in the same survey, 1 in 3 students stated that they did not receive any form of
Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE). Additionally, 60.4% of students who were provided with RSE only
received it at a minimal level

● The ISSU notes with concern: the substandard quality and the lack of RSE that students are receiving.
● The ISSU strongly recommends: a minimum of two classes per week be dedicated to RSE, with the

materials taught in these classes made or approved by a relevant unit within the Health Service
Executive.

● Further to this: legislation be introduced to ensure that RSE classes, and materials taught in these
classes, are completely secular, and cannot be influenced by the ethos, denomination or any other
characteristics of a school.

2.3) In line with the current findings of the DES’s Digital Strategy for Schools Consultative Group (DSSP)
Questionnaire, 100% of respondents said that they currently use digital technology in their learning; in schools,
home and study, with 73.1% stating they use this technology in all their subjects and/or most.
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● The ISSU notes: that results found by the questionnaire showed that 98.6% of students enjoy using
digital technology to help their learning. 59.6% stated they needed frequent access to a device to help
them study and complete homework assignments and a further 80.5% stated they would like to use
digital technology more in school to help with their learning.

● The ISSU recommends: that digital learning be reviewed and integrated into the curriculum through
class work and the introduction of the optional ability for students to complete their leaving certificate
examinations on a computer or device.

● Further to this, the ISSU recommends: that digital literacy classes be introduced from Junior Cycle
onwards.

3. Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports

3.1) The ISSU notes with great concern, the socioeconomic disparities in access to SEN accommodations
between schools due to, among other reasons, a lack of resources.

● The ISSU recommends: the launch of a review into the support available to SEN students in State
Exams in consultation with relevant stakeholders.

3.2) Further to this, the ISSU notes the high cost of school books each year and the rising number of families
seeking assistance from financial support charities such as St. Vincent de Paul. In a recent Irish Times article,
St. Vincent de Paul noted a surge in over 300 phone calls per day in August 2021 from parents regarding this
issue.

● The ISSU recommends: the implementation of free school books for every second-level student
nationwide.

3.3) The ISSU recognises the challenges and high level of stress students can face when applying to HEAR and
DARE schemes/programmes.

● The ISSU notes: the overall inaccessibility and difficulty of the HEAR and DARE application
processes. Resultantly, we observe a high number of students who cannot qualify for DARE and
HEAR. This is often due to the strict time constraints regarding the deadlines for submission.

● The ISSU recommends that: the HEAR and DARE programmes are extended to all of the
national institutes and universities to provide both rural and urban students the opportunity to
apply to their preferred school.

● The ISSU particularly notes that: Section C Evidence of Disability of the DARE process is
often inaccessible due to the lack of recognised diagnosis and consultants available to provide
the necessary information. Parallel to that, the Eligibility Indicators concerning the HEAR
process do not adequately represent all socio-economically disadvantaged students. The
mandatory indicator (Income) and its thresholds do not account for the true cost of higher
education. Similarly, the Area indicator does not extend to all disadvantaged districts.

● The ISSU recommends: An in-depth review of the HEAR and DARE application process to
simplify the process and allow it to be more accessible to students.

3.4) The ISSU notes the inherent inequality in our Leaving Certificate system, that orientates itself around choice
available to students. Furthermore, only some students have access to the Leaving Certificate Applied
programme while those in other schools do not; these choices are often defined along the lines of gender and
socioeconomic factors.

● The ISSU recommends: that students who complete the Leaving Certificate Applied gain direct entry
through the Central Applications Office (CAO) system to universities or institutes of technology.
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3.5) The ISSU notes that Ireland has the highest undergraduate fees in the European Union.
● The ISSU recommends: that a system of publicly funded higher education be adopted in Ireland.
● The ISSU notes: that it creates a more accessible education system for students and has seen great

success abroad e.g. Denmark and France.

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

4.1) The ISSU believes that the CAO system and the emphasis it puts on competition and a hierarchy of points
creates an environment where the focus lies on rote memorisation instead of comprehension and building
knowledge.

● The ISSU notes: that unless the access systems to third-level education are reformed, the impact of the
changes on the leaving certificate to second-level education will be minimal.

● The ISSU recommends: that the CAO process be reformed to highlight a student-centred approach.
This would include putting a greater emphasis on developing key skills, informing students of the wide
range of post-school pathways such as PLCS, FET and Apprenticeships and valuing students key skills
and achievements which would be recognised in their applications to post-school pathways as outlined
in ‘Funnelling to Flourishing’, a document by The F2F Coalition.

4.2) The ISSU notes with concern the issues surrounding matriculation. Students in Northern Ireland cannot
achieve the maximum of 625 points in the CAO from the results of their A-Level examinations due to the
additional 25 bonus points associated with Higher Level Mathematics.

● The ISSU recommends: the removal of the additional 25 bonus points awarded in Higher Level
Mathematics. Not only does this make the CAO more accessible to Northern Irish students, it also allows
for more opportunities for students taking Ordinary Level subjects when applying to the CAO.

● Further to this: that the Irish examination date and schedule be reformed to align with the international
examination date to allow for a more cohesive transition process.

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education

5.1) ISSU notes with concern the lack of continuity throughout the teaching of Irish at all levels of the education
system. The reform of the teaching of Irish cannot be limited to Senior Cycle reform and an extensive overhaul of
Irish teaching should be undertaken at all levels of education.

● The ISSU recommends: that all changes to the Irish course within both Senior Cycle and beyond are
done in line with the Polasaí don Ghaeilge sa Chóras Oideachais ón Réamhscoil go dtí an Tríú Leibhéal.

● The ISSU further recommends: that a thorough review of the Junior Cycle Irish curriculum is
completed before further revision of the Irish Senior Cycle curriculum.

5.2) The ISSU believes that a thorough examination should take place regarding the potential implementation of
two new Irish courses in lieu of the L1 and L2 courses which were outlined within the NCCA’s draft
specifications.

● The ISSU notes: the importance of communicative Irish remaining a compulsory part of the Leaving
Certificate Curriculum.

- A mandatory Communicative Irish Course; undertaken by all students based on the Common
European Framework of Reference for Languages.
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- An optional Literature and Lore Course; targeted at native speakers, students from
Gaelcholáistí and students who are achieving a high level of proficiency (similar to that of
Applied Maths).

5.3) In a survey conducted by the Union of Students Ireland on the teaching of Irish, 70% of all respondents said
they would send their own children to Gaelscoileanna, while 98% of those who attended Gaelscoileanna
themselves stated they would send their own children to Irish-medium schools.

● The ISSU recommends: the increased provision of Irish-medium schools to meet the needs of students
regardless of socioeconomic status / background.

● Further to this: increased academic and welfare supports to those in Irish-medium education.

6. International Evidence and Best Practice
6.1) Currently, the Irish Educational System relies on a Leaving Certificate programme which mostly consists of
final examinations at the end of the Senior Cycle; this is causing undue stress and pressure. International
matriculation systems provide an insight into how to best improve our own Leaving Certificate.

● The ISSU notes: that the Leaving Certificate only takes into account the academic side of education and
disregards a holistic approach to education. For example, if you wish to apply for medicine, in Ireland
you must take the HPAT as well as the Leaving Certificate. In contrast, in the UK you must take the
A-levels, BMAT as well as writing a personal statement and conducting an interview. For the interview
and personal statement process, a candidate would have been encouraged to undertake extracurricular
activities like gaining work experience in the relevant field, doing prior research about the course, and
volunteering with an organisation of interest. There is no such incentive for Ireland’s second-level
students to engage in the same.

● The ISSU recommends: that we take examples from the UK's A-levels, as well as the US’ GPA system
to provide a form of continual assessment in an effort to alleviate unnecessary stress and pressure
imposed upon students due to a great number of Leaving Certificate subjects solely relying on a final
year examination.

● The ISSU also recommends: looking at the International Baccalaureate (IB) and their forms of
assessment. In addition to external assessments, the IB offers an internal, teacher-based assessment
process where oral work in languages, fieldwork in geography, laboratory work in sciences,
investigations in mathematics and artistic performances are also assessed. Whilst some of these forms
of assessment are present in our Leaving Certificate, a greater addition of these methods should be
employed.

6.2) The ISSU recognises the variety of subjects available for students studying their A-Level examinations such
as criminology, psychology and many more.

● The ISSU applauds: the introduction of new subjects such as computer science and physical education
to the Leaving Certificate curriculum but recognises the subject range available to students remains
scarce.

● The ISSU recommends: the introduction of relevant, interesting and engaging subjects such as those
available to students studying in the United Kingdom.
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LEAVING CERTIFICATE REFORM 

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science 

A.S.T.I Submission 

Tuesday, 6th October 2021 

 

Introduction 

In the last twenty months, the COVID-19 pandemic, school closure and the return to the classroom 
has dramatically demonstrated the vitally important work of teachers and schools. Across society, 
there is a renewed appreciation of the centrality of school to young people’s lives and that of the 
wider community. What happens in schools is very much determined by the curriculum in the 
broadest sense. This is why teacher frequently respond cautiously to proposals for curricular reform.  
Teachers know that transformative curriculum change takes place in the classroom and that, 
ultimately, the teacher is the facilitator of this change.  Teachers need to be convinced of the rationale 
for change; feel that their views and experiences are listened to; trust that adequate resources will be 
provided to support change; and – most importantly – that change will deliver better learning 
outcomes for students.    

The ASTI’s submission to this consultation process will focus on the six areas as requested by the Joint 
Committee. However, it is incumbent on the ASTI to provide the Joint Committee with its 
understanding of the systemic issues which, unaddressed, will negatively impact on the process of 
senior cycle reform.  

 

Systemic issues in Irish education impacting on the curriculum 

Investment in education: Investment in education matters. It means that schools have enough 
teachers, enough classrooms, enough laboratories, technology suites, etc, to deliver a curriculum 
which is broad, flexible and can be tailored to suit the diverse needs of students. The pandemic has 
exposed that many of our second-level schools are over-crowded, lack communal space for eating, 
relaxing and studying, for outdoor activities, etc.   It has also highlighted that ventilation, heating, 
lighting and noise containment is frequently inadequate. These are very basic issues but they impact 
on all aspects of school life in particular subject choice for students- especially in relation to STEM 
subjects, range of programmes provided, access to PE and games, availability of hot meals for 
students, and space for dedicated facilities for students with special educational needs. The 
Department of Education’s own demographic projections indicate that by 2024, there will be 39,000 
more students in second-level schools than in 2020. 1  

 
1 https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-
education/?referrer=http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/projections/projections-of-full-time-
enrolment-primary-and-second-level-2020-20381.xlsx 
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Teacher supply: Prior to March 2020, the most pressing issue in education policy was teacher supply. 
In November 2018, a National Action Plan was published which requires renewed attention. The high 
cost of initial teacher training is having a negative impact on supply. Currently, the 2-year Post-
graduate Masters in Education/PME costs between €11,000 and €14,000. Student teachers complete 
a 20-week practice placement (10-weeks block-release) which attendant accommodation and 
commuting costs.  Academic research has identified the high costs of initial teacher education as one 
of the reasons for a lack of diversity in the teaching profession. The latter is increasingly identified as 
a major challenge in the context of wider social policy on integration, inclusion and diversity. 

Attractiveness of teaching as a profession: Several factors are key in determining attractiveness, 
including salary. While teachers want to teach because they want to work with and help young people, 
they also know that their work is important and should be appropriately remunerated. It is expensive 
to train as a teacher: it is totally demoralising to do the same work for a lower salary scale and inferior 
pension entitlements.  Unequal pay structures have been repeatedly described by the ASTI as having 
a corrosive impact on the profession. The status of the profession is also critical. Negative media 
commentary and ill-founded expectations of the work of teachers and schools’ damages morale. 
Workload is also critical. Indeed, after unequal pay, workload is cited in ASTI surveys as a major cause 
of work dissatisfaction. ‘Intensification’, ‘innovation overload’ and teacher wellbeing are now 
dominant in the discourse among teachers.  

 

Curriculum change at senior cycle  

Note: The ASTI made a detailed submission to the NCCA’s public consultation in autumn 2019 on the 
review of senior cycle. 2 This submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee is largely based on that 
earlier submission. Given that the Minister for Education has not yet published her response to the 
Advisory Report arising from the NCCA’s public consultation, the ASTI considers that it should not 
speculate but rather engage with six areas of interest as highlighted by the Committee. 

  

Assessment options: Assessment is not separate to the curriculum: rather, it is an intrinsic 
component, the core purposes of which is to establish progress in learning.  Teachers engage in 
assessment every day as they observe their students, provide feedback on their learning, and set and 
mark homework. More formal assessment takes place to mark the end of the completion of 
programmes of study, namely the Junior Cycle and the Senior Cycle. The Leaving Certificate 
examination typically includes a written examination paper plus a second assessment component. The 
latter includes oral/aural examinations, project work, portfolio and practical work.  The NCCA’s review 
of senior cycle has identified three major problems: the timing of the assessment; the range of 
assessment types; and the balance of marks awarded to the two components. What is not identified 
as problematic is the externally assessed nature of the assessment process.   

The strengths of the current model of external assessment of the Leaving Certificate examination were 
stated in the NCCA’s consultation paper. They include a high level of public trust; its capacity to serve 
as a valid and objective statement of students’ academic achievement; its fairness, impartiality and 
transparency.  What is deeply problematic about the current model is the fact that the Leaving 
Certificate examination is the sole pathway for school-leavers to higher education.  The landmark 

 
2 https://www.asti.ie/document-library/asti-submission-to-ncca-senior-cycle-review-consultation/ 
 



report on this issue by Professor Áine Hyland in 2011 recommends options such the ‘decoupling’ of 
the entry to higher education from the examination; changes to the examination; or variations on the 
current point system.3 The ASTI believes that it is time to revert to Professor Hyland’s 
recommendations to address the acknowledged problems in the Leaving Certificate examination.  

 
Key subject areas and digital learning: The shift to remote teaching during the last twenty months 
has demonstrated both the potential and limitations of digital learning. Digital literacy is a key skill 
across all subject areas.  It comprehends practical technical skills, collaboration skills, social and 
cultural skills, critical thinking, and understanding bias to enable young people to participate fully and 
ethically in a digitalised social world.   The key issues are ensuring equal access to broadband and 
digital devices; teacher professional learning; whole-school policies and leadership for the school’s 
digital strategy.  
 

Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports:  Access and equality in education are interrelated. The 2018 
Admission to Schools Act ensures equal access. However, the legislation does not address the ongoing 
problems in the capacity of schools to meet the needs of students with special educational needs.  
This problem has also been highlighted in the recent policy focus on reduced timetables.  There is a 
need for a more proactive model of engagement by the NCSE4 and the Department of Education with 
schools to ensure that schools have the human teaching and SNA allocation, accommodation and 
specialist facilities in place when students commence school. A more entrenched problem is the 
paucity of school and community psychological/mental health services for young people. Students 
with emotional and behavioural disorders represent the majority of students with special educational 
needs. Professor Paul Downes, DCU, has previously highlighted to the Joint Oireachtas Committee the 
need for counselling services in Irish schools; the latter are mainstream in most European countries.5 
The Department of Education’s Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice6 is, 
regrettably, largely aspirational as it is not underpinned by necessary human resources such as 
counsellors, dedicated leadership posts, teacher training for SPHE/RSE 7 or whole-school teacher 
training.  

 

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths:  The senior cycle 
curriculum should be flexible to give students greater choice and support their post-school transition 
to higher education, further education and training, or employment. The NCCA’s advisory report 
underlines the need to reduce the ‘ring-fencing’ between the three Leaving Certificate programmes. 
The ASTI broadly support this proposal but believes that   Transition Year must remain a stand-along 
programme and be available to all students. The senior cycle curriculum should have sufficient options 
to enable students to combine academic, vocational and other forms of learning in a manner which 
best meets their needs. Central to this ambition is the availability of an adequate career guidance and 

 
3 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/Aine-Hyland_Entry-to-Higher-Education-in-Ireland-in-21st-Century-
2011.pdf 
 
4 National Council for Special Education 
5 
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_hig
her_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2020/2020-12-17_opening-statement-dr-paul-
downes-director-educational-disadvantage-centre-institute-of-education-dublin-city-university_en.pdf 
6 https://assets.gov.ie/24725/07cc07626f6a426eb6eab4c523fb2ee2.pdf 
7 Social Personal and Health Education/Relationships and Sexuality Education 



counselling service in schools. The choices students make in relation to post-school destinations have 
long-term implications: moreover, these choices are made early on in their education. The 
Department published a review of the service in 2019 which contained eighteen recommendations 
four themes: improvement in career guidance tools and career information, better engagement with 
enterprise, inclusion and enhanced governance structures.8 Apart from slow movement towards 
restoring allocations to the pre-2009 ‘crash level’, no progress has been made.  

 

Irish Language and Irish Medium Education: The Irish language is a foundational pillar of Irish 
education: it must continue to be nourished and supported to ensure not only its inter-generational 
transmission but, of equal importance, to give young people access to their heritage, culture and 
patrimony.  Curriculum, assessment and classroom practice are important and have a major impact 
on young people’s response to the language.  That is why it is important to get curriculum ‘right’. More 
can and should be done to enable young people to attend the Gaeltacht summer courses.  For many 
families the cost is prohibitive. The hugely positive impact of ‘the Gaeltacht experience’ on attitudes 
to the language should be harnessed. Grants should be made available to educationally disadvantaged 
students to attend the Gaeltacht summer courses.  Grants should also be available to student teachers 
of Irish to meet the costs of their mandatory Gaeltacht placement. In order to meet Teaching Council 
registration requirements, teachers of Irish must have a verifiable immersive experience of at least 
one month in an area designated as a Gaeltacht area, at a cost of at least €650 a week. As far back as 
2012, the Teaching Council called for financial support for teachers for this course.  The ASTI has also 
made the case that serving teachers should be facilitated to regularly attend upskilling courses in 
Gaeltacht areas.  

The aim of the Policy on Gaeltacht Education 2017-2022 is to support the sue of the Irish language in 
Gaeltacht communities through strengthening Irish-medium education provision.   The first reports 
are encouraging and demonstrate that schools can be highly innovative when they are given the 
necessary supports. 9 The ASTI is fully supportive of these initiatives and sees scope for the model to 
be extended to English-medium schools. 

 

International Evidence and Best Practice: The ASTI supports the principle of evidence-based change 
in education. The perception by teachers that the change agenda is often set elsewhere leads to 
mistrust and disengagement. While we can and should learn from other systems, we also need to 
value and trust what is good in our own education system. The Irish education system has benefited 
from engaging with the international evidence and best practice through, for example, the EU 2020 
policy cooperation framework and will continue to do so within the successor programme, the 
European Education Area 2025.  10 Policy guidance and technical expertise from multi-lateral 
organisations such as the OECD and UNESCO is also significant. Policy learning should not be confused 
with policy borrowing. In this regard, the ASTI must put on record its rejection of the model of school 
accountability in the Education (Parents and Students’ Charter) Bill, 2018. It is premised on a market 

 
8 
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/24951/dffde726604b451aa6cc50239a375299.pdf#page=1 
9 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/e9253-report-on-case-study-schools-participating-in-the-gaeltacht-
school-recognition-scheme/ 
 
10 https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area_en 
 



model of service provider-and-client. It totally fails to reflect the community or social dimension of 
education. It is, moreover, contrary to the Inspectorate’s model of accountability and evaluation which 
is based on school improvement based on school self-evaluation and teacher professionalism. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Curriculum change should be incremental rather than radical. Achieving educational change that is 
deep and lasting takes time. Moreover, there is inadequate appreciation of the time required to 
sustain change. Teachers’ experience of curriculum change at junior cycle has left them wary and 
concerned. Teachers will engage with change when are convinced of its necessity and rationale: 
most importantly, when they consider that it will enhance students’ learning and achievement.  
 
For the third year in a row, the OECD Education at a Glance report demonstrated that Ireland was at 
the bottom of the global ranking for investment in education: Ireland ranked last out of 34 countries 
for investment in education as a percentage of GDP: 1.2% of GDP compared to the OECD average of 
2% and the EU average of 1.9%.  This appalling record of under-investment has had a cumulative 
impact on teachers’ working conditions.  The aforementioned ASTI research underlines the growing 
problem of teachers’ work is becoming increasingly intensified, with teachers expected to respond to 
greater pressures and comply with multiplying innovations in conditions that are at best stable and at 
worst deteriorating. ASTI research, Teachers’ Work: Work Demands and Intensity of Work, found that 
teachers’ working week averages at 40 hours, indicating that in addition to the class-contact time of 
21 hours and 20 minutes, teachers were spending a further 20 hours working outside of the school 
day.11 Of that additional out-of-school time, 60% of it was spend on preparation for classroom teaching 
and marking students’ work.  This workload is unsustainable and teachers are not positively disposed 
to any curriculum change which would add to workload.   

 
11 https://www.asti.ie/document-library/teachers-work-work-demands-and-work-intensity-march-2018/ 
 



LEAVING CERTIFICATE REFORM 

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science 

A.S.T.I Submission: Executive Summary 

Friday, 1st October 2021 

Systemic issues which negatively impact on curriculum reform projects 

Investment in education: The 2020 OECD Education at a Glance once again ranked Ireland at the 
bottom of 36 countries in terms of investment in second-level education as a percentage of GDP. 
Investment in education matters. It means that schools have enough teachers, enough classrooms, 
enough laboratories, technology suites, etc, to deliver a curriculum which is broad and flexible. The 
pandemic has exposed that many of our second-level schools are over-crowded, lack communal space 
for eating, relaxing and studying, for outdoor activities, etc.   Ventilation, heating, lighting and noise 
containment is frequently inadequate. 

Teacher supply: The 2018 National Action Plan on teacher was published requires renewed attention. 
A key issue is the high costs of initial teacher training.  Currently, the 2-yeaPost-graduate Masters in 
Education/PME costs between €11,000 and €14,000. Student teachers MUST complete a 20-week 
practice placement (10-weeks of which is block-release) which adds considerably to their costs in 
terms of accommodation and commuting. The high costs of initial teacher education results in a lack 
of diversity in the teaching profession.  

Attractiveness of teaching as a profession: Several factors are key, including salary. Teaching is a 
rewarding career teachers know that their work is important and should be appropriately 
remunerated. Unequal pay is having a corrosive impact on the profession. Negative media 
commentary and ill-founded expectations of the work of teachers and schools’ damages morale. 
Workload is also critical: ‘intensification’, ‘innovation overload’ and teacher wellbeing are now 
dominant in the discourse among teachers 

 

Curriculum change – 6 areas 

Assessment options: The NCCA’s review of senior cycle has identified three major problems: the 
timing of the assessment; the range of assessment types; and the balance of marks awarded to the 
written and practical components. What is not identified as problematic is the externally assessed 
nature of the examination.  The strengths of the Leaving Certificate include a high level of public trust; 
its capacity to serve as a valid and objective statement of students’ academic achievement; its fairness, 
impartiality and transparency.  The core problem is the fact that the Leaving Certificate examination 
is the sole pathway for school-leavers to higher education.   

Key subject areas and digital learning: The shift to remote teaching during the last twenty months 
has demonstrated both the potential and limitations of digital learning.  Digital literacy is more than 
knowing how to use digital technologies to learn for learning: it encompasses social and cultural skills, 
critical thinking, and understanding bias to enable young people to participate fully and ethically in 
our digitalised social world.   The key issues are equal access to broadband and digital devices; teacher 
professional learning; whole-school policies and dedicated leadership posts.  
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Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports:  The 2018 Admission to Schools Act ensures equal access 
but does not address the ongoing problems in the capacity of schools.  The NCSE and the Department 
of Education must engage with schools to ensure that schools have the human teaching and SNA 
allocation, accommodation and specialist facilities in place when students commence school. The 
Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice is largely aspirational as it is not supported by 
counselling and psychological services. Students with emotional and behavioural disorders represent 
the majority of students with special educational needs.  

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths:  Senior cycle 
curriculum should have sufficient options to enable students to combine academic, vocational and 
other forms of learning in a manner which best meets their needs. Central to this ambition is the 
availability of an adequate career guidance and counselling service in schools. Policy must address the 
issue of the Leaving Certificate serving as the sole pathway for school leavers to higher education.  

Irish Language and Irish Medium Education: The hugely positive impact of ‘the Gaeltacht experience’ 
on attitudes to the language should be harnessed. Grants must be made available to educationally 
disadvantaged students to attend the Gaeltacht summer courses.  Student teachers should also 
receive grants to meet the costs of their mandatory Gaeltacht placement. Serving teaches should be 
assisted to attend Gaeltacht course to upskill.  

International Evidence and Best Practice: The Irish education system has benefited from engaging 
with the international evidence and best practice including through the EU 2020 policy cooperation 
framework and the successor programme, the European Education Area 2025.  Policy learning should 
not be confused with policy borrowing. In this regard, the ASTI must put on record its rejection of the 
model of school accountability contained in the Education (Parents and Students’ Charter) Bill, 2018. 
It is premised on a market model of service provider-and-client. It totally fails to reflect the community 
or social dimension of education. 

 

Conclusion  

Achieving educational change that is deep and lasting takes time.  Teachers will engage with change 
when are convinced of its necessity and rationale: most importantly, when they consider that it 
will enhance students’ learning and achievement. Insufficient attention is paid to systemic issues 
impacting on teaching and learning.  Under-investment impacts on teachers’ working conditions and 
workload. 

 

 



 

 

 

Dyslexia Association of Ireland 

Submission to the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education, 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

4th October 2021 

Introduction 

1. The Dyslexia Association of Ireland welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Oireachtas 
Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science as part 
of the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform. Much of the material within this 
submission complements that included in the Dyslexia Association of Ireland’s submission to the NCCA 
Review of the Senior Cycle in 2019 as reported here. 

2. This submission represent the views of our members and all those affected by Dyslexia, a Specific 
Learning Difficulty, which affects 1 in 10 students in our school system. 

3. The substance of this submission is presented below under three broad categories of 
Recommendations, namely (i) How We Teach, (ii) How We Assess, and (iii) a Strength-Based Approach 
to Choice and Progression.  We would also like to make the following general points by way of an 
introduction. 

4. When considering reform of the Leaving Certificate there needs to be greater and more formative 

consideration of students with additional needs including dyslexia.  Historically this group of students 

have been considered as an afterthought in any change process, and their needs as a result have been 

given less priority.  However, if we get it right for students with additional needs such as dyslexic 

students, we will get it right for all students.  

5. The Dyslexia Association of Ireland would urge the Committee to focus on the principles of increasing 
self-advocacy, encouraging innovative and independent thinking, flexible approaches to assessment, 
active learning, project work, and the integration of technology into all aspects of the senior cycle as it 
is in society and the workplace.  

6. The stress caused by the Leaving Certificate is well documented and is an even greater issue for those 
with learning differences like dyslexia. The mental health and wellbeing of students should be the 
paramount concern throughout this change process and in the new system that is being developed.  

 

How We Teach 

7. Holistic approach to achievement.  In the Senior Cycle of school there is too much exclusive emphasis 

placed on achievements in traditional academic subjects, and not on the student’s whole contribution 

to school life, civic society or more rounded personal development. There needs to be a more holistic 

approach to students’ achievement and more ways to formally value and reward activities such as 

volunteering, student council, extra-curricular activities and sport. This would place a clear value on 

supporting our students to become active and informed citizens as they prepare to make the transition 

to life beyond school. 
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8. Inclusive Teaching.   It is our particular concern that students with additional learning needs are fully 

enabled to participate in all aspects of their chosen Leaving Certificate subjects, through meaningful 

differentiation of teaching underpinned by a universal design for learning approach. At the moment 

teacher training is not adequately provided in relation to teaching students with dyslexia. We continue 

to call for a mandatory training for all teachers on the identification and support of students with 

dyslexia, both as part of initial teacher training and in-service training.   

9. Identification. Having dyslexia identified and named is very important to students’ mental health and 

wellbeing, enabling them to understand their individual learning profile, link with others and self-

advocate. The UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD) acknowledges the 

individual’s right to have their disability identified and named to enable them to fully understand their 

needs and to be able to link with others with similar needs. Specialist teachers should be upskilled and 

enabled to identify dyslexia in schools. 

10. Expectation. Everything needs to be underpinned with a belief that all students, with the correct 

support, can succeed. The research consistently shows how the expectations of teachers are strongly 

linked to outcomes for students. High expectations, proper recognition, and appropriate 

accommodations will enable success for all learners.  

11. Mental Health and Wellbeing. The mental health of young people should be paramount within our 

education system. The level of stress that young people currently face in the run up to State 

examinations is not acceptable and goes directly against the Department of Education’s Wellbeing Policy 

Statement. Dyslexic students commonly experience this anxiety more acutely, as timed exams and 

restrictive methods of assessments can pose a real challenge for them.  

12. Enabling technology. The enhanced use of enabling technology in everyday teaching and learning 

settings greatly enables dyslexic students, and others, to access the curriculum.  This includes being able 

to access their textbooks in alternative formats (e.g. e-books, pdf, daisy format etc.) in class and at home 

that is normalised as their regular way of working.  This should then be replicated as a matter of course 

in any assessment activities including project work, classroom-based assessments, and more formal 

exams.   We need strong directives to positively enable students to bring and use their own technology 

devices in school and the general technology infrastructure within schools needs to be enhanced to 

support this, e.g. power sockets, Wi-Fi, charging docks.  

 

How We Assess 

13. Continuity between teaching and assessment. How students are assessed should mirror the conditions 

in which they normally learn.  Assessment should not be reduced to the current crude metric that 

rewards the reproduction of memorised scripts or regurgitation of facts.   The culmination of 14 years 

of education should reward a wider set of skills and achievements.  It also should more closely mirror 

the skills that are required in third level education, employment and society.  

14. Current system too narrow. The DAI is concerned about the narrow methods via which achievement is 

assessed during the Senior Cycle and feel that a range of methods within a continuous assessment 

framework approach is required.  

15. Wider methodology of assessment. Achievement should be assessed utilising a range of formats instead 

of the unforgiving nature of the current system, of one final exam on one day in June.  Alternative 

approaches could include written examinations with a mix of open and closed book formats (moving 

away from the notion of exams as simply memory exercises), classroom-based assessment; and 



 

 

increased use of projects and presentations to peers and teachers.  This would not only allow young 

people to best display the application of their knowledge on particular subjects, but will also allow them 

to develop vital skills for post-school education and the workplace.  There may even be a degree of 

choice that students are offered as to the type of format that best suits them, e.g. presentation vs essay. 

16. Spreading the load. In addition, a move away from the dependence on final exam based assessment to 

more continual assessment methods means that young people can be assessed in a fairer way, and not 

just on their performance on one exam on one day. While some final exams may remain, the majority 

of marks should be allocated across the full two-year cycle, which reflect conditions in further and higher 

education and the wider world of business and society. 

17. Reduce stressful conditions. In particular, dyslexic students’ difficulties are exacerbated under timed 

conditions and it is important that they are offered either extra time and/or the emphasis on and 

weighting of the final exam is minimized. The anxiety and mental health impact of the current exam 

system is well documented, and almost bizarrely ‘celebrated’.  We see no rationale for continuing the 

current stressful system.  

18. Integrity and fairness for all. All methods of assessment have flaws, so as well as taking sensible 

precautions to make sure that each method is as fair and as bias-free as possible, having a range of 

methods and activities balances the risk of any one element.  Concerns about teacher-based 

assessments can be easily overcome with anonymous marking arrangements within or between schools, 

or a random sampling for quality assurance.   

19. Accommodations for dyslexic students. The provision of supports and accommodations to students 

with dyslexia needs to be embedded throughout all of students’ post-primary careers and then 

replicated in any assessed activity including formal exams. These supports and accommodations should 

be provided on a needs basis, based on evidence of benefit, verified by the teachers who are working 

on a daily basis with the student. Additional deficit-focused testing should not be needed to verify clear 

needs that teachers have identified and any quality assurance process of this by bodies such as NCCA, 

SEC or the Inspectorate should be focused at a school level.  

20. Provision of Technology.  There should be an end to the uncertainty around what technology can be 

use in assessed situations like exams.  Currently students are discouraged to use technology in everyday 

classwork for fear that they won’t be granted permission to use the same in formal exams – and 

currently students find out only a few months or weeks before their exams if they will be granted access 

to technology in their exams.   

 

A Strengths-Based Approach to Choice and Progression  

21. Less subjects. Students should study less subjects at Senior Cycle. This will require a move away from an 

overall points based approach to college and university selection processes.  Instead of a crude points 

metric for a particular course, a third-level body could instead set a required criteria based on specific 

marks in specific subjects relevant to the particular course, e.g. an A in Maths, a B in English and 2 other 

B marks in any other subject.  Students would then be able to study 4 or 5 subjects that are targeted to 

their post-school aspirations, rather than 6 or 7 in an often unfocused points race.  This is essentially an 

extension of the current practice of ‘Required Subjects’ with an accompanying reduction of the 

emphasis on overall points.  Less subjects will also afford more time to explore subjects in more depth 

and take pressure off teachers, allowing them to cover a curriculum in a more balanced way. 



 

 

22. More choice. Students at senior cycle are young adult citizens and should be fully included in decision 

making which impacts them. There need not be any mandatory requirement set by the State for a 

student to compulsorily study any particular subject after Junior Cycle.  Students at Senior Cycle should 

be free to take subjects that are in line with their strengths, abilities, interests and the requirements 

that are set by third level bodies for specific faculties or courses they wish to study.  All students, 

including those with dyslexia, should be free to pursue subjects that match their strengths and aptitudes, 

many of which are not recognised in the current system of mandatory subjects. To quote Leonardo da 

Vinci: “You should prefer a good scientist without literary abilities than a literate one without scientific 

skills.” 

23. Equality of choice. It is important that subject choice is not dependent on the socio-economic area, 

patron body, or gendered nature of a school, or the pressure to take on certain subjects at certain levels 

because of bonus points.  The economy-of-scale practice of collaboration between neighbouring schools 

to co-locate students for certain subjects is an example of innovative practice that should be encouraged 

as it widens equality of subject choice.  

24. Enhanced Guidance.  Early and ongoing subject choice and career guidance is essential from first year 

onwards to support good decision making around subjects for both Junior and Senior Cycle. Guidance 

should also focus on exploring the full range of post-school options for students (higher education, 

further education, apprenticeships) and the practical requirements and realities of each option.  

25. Transition Year.  Access to Transition Year should not be linked to perceived academic ability. The 

holistic benefits for all students of Transition Year should be noted, and therefore, all students should 

have an equal opportunity of participating in Transition Year, if they so choose.  There may be an 

argument to thread the curricular aims and content across first to 6th year – a reduced exclusive focus 

on final exams in the Senior Cycle would provide space in the timetable to do so.  Extra-curricular 

activities, volunteering and work experience could also be given credit as part of any application to the 

CAO. 

Closing Comments 

26. Students’ Needs and Voices.  We would urge the Committee, at this most critical juncture for the future 

of education in this country, that students' needs and voices should be paramount in this process, 

especially those who are disadvantaged for a variety of reasons, including being dyslexic.  These, after 

all, are the individuals who need change, and who stand to benefit most from positive changes to the 

senior cycle, and equally are the most vulnerable to being once again left in the dark for another 

generation if significant improvements are not made.  We have an acknowledged history of other 

education partners resisting change. Students needs and wellbeing must now be paramount.  

27. Strength for the Future. This is a once in many generations opportunity to make adjustments to the 

Senior Cycle so that our education system truly meets the needs of all of its primary stakeholders (i.e. 

our students, including those with dyslexia) and provides a differentiated and challenging (but not 

stressful) experience that celebrates strengths, enables greater and earlier choice for our young adults, 

and provides skill-sets that are a better match for third level, the world of work and civic society. 

28. Vision and Commitment. Now is the time for bravery – to listen to the overwhelming voices calling for 

change to the Leaving Certificate and Senior Cycle. This is an opportunity to make real and meaningful 

changes, modernising our system, and enabling our young people to be truly ready to lead and shape 

the world.  They deserve nothing less. 



 

 

About DAI 
Founded in 1972, the Dyslexia Association of Ireland (DAI) works with and for people affected by dyslexia. 

We work to empower individuals. We do this by providing information, offering support services, engaging 

in advocacy and awareness raising for people with and affected by dyslexia. Our vision is a society that values 

and meets the needs of people with dyslexia, and where dyslexic individuals reach their full potential in all 

aspects of life. Services offered by DAI include: information; assessment for dyslexia and dyscalculia; 

specialist tuition for children and adults; courses for parents; training for teachers and other education 

personnel; dyslexia awareness training; and lobbying and advocacy. 

 

The DAI definition of dyslexia: 

Dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty affecting the acquisition of fluent and accurate reading and spelling 

skills. This occurs despite access to appropriate learning opportunities. Dyslexia is characterised by cognitive 

difficulties in (1) phonological processing, (2) working memory, and (3) speed of retrieval of information from 

long term memory. Dyslexic difficulties occur on a continuum from mild to severe and affect approximately 

10% of the population. People with dyslexia may experience greater stress and frustration as they endeavour 

to learn, resulting in heightened anxiety, particularly in relation to literacy acquisition. People with dyslexia 

may also have accompanying learning strengths. 

 

Contact Details: 

Rosie Bissett, CEO ceo@dyslexia.ie 01 8776001  

Dyslexia Association of Ireland, 107-110 The Windmill, Windmill Lane, Dublin D02E170. 
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Oireachtas Joint Committee of Education and Further and Higher Education 

Submission on the Reform of the Leaving Certificate from Professor Áine Hyland. 

5th October 2021 

 

Relevant background information about Áine Hyland: 

 I am Emeritus Professor of Education and former Vice-President of University College 
Cork.   

 I chaired the Commission on the Points System (set up by then Minister for 
Education Micheál Martin) which published its final report in 1999. 

 I chaired the (Statutory) Educational Disadvantage Committee (set up by then 
Minister for Education Michael Woods) which published its final report in 2005. 

 I was a member of the (Interim) Curriculum and Examinations Board from 1984 to 
1988 (nominated by then Minister for Education Gemma Hussey). 

 I was involved in Teacher Education, initially in Carysfort College of Education and 
subsequently in University College Dublin and University College Cork from 1975 to 
2006. 

 I was a member of faculty of the Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Summer 
Institute on curriculum planning from 1998 to 2004. 

 I have published articles about curriculum planning, assessment and reform in 
national and international journals. 

 I led various projects linking UCC with schools and communities in disadvantaged 
areas of Cork city from 1997 until 2006.  

 I was a member of the European University Association’s Institutional Evaluation 
Programme from 2005 to 2014. 
 

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. 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 
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questions on unseen aspects of the LC course in other subjects. The subject syllabi 
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.  This would 
reduce the pressure on the exams at the end of the final year.  If at least 50% of the 
marks was allocated for practicals, orals, CBAs, portfolios, and other forms of 
continuous assessment, there would only be one paper for each subject in June of 
the final year - which would be worth at most 50% of the total marks available. And 
there should be plenty of choice on the final 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. 

III. 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. Irish teachers 
have traditionally seen their role as champions of and advocates for their students – 
not as their judges – so I was not surprised in 2020 and 2021 when teachers were 
asked to predict their students’ grades, that the results they predicted were up to 
20% higher than would have been expected if the students had sat the established 
Leaving Cert.  And unlike in some other countries, teachers in Ireland did not 
underestimate the performance of students from less advantaged backgrounds – if 
anything they over-estimated them.   

IV. 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 I have reservations about predicted grades becoming the norm.  In 
countries where only teacher assessments or school-based examination results are 
available, higher education institutions generally require applicants to undergo 
further tests e.g. SATs, ACTs, and/or a wide range of other selection mechanisms. 
These usually advantage applicants who are already advantaged and militate 
against applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds. They are also very demanding 
and stressful for the students applying.  For example in the University State system 
of California, applicants have to provide more than twelve different pieces of 
evidence as part of their application – personal statements, school references, 
evidence of extra-curricular activities and successes, work experience, social 
commitments etc. etc.  In Ireland in the past, before the Leaving Cert was the normal 
admissions test for university entrance, universities held their own matriculation and 
entrance exams –often with a different curriculum to the Leaving Cert. This made life 
even more stressful for applicants! 

V. 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 
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certifies. Ireland should continue to have a Leaving Cert – but the current 
examination MUST be reformed.   
 

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. Fewer than 10% 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. There are currently no compulsory subjects for the Leaving Cert, contrary to what is 
generally believed. To be recognised for grant purposes in post-primary schools, 
senior cycle students are required to study certain subjects but not necessarily sit 
them for the Leaving Certificate. This requirement has not been updated in over 20 
years and is only lightly monitored by the Department of Education. At present 
students who plan to go to higher education and who wish to optimise their CAO 
points will usually take six or seven (or even more) subjects at higher level. 

III. 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. (There 
are varying views about whether Irish should be a compulsory subject but as this is a 
political matter I do not propose to discuss it in this submission). 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.  HL and SL courses differ in scope with students expected to demonstrate 
a greater body of knowledge, understanding and skills at higher level. They are also 
required to study Theory of Knowledge and to submit an extended essay (which is 
like a mini-thesis) on some subject which particularly interests them.  Assessment is 
a mixture of internal assessment (which is moderated to ensure consistency of 
standards) and external assessment with an least 50% of the assessments completed 
before the end of the final year. 

IV. 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 teaching and learning should continue online.  Some 
assessments could also be carried out online – preferably within the school building 
and under teacher supervision. Since senior cycle students have become adept at 
using social media, many will be more comfortable writing essays and other 
narrative answers on a computer rather than in handwriting.  The issue of access to 
technology is one that needs to be addressed.  Again the lessons learned during 
Covid are helpful here.  Schools and teachers now know which of their students had 
difficulties accessing online learning, either because of the lack of laptops at home or 
lack of access to the internet either because of cost factors or poor internet 
coverage. Where financial or other resources are required to ensure equality of 
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access to computers and/or online learning, these resources need to be made 
available.    
 

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. Currently more than 25% of places on 
undergraduate programmes are reserved for students applying through  HEAR or 
DARE or from Further education – and who do not meet the Points requirements.  
There should also be pathways through apprenticeships and employment with 
lifelong opportunities for updating and reskilling. A credit recognition and 
accumulation system facilitated though hybrid and blended learning as well as on-
campus learning needs to be introduced across all higher education institutions as 
this would make further and higher education accessible to a much wider range of 
students. However, these changes will require that infrastructures in society such as 
broadband, IT literacy etc. are in place or ever more multiple deprivations will occur. 
 

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

The recently introduced syllabus 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. If this proposal is to be 
pursued it needs further consideration by the NCCA as there is no incentive for L1 
students to take the more difficult course and examination.  

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 
I. A very serious issue that is currently threatening Senior Cycle and Leaving 

Certificate reform is the approach being taken by the NCCA to curriculum and 
syllabus design.  In the past, new subject syllabi produced by the NCCA and 
approved by the Minister for Education included details about the content, 
breadth and depth of treatment of a subject as well as detailed information 
about how the subject would be assessed.  Parallel with the review and reform of 
senior cycle currently being undertaken, the NCCA is producing new subject 
syllabi (which they refer to as specifications) which are vague outlines with no 
information about detail or assessment.  The approach was described by a 
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teacher in an op ed in the Irish Times some time ago as like “an IKEA flatpack 
with no instruction leaflet”.  

I. The design or template being used by the NCCA is not an appropriate design for a 
syllabus that will be assessed nationally.  Teachers need more detail about each 
subject so that they can ensure that their students are learning at a broadly 
similar level to other students throughout the country.  This design will further 
disadvantage those students who are already disadvantaged. It makes no sense 
and does not happen in any other jurisdiction.  I have analysed curriculum and 
syllabus documents in more than ten other countries and based on that analysis I 
predict that the current NCCA “experiment” is doomed to failure.  Why should 
Irish Leaving Cert. students be guinea pigs for a curricular and syllabus 
experiment that has not been carried out anywhere else in the world?  

 

 

Áine Hyland, Ph.D., D.Litt.(h.c.), D.Sc.(h.c.), M.R.I.A., 
Emeritus Professor of Education, 
University College Cork. 
ahyland@ucc.ie. 
 

5th October 2021 
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Submission from the Irish Educational Publishers’ Association, as part of the Joint Committee on 
Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science examination of Leaving 
Certificate Reform.  
  
 
 
 
A Roadmap/timeline of Reform 
 
 
At a macro level, Leaving Certificate reform involves the revision of the overarching Senior Cycle 
framework. At a micro level, it involves the rollout of brand-new subject specifications into schools. 
It is a significant undertaking. It would be beneficial for all stakeholders in the process, to have 
visibility of a roadmap/timeline of reform – with the caveat that it is subject to a quarterly review 
and revision. 
 
 
Curriculum Development 
 
During the recent reform of Junior Cycle and some Senior Cycle subjects, a large number of post-
primary teachers struggled to ascertain the depth of treatment required to cover the learning 
outcomes in new specifications. Another source of anxiety was not knowing how new subject 
specifications were to be externally examined.  
 
It would greatly assist teachers of the new Leaving Certificate specifications if they included (or were 
accompanied by) the following on publication: 
 
· Teacher guidance on the depth of treatment alongside each learning outcome 
· A sample SEC exam paper and any other templates/pro forma documentation required for external 
assessment 
· A comprehensive cpd program for teachers to ensure they are clear on what is required of them 
 
It would also be important to ensure that, leading from Junior Cycle, the new Senior Cycle has an 
emphasis on key skills and competency development. This is present in the new Leaving Certificate 
specifications but possibly warrants review and revision in advance of more widespread Leaving 
Certificate reform. 
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Assessment Options 
 
For many students, the prospect of a single, high-stakes exam in sixth year is a stressful one. New 
Leaving Certificate specifications include research or a project-based element, externally assessed, 
and accounting for approximately 20% of the final grade.  
 
To expand on this, Leaving Certificate curriculum and assessment developers could consider 
extending assessment and reporting to include: 
 
· examination on a more continuous basis, across fifth and sixth year 
· an oral exam/interview that tests student knowledge, skills, and competencies. 
 
The difficulties of teacher involvement in high-stakes assessment were evidenced throughout 
COVID. Marking/accreditation schemes and stakeholder responsibilities would require careful 
consideration and consultation. 
 
 
 
Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 
 
As previously recommended by the IEPA for the new Digital Strategy for Schools, increased funding 
for hardware, infrastructure, ICT training, and EdTech training is critical to a successful digital 
transformation in our post-primary schools. Similarly, funding to ensure equal access to digital 
devices is a fundamental requirement. 
 
Meeting these requirements will help to ensure that blended (or exclusively digital) teaching, 
learning and assessment can be factored into Leaving Certificate reform in a practical, meaningful 
way 
 
 
Access, Equality, and Well Being Supports 
 
Leaving Certificate reform should be inclusive for all students, in order to have an equal opportunity 
to fulfil their potential. 
 
Reform should include full provision for students with special education needs, in terms of teacher 
assistance and other on-premises resources. 
 
Reform should secure investment in new initiatives and the further development of programs (like 
LCA and LCVP) that encourage students to remain engaged in education until the end of sixth year. 
Efforts could also be made to promote these programs as having equal status to the mainstream 
Leaving Certificate. 
 
In the same way that wellbeing is a mandatory learning area at Junior Cycle (encompassing subjects 
like CSPE, SPHE and PE) a similar, ringfenced course at Leaving Certificate would ensure continuity of 
wellbeing education and awareness from primary school all the way through post-primary. 
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Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options, and Career Paths 
 
It would be beneficial to further develop the vocational aspects of the current Leaving Certificate. 
This could begin with a stronger emphasis on career guidance in Transition Year and helping 
students to make informed, career-related decisions about their subject choices. This emphasis 
could be carried into fifth and sixth year with the introduction of a mandatory career-related 
subject. 
 
Given the considerable pressure our third-level institutions are under, and the oversubscription for 
several courses, not to mention the lack of availability of key skills, a greater emphasis should be 
placed on Apprenticeships in schools.   
 
Third-level courses and apprenticeships must be fit for purpose in order to provide a pipeline of 
qualified graduates whose skills match requirements in the workplace. A task force should be 
considered to plan, implement and oversee such an initiative. 
 
 
Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
 
Irish language acquisition continues to be a challenge for many students and language levels 
continue to decline. Many teachers coming out of Primary teaching colleges do not feel they have 
sufficient fluent Irish language skills to teach effectively. It is worth considering whether Irish 
language instruction at Primary level should be delivered by expert Irish language teachers rather 
than generalists. 
  
 
Funding 
 
The recent OECD report, Education at a Glance, ranked Ireland last out of the 36 developed 
countries for investment in education as a measure of our GDP (3.3% vs 4.4% average). While there 
may be some distortion in this headline figure (due to the high presence of multinationals in 
Ireland), it is a worthy reminder that the budget allocated to Leaving Certificate reform is realistically 
costed against its vision and scope. 
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Introduction 

QQI would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this written submission 
on the topic of Leaving Certificate Reform.  
QQI oversees quality in post-secondary education and training and delivers public benefits 
through the availability of accessible and highly valued qualifications. QQI has a statutory 
remit to promote the implementation of Ireland’s National Framework of Qualifications 
(NFQ) which includes school, further and higher education and training qualifications. We 
promote lifelong learning through the implementation of national policy on access, transfer 
and progression. QQI is a member organisation on the NCCA Board for Senior Cycle; on 
the Transitions Reform Steering Group, chaired by the Department of Education; and on 
the Apprenticeship Council.  

Executive Summary 

1. The Leaving Certificate as an examination, is an integral part of what is known as 
senior cycle in Ireland and as upper secondary level education, internationally. The 
ongoing Senior Cycle Review led by the NCCA, has built on the many strengths 
of our secondary school system including: systematic use of consultation 
processes for large-scale reform initiatives; well-developed autonomy for schools, 
conducive to fostering professionals and institutions which are responsive to the 
needs of their students and communities; a strong supply of highly-qualified and 
engaged teachers; a high level of school completion rates1. Given the broad 
reform activity suggested in the Senior Cycle Review process, taking time to 
embed new structures, ensuring alignment of processes, structures and 
actors will be crucial. Any reform of the Leaving Certificate should build on what 
works and be informed by engagement with stakeholders and findings from the best 
available evidence.  

2. Senior cycle, and the Leaving Certificate examination, are important stages within 
the wider education and training system. Following on from Junior Cycle and leading 
directly to employment or to further and higher education and training opportunities. 
System connectedness across general, further and higher education and 
training in Ireland, will help to ensure cohesion and clear responsibilities 
underpinning any reform.  

3. Senior cycle curriculum should be shaped by social and economic 
considerations, striking the right balance between these interests is important. 
Policymakers need to be aware of alternative structures that support responsive and 
flexible upper secondary education system that simultaneously serves 
employment, social inclusion and lifelong learning. Curriculum should foster and 
promote other valuable dimensions including artistic, cultural identity and 
cosmopolitanism. As Ireland emerges from a pandemic, emerging lessons 
learned from the interruption to education2, should inform decisions about the 
Leaving Certificate. 

4. Access to better quality secondary education for all students is a priority under the 
current Programme for Government3 which states that ‘Education is a cornerstone 
of society and a driver of social equality’ and that ‘creating new and viable 
opportunities for young people and those wishing to reskill is a civic, social, 
economic, and environmental imperative now more than ever’. Government have 
committed to ongoing review and reform the post-primary curriculum, 

 
1 OECD (2019)  https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Ireland-2020.pdf 
2 OECD (2020) Lessons for Education from Covid https://www.oecd.org/education/lessons-for-
education-from-covid-19-0a530888-en.htm  
3 Department of the Taoiseach (2020) https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-
government-our-shared-future/  

https://ncca.ie/en/about-ncca/boards-and-development-groups/board-for-senior-cycle/
https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation-information/6dbba9-transitions-reform-steering-group/
https://apprenticeship.ie/more/about
https://ncca.ie/en/senior-cycle/senior-cycle-review/
https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Ireland-2020.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/lessons-for-education-from-covid-19-0a530888-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/education/lessons-for-education-from-covid-19-0a530888-en.htm
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
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‘prioritising elements such as critical thinking, problem-solving and continuous 
assessment, so that they feature more centrally’.  

5. Irelands economy and dynamic labour markets need people with sophisticated 
knowledge, skills and competences that cannot be developed only in school. The 
capacity for lifelong learning is based on high quality primary and secondary 
education. The secondary school age cohort of young people is larger than ever 
before4 and these students will require skills to prepare them for a lifetime of 
learning.  

6. The Programme for Government includes an action to ‘establish a Citizens’ 
Assembly on the Future of Education ensuring that the voices of young people and 
those being educated are central’. The 1995 White Paper on Education5 has guided 
education reform over the past 25 years. A new or renewed blueprint, informed 
by citizen engagement, is needed to guide educational policy to 2050.  

7. The enduring challenges facing policy makers responsible for upper secondary 
level education have been well documented6 they include the need to:  
o guarantee real opportunities for all young people to continue learning in upper 

secondary education of their choice after completing compulsory education;  
o avoid making upper secondary vocational education programmes a choice 

for lower achievers linked to poor-quality jobs and no access to tertiary 
education;  

o create credible pathways from secondary vocational education to tertiary 
education and encourage a significant proportion of students to follow that path; 
and  

o establish systematic student counselling and career guidance services in 
all basic schools to prevent a lack of awareness of future options, and in all 
upper secondary schools to help students to overcome their troubles and 
prevent dropout 

8. This submission concentrates on four issues identified by the Committee as of 
interest – (1) Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning; (2) Access, Equality and 
Well-Being Supports; (3) Assessment Options; and (4) Higher and Further 
Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths.  

Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning  
9. QQI have no strong view on the key subject areas in Senior Cycle. There are 

national and international authoritative sources on curriculum7. It is clear however 
that senior cycle curriculum will need to support a just and fair transition in 
response to climate change, and to the opportunities and challenges presented by 
digitalisation.    

10. The latest European Skills Agenda8, recognises that education and training systems 
should cater for the diverse individual needs, abilities and capacities of all 
learners and offer learning opportunities to all. European policy also emphasises 

 
4 Department of Education (2020) Projections on full-time enrolments. Primary and Secondary 
School 2020-2038. Enrolments in post-primary have risen by 27,558 (8%) over the past five years 
and are projected to continue rising over the short term. They are projected to peak in 2024 with 
410,415 pupils, some 39,000 higher than in 2019. https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/projections/  
5 Department of Education and Science (1995) White Paper on Education 
https://assets.gov.ie/24448/0f3bff53633440d99c32541f7f45cfeb.pdf  
6 Sahlberg, P. (2007) Secondary Education in OECD Countries. 
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/C12578310056925BC12573850034415B_NOTE78H
D6G.pdf  
7 The NCCA have a long tradition of providing expertise and advice on subject development and 
choice. The OECD (2021) Towards a 21st Century Curriculum offers an international reference point 
for policymakers on curriculum.  
8 EU European Skills Agenda https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223  

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/projections/
https://assets.gov.ie/24448/0f3bff53633440d99c32541f7f45cfeb.pdf
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/C12578310056925BC12573850034415B_NOTE78HD6G.pdf
https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/m/C12578310056925BC12573850034415B_NOTE78HD6G.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/d86d4d9a-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/d86d4d9a-en&_csp_=f3034e35a611987aedaec8131c4a66f1&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book#countryli_container2
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223
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the rapid shift towards a climate neutral Europe and how digital transformation is 
changing the way we work, learn, take part in society and lead our everyday lives.  

11. The use of digital technologies to support learning should be led by pedagogy as 
much as by technology. Built on sound and well-established principles for 
instructional design, digital technologies can support in-person teaching, learning 
and assessment. Blended Learning solutions in secondary education ‘requires a 
coherent approach by the education and training system as a whole as part of a 
culture of continuous improvement’9. At the same time, policymakers need to be 
alert to the prospect for digital technologies in school to exacerbate rather than 
ameliorate disadvantage, this prospect has been noted in the EU opinion on 
Irelands national reform programme10 with Irish authorities advised to ‘address the 
risk of digital divide, including in the education sector’.  

12. Digitalisation in education is not limited to using technologies to support teaching, 
learning and assessment. Digital skills also need to be identified acquired and 
maintained. Certification systems are increasingly digitalised, students should 
have access to a digital leaving certificate that is secure, portable and shareable11.   

13. Subject specifications should be clearly specified in terms of learning outcomes12. 
Aside from making educational standards more transparent, subject 
specifications and assessment criteria set out in terms of learning outcomes, helps 
to align teaching, learning and assessment. Such constructive alignment has an 
additional benefit of fairness, since well-designed and articulated learning outcomes 
can help less advantaged students, who may struggle to cope with a lack of 
specificity13.  

Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

14. Any reform of the leaving certificate examination must support inclusion and 
accessibility to education to a wider range of learners, including vulnerable groups 
(such as persons with disabilities, low-qualified/skilled persons, minorities, people 
with migrant background, refugees and people with fewer opportunities because of 
their geographical location and/or their social-economically disadvantaged 
situation14. AHEAD define Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as a set of 
principles for curriculum development that give all individuals equal opportunities to 
learn, including Students with Disabilities. UDL aims to improve the educational 
experience of all students by introducing more flexible methods of teaching, 
assessment and service provision to cater for the diversity of learners in our 
classrooms15. UDL principles should underpin senior-cycle curriculum.  

 
9 EU (2021) Council Recommendation on Blended Learning for high quality and inclusive primary 
and secondary education. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0455&from=EN  
10 EU (2020) Council Recommendation on the 2020 National Reform Programme of Ireland and 
delivering a Council opinion on the 2020 Stability Programme of Ireland. 2020-european-semester-
csr-comm-recommendation-ireland_en.pdf (europa.eu) 
11 QQI (2017) Background Paper on Digitalisation in Education Background paper_FINAL.pdf 
(qqi.ie)   
12 Learning Outcomes -defined as statements of knowledge, skill or competence, learning 
outcomes should make explicit what students should know, understand and be able to do.  
13 Didau (2021) Is Curriculum all that? https://learningspy.co.uk/curriculum/is-curriculum-all-that/  
14 See McGuinness et al (2018) https://www.pobal.ie/app/uploads/2018/06/Profiling-Barriers-to-
Social-Inclusion-in-Ireland-The-Relative-Roles-of-Individual-Characteristics-and-Location.pdf and 
ESRI (2020) https://www.esri.ie/news/migrant-groups-have-higher-levels-of-education-but-some-
experience-higher-unemployment-than  
15 AHEAD – Principles for UDL  https://www.ahead.ie/udl 

https://www.ahead.ie/index
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0455&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0455&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/2020-european-semester-csr-comm-recommendation-ireland_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/2020-european-semester-csr-comm-recommendation-ireland_en.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Background%20paper_FINAL.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Background%20paper_FINAL.pdf
https://learningspy.co.uk/curriculum/is-curriculum-all-that/
https://www.pobal.ie/app/uploads/2018/06/Profiling-Barriers-to-Social-Inclusion-in-Ireland-The-Relative-Roles-of-Individual-Characteristics-and-Location.pdf
https://www.pobal.ie/app/uploads/2018/06/Profiling-Barriers-to-Social-Inclusion-in-Ireland-The-Relative-Roles-of-Individual-Characteristics-and-Location.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/news/migrant-groups-have-higher-levels-of-education-but-some-experience-higher-unemployment-than
https://www.esri.ie/news/migrant-groups-have-higher-levels-of-education-but-some-experience-higher-unemployment-than
https://www.ahead.ie/udl


 

 5 

15. The relationship between the Leaving Certificate and its’ constituent 
programmes as qualifications16 and the NFQ should be strengthened and 
made more transparent17. This would enhance national arrangements for access 
transfer and progression and international recognition of the Leaving Certificate18.  

16. The European Pillar of Social Rights states in its first principle that everyone has the 
right to quality and inclusive education, training and life-long learning to maintain 
and acquire skills that enable them to participate fully in society and manage 
successfully transitions in the labour market. A reformed Leaving Certificate 
examination should provide opportunities for young people in Ireland to 
exercise this fundamental right. 

Assessment  

17. The pandemic has brought increased attention and scrutiny to assessment 
in education19. International observers have noted ‘an acceleration of ongoing 
efforts to balance continuous and summative assessment’ and argued that 
‘Ireland should continue to engage stakeholders on the topic, drawing out lessons 
from this experience to inform the future implementation of assessment reforms’20 
Initial analysis of pandemic related alternative assessment practices, including 
accredited grades for leaving certificate21, provide insights into teacher 
estimated marks. It is worth noting that the professional judgement of teachers 
and lecturers, with appropriate external moderation and oversight, is a mainstay of 
formative and summative assessment practice in further and higher education. 

18. A more holistic approach to student assessment has been introduced as part of 
wider reforms to the Junior Cycle curriculum. A systematic evaluation of 
assessment reform at lower secondary education could usefully inform 
assessment policy and practice at senior cycle including assessment for the leaving 
certificate.  

19. Assessment as integral to the curriculum, to teaching and to learning. As a 
qualifications and quality assurance agency, QQI is interested in both the summative 
and the formative purposes of assessment22. Assessment of learning to mean 
inference (e.g., judgement or estimation or evaluation) of a learner’s knowledge, skill 
or competence by comparison with a standard based on appropriate evidence. The 
award standard underpinning the Leaving Certificate should be made explicit.  
It can involve, knowledge, skill, competence or attitudes.  

20. The growing role of digital technology and the internet in assessment in further and 
higher education, has heightened interest among the academic community in the 

 
16 A qualification is the formal outcome of an assessment and validation process by a competent 
body and typically take the form of documents such as certificates or diplomas. They determine that 
an individual has achieved learning outcomes to given standards 
17 Amendments to the QQI ACT in 2019 provide for a statutory procedure for the inclusion of school 
qualifications within the NFQ.  
18 This issue highlighted in the QQI (2020) Referencing Report of the NFQ to the European 
Qualifications Framework https://europa.eu/europass/system/files/2021-
03/Irish%20reference%20report-updated.pdf  
19 Oireachtas Report (2021) on Impact of Covid-19 on Primary and Secondary Education 2021-01-
14_report-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-primary-and-secondary-education_en.pdf (oireachtas.ie) 
20 OECD (2020) Initial education policy response to the COVID-19 pandemic in IRELAND  
https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/covid-snapshot-Ireland.pdf  
21 SEC (2021) Report on the National Standardisation Process - AG 2021 (examinations.ie) 
22 QQI (2018) Green Paper on Assessment of Learners and Learning Green Paper Assessment of 
Learners and Learning March 2018.pdf (qqi.ie) 

https://europa.eu/europass/system/files/2021-03/Irish%20reference%20report-updated.pdf
https://europa.eu/europass/system/files/2021-03/Irish%20reference%20report-updated.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/reports/2021/2021-01-14_report-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-primary-and-secondary-education_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/reports/2021/2021-01-14_report-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-primary-and-secondary-education_en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/covid-snapshot-Ireland.pdf
https://www.examinations.ie/misc-doc/BI-EX-86127860.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Green%20Paper%20Assessment%20of%20Learners%20and%20Learning%20March%202018.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Green%20Paper%20Assessment%20of%20Learners%20and%20Learning%20March%202018.pdf
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integrity of assessment. Guidelines and advice generated by the National 
Academic Integrity Network  are applicable to assessment in senior cycle.  

21. Standardised assessments such as PISA global metrics for academic outcomes 
have been very influential on teaching, learning and assessment in secondary 
school education in Ireland. A new international comparative survey of social and 
emotional skills (SSES) compliments the picture by connecting cognitive social and 
emotional skills23.  Initial results suggest that social and emotional skills, 
including creativity and curiosity, decline in secondary school. Ireland should 
participate in any future rounds of the SSES standardised assessment.  

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths  

22. Most students (about 70%) complete an optional transition year programme (TY) 
between lower and upper secondary education, in order to sample different subjects 
and undertake work experience to inform future education and career choices. 
Currently, many valuable learning achievements during TY are not certified, 
compromising their portability and subsequent recognition. Recognised 
certification, including micro-credentials, should be explored as tools for 
enhancing the transparency, portability and recognition of TY learning 
achievements.  

23. Vocational Education and Training (VET)24 is currently under-developed within 
senior cycle25. The role of senior cycle in Initial VET (IVET) in Ireland should be 
strengthened and expanded. IVET programmes combine school and work-based 
learning. ‘Developing and strengthening both general and vocational in upper 
secondary education can make education more inclusive and strengthen the 
transition from school to work26’. The LCVP and LCA have a work orientation but are 
more appropriately classed as pre-vocational or pre-technical with little work-based 
learning required. These programmes attract a minority of students, 25% and 5% of 
the leaving certificate cohort respectively. Furthermore, the LCA, which does not 
provide direct access to tertiary education, disproportionately attracts students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and lower ability students27. The restriction on LCA 
progression to higher education should be revisited.  

24. The recent expansion of apprenticeships into new sectors such as hospitality, 
financial services and Information and Communication Technology, presents 
opportunities for pre-apprenticeship programmes and traineeship 
programmes to be developed alongside traditional leaving certificate 
programmes28. Any such developments should be supported by guidance 
services and ensure that graduates have opportunities to progress to work and 
high quality further and higher vocational and academic qualifications.  

 
23 OECD (2021), Beyond Academic Learning: First Results from the Survey of Social and Emotional 
Skills  OECD iLibrary | Beyond Academic Learning: First Results from the Survey of Social and 
Emotional Skills (oecd-ilibrary.org) 
24 Eurostat define VET as, is the training in skills and teaching of knowledge related to a specific 
trade, occupation or vocation in which the student or employee wishes to participate. VET 
programmes prepare participants for direct entry into specific occupations without further training. 

25 CEDEFOP (2019) VET in Ireland Vocational education and training system in Ireland (europa.eu) 
26 See OECD (2019), "What characterises upper secondary vocational education and 
training?", Education Indicators in Focus  OECD iLibrary | What characterises upper secondary 
vocational education and training? (oecd-ilibrary.org) also NCCA (2018) review of upper secondary 
education in nine jurisdictions scoping-report-online-2.pdf (ncca.ie) 
27 ESRI (2017) Leaving Certificate Applied Discussion Paper scr-lca-discussion-paper.pdf (ncca.ie) 
28 SOLAS (2020) The National Strategy for FET suggests how pathways from school to FET can be 
enhanced https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf  

https://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/National-Academic-Integrity-Network.aspx
https://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/National-Academic-Integrity-Network.aspx
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/beyond-academic-learning_92a11084-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/beyond-academic-learning_92a11084-en
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/4168_en_ie.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/what-characterises-upper-secondary-vocational-education-and-training_a1a7e2f1-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/what-characterises-upper-secondary-vocational-education-and-training_a1a7e2f1-en
https://ncca.ie/media/3337/scoping-report-online-2.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/3872/scr-lca-discussion-paper.pdf
https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf
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Submission from the Burren College of Art to the Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Education, further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science on Leaving Certificate Reform 

_________________ 

‘First answer the Why Question’ 

______________ 

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 Purpose: To secure buy-in for change to the Leaving Certificate (LC) it is essential to 

start with the question of purpose, the ‘why’ of education and the ‘why’ of the LC in 
a time of disruptive change and discontinuity.  Ideally the current review would take 
place following the promised Citizens Assembly for Education which is well placed 
to host this larger enquiry. 

 Process: It is essential to give at least as much attention to the process of reform as 
to the substance of reform. ‘How we do education’ – the quality of relationships and 
wellbeing – are now important question of substance. 

 Voice:  It’s time to really listen to student voice and the anxieties besetting students 
– students need to have a central role in designing change.  Tokenistic consultation is 
no longer adequate. 

 S&E Learning: In a volatile, uncertain and complex world Social & Emotional learning 
must be accorded much greater importance in what’s recognized and assessed in the 
LC.  Cultivating the creativity, agency and resilience of students to address 
contemporary world challenges such as climate change is vitally important – mindful 
that S&E Learning correlates positively with academic success.   

 Disentangle the Three Functions of the LC: The three functions of the LC – 
assessment of learning, certification of learning and gateway to further education – 
need to be disentangled. 

 Inclusion: By designing for the margins everyone gains. 
 Connecting the Dots: LC reform needs to be contextualised as a staging post in a 

wider process of life-long learning from cradle to grave.  Early years’ learning has 
foundational influence on outcomes not just at 2nd level but in life more generally. 

 
_______________  

2021/425(i)
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A: INTRODUCTION 
1.The interest of the Burren College of Art in Leaving Cert Reform derives from the college’s 
work with the education system which started in 2018 with a system-wide consultative 
process followed by a Symposium ‘Towards a More Creative Education System’.  The report 
on the consultative process as well as the symposium itself – and succeeding symposia in 
2019 and 2020 are to be found here.   The comments in this submission focus particular 
attention on the wider systems context to which the current examination of the Leaving 
Certificate needs to pay attention.    
 
2. A new Paradigm is needed: The fundamental premise of the symposium was that in a 
world characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) an 
industrial-age paradigm of education, whether in Ireland or elsewhere, was no longer 
adequate to the challenges of the digital age.  This message, echoed by the OECD’s 
Education 2030, has been reinforced by the advent of the Covid pandemic, the increasing 
evidence of dangerous climate change and biodiversity loss, the rapid advance in Artificial 
Intelligence and the OECD’s findings on the widespread inability of fifteen-year old students 
to discern fact from opinion in the age of social media.   
 
3. A central conclusion of the 2018 symposium and the consultative work that preceded it 
was that change is required at a systemic level from a top-down command and control 
model to a co-creative one.  The challenge was to reimagine an overall system that is 
adaptive to the demands of a changing world and responsive to local conditions – how to 
create a common vision for an uncertain future.   
 
4. While change to the Leaving Certificate is urgent it needs to be viewed in this wider frame 
of a common vision for an uncertain future that has regard to the need for lifelong learning 
from pre-school to the grave.  It also needs to acknowledge that learning increasingly takes 
place online and needs to embrace contexts outside the formal school setting and that 
education is about much more than academic learning.   

__________ 
 

B: The Process of Reform is as important as the Substance  

5. BEACONS: Acknowledging that systems change cannot be prescribed from the top down 
and that good policy frequently doesn’t translate into desired outcomes, a number of 
process-driven initiatives took shape at the 2018 Symposium which are relevant to the 
current debate.  The first of these processes called BEACONS, which is sponsored by the 
Teaching Council, is a process for engaging students, teachers and parents in new forms of 
open and creative conversation that allow what's important in education to be articulated 
and shared.  This model has now been acknowledged by the EU and the OECD which are 
supporting a more widespread exploration of the model in the coming year across school 
communities in Ireland.  The themes which matter, as articulated by this process do date, 
are outlined below. 
 
6. Citizens Assembly: The second significant process initiative to emerge from the 2018 
Symposium was the proposal for a Citizens Assembly for Education (CAFÉ).  The groundswell 
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of support for this proposal reflected an intuitive understanding that for serious change to 
happen there was need for a national conversation culminating in a citizens’ assembly that 
would generate a national mandate for the fundamental changes that are needed.  This 
initiative was adopted by the political system and included in the Programme for 
Government which states: 
 
‘We are committed to supporting the development of a shared understanding of the value of 

education which addresses how education can prepare people of all ages to meet new 
societal, environmental, technological and economic challenges which face us all.  ‘We will 
establish a Citizens Assembly on the Future of Education ensuring that the voices of young 

people and those being educated are central.’ 

7. This is an opportunity to ask the fundamental question about the purpose of education 
in the 21st century.  What’s also hugely significant is the giving centre stage to the voices of 
the young and those being educated – a central feature of, and call from, the 2018 
Symposium.  This also responds to the need for student agency, a critical concept in the 
OECD’s 2030 vision  but which is more honoured in the breach.   

____________  

 

C: Messages from the Coal-face of Education 
8. The extensive engagement with school communities and other actors across the field of 
education as part of the annual Burren symposia, the BEACONS conversations and a 
consultations process that is taking place ahead of the citizens’ assembly reveal a system 
that is arrested in patterns of stuckness, control and fear while yearning for systemic 
change.  This underlines the need to widen back the lens of the leaving cert review to 
acknowledge issues of culture, purpose and process.   
 
9. The following big themes/issues arise from the extensive conversational processes 
referenced above: 
 Purpose:  For reform of the leaving cert and other aspects of education to take root 

at a systemic level there needs to be a debate about the purpose of education in the 
context of the fundamental challenges arising from environmental degradation, the 
advance of Artificial Intelligence, the power of social media, eco-anxiety and much 
else. Learning Point:  Without taking the time for society to answer the ‘why’ of 
change it will be difficult to get buy-in for the ‘how’ of change.  

 Co-creative change process: Change is a process that cannot simply be prescribed 
from above – as in the industrial-age paradigm.  There is need for a fundamental 
shift in culture from top-down to co-creative both in how the bigger system 
functions and how schools operate.  The processes referred to above – symposia, 
BEACONS, CAFÉ, pre-CAFÉ conversations – are all examples a new paradigm in 
which the wisdom of the collective is harvested.  Learning Point: If change is to 
happen serious attention needs to be paid to the process by which it can happen. 



4 
 

 Social & Emotional Learning: Much of the feedback from our conversational 
processes point to the need for much greater weight to be paid to Social & 
Emotional Learning (SEL).  Another way of viewing SEL is as an inner development 
curriculum that complements the acquisition of extrinsic academic knowledge.  The 
inner curriculum has been well rehearsed, is implicit in the cross-cutting skills of the 
Junior Cycle, and is crucial to preparation for a world in a state of profound flux – 
how to cultivate inner capacities of relating to self, caring for others and the world, 
being able to think critically and systematically and the ability to be a change agent 
with courage, creativity and perseverance.  For those concerned that developing 
these skills will prejudice conventional metrics of academic achievement the 
recently published OECD survey on Social & Emotional Skills points to a positive 
correlation between academic success and SEL skills.  Learning Point: SEL or the 
inner development curriculum is crucially important to preparing students for the 
challenges of the 21st century.  This calls for a fundamental rebalancing of 
educational and assessment priorities. 

 
10. The following themes are taken directly from reports on conversations with school 
communities as part of the BEACONS and other processes 
 
11. Culture/Relationships: ‘One of the most important themes throughout all the BEACONS 
conversations was the desire for a system that relaxed control and trusted schools to do 
what was right for their students in their contexts.  Within the school community the 
emphasis was on the importance of the quality of relationships, in particular between 
teachers and students – kindness, friendship, respect, being called by one’s name, being 
really listened to, fun, a more positive tone and balance in the relationship between 
students, teachers and parents. Learning Point:  It is Important to create a culture of time 
and space that allows the common humanity of the parties in education to be expressed in 
the classroom and the wider system; resist the temptation to fix things through another 
circular, trust instead to the wisdom of those at the coalface which was evident during 
covid.  

13. Exams/Assessment:  ‘For primary-school students the shadow of the second-level exam 
system begins to build anticipatory anxiety preventing a focus on being in the now.  The 
gradual transition from a child-centred to a more rigid curriculum and exam-centred 
approach happened as students moved towards second level from third class onwards in 
primary school creating a vicious self-reinforcing cycle with some wanting more home-work 
to reflect this shift and others wanting a less pressured approach.’   

14. ‘The leaving cert reflected an industrial age model at a time when we had the first 
generation of digital natives. It hindered a rounded education which needed to be more 
hands-on with more resources and understanding for the non-academic sector.  Universities 
needed to take more responsibility for their selection process.’   

15. ‘A new currency of value and assessment was required with pathways other than 
through the leaving cert.  A larger process was needed with interviews, portfolios and 
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credits for ‘young scientist’ and other accomplishments more relevant to the emerging 
world of work. There needed to be portfolio approach to terminal exams with continuous 
creative assessment possibilities.  There had to be space for risk-taking, innovation and 
making mistakes.’   

16. ‘Approaches to more creativity in assessment include: continuous assessment as in the 
JC’s CBA’s; a balanced portfolio of learning recognizing all forms of learning (profile of 
achievement) and dual assessment as in the HPAT.’  ‘The strangle-hold of the Leaving Cert 
makes second level dysfunctional and needs fundamental reform. A movement for change 
requires changing the discourse: away from exams and assessment; towards enquiry about 
the purpose of education and assessment and a positive focus on the possibilities being 
opened up by Covid-19.’  Learning Point:  The LC as a terminal exam in second level casts a 
long shadow over students’ education from a young age and is not conducive to the kind of 
holistic learning required for the 21st century.  The burden of assessment needs to be spread.  
Responsibility for entry to 3rd level needs to be shifted to the 3rd level itself.   

17. Eco-anxiety: ‘Concern with the state of the environment and a desire for action was a 
common theme among students.  They wanted less talk and more action about litter and 
plastic, water-fountains in school and more litter bins, rewards for civic action, more beauty 
in their surroundings, secure storage for bicycles, reduced packaging in deli-food.  There 
should be education from a young age about environment – at pre-school and school.  

18. ‘We want action now’ to reduce emissions rather than winning the ‘Green Flag’. There 
was an appreciation of the great outdoors and the resources of the community as potential 
sources of wellbeing and learning.  There were voices seeking more connection to nature, 
more mindfulness and yoga.’  There is now extensive research pointing to the level of 
climate/eco-anxiety – 45% of youth globally say that climate anxiety is affecting their daily 
lives with 75% saying the future is frightening.  Learning Point:  There is an urgent need to 
cultivate in students the capacities for agency, creativity and resilience that will empower 
them to actively engage as solutions-providers rather than fearful by-standers in an 
increasingly uncertain world.  (References: Climate change: Young people very worried - 
survey (BBC) How climate inaction is driving a mental health crisis in children (Reuters) United 
Nations: Countries’ pledges to cut emissions are far too meager to halt climate change (The 
Washington Post) Read the full Survey: Young people’s voices on climate anxiety, government 
betrayal and moral injury: a global phenomenon)  

19. Creativity & Art: ‘The importance of having more opportunities for art and creativity 
was a recurring theme.  Art had the potential to open multiple perspectives, to express 
feelings, to relate to the environment, to open more flexible way of thinking.  Curiosity was 
central to learning.  Creative approaches could work with those who had learning difficulties 
through the use of physical objects, project work, free writing, art, drama, group work etc.’   

21. Creativity, one of the most important attributes of being human that distinguishes us 
from machine intelligence, is progressively crushed by an education premised on correct 
answers to even the process of essay-writing.  The recent OECD survey on Social and 
Emotional Skills demonstrated the decline in creativity in students between the ages of 10 
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and 15, confirming previous research on the negative correlation between education and 
socialisation and creativity.  Learning Point: Enhancing the creative potential of every 
student needs to be a conscious purpose of education in the 21st century. 

21. IT: ‘Parents, teachers and students needed to be educated on how to exploit the huge 
potential of technology and IT while avoiding being exploited by it - the word 'gaducation' 
was coined for the positive use of technological devices in education. Technology allowed 
learning outside curriculum and outside school.’  ‘The potential of IT is huge and allows us to 
imagine the school of the future; properly exploited it can transform school and free up the 
role of the teacher for what’s most important.’  Learning Point: While the experience of 
covid has underlined the essentially social nature of education, it also accelerated an 
understanding of the potential of IT in the learning/teaching process and, in particular, its 
potential to create more time for the teacher to engage in the one-to-one and social 
dimension of teaching.  Post-covid this learning needs to be institutionalised and  
developed. 

22. Inclusion:  ‘Inclusion needs to be the new ‘normal’ – a world with no ‘others’; our 
cultural tradition is of exclusion – middle-class values informed by church with teachers 
coming from, and formed by, this tradition. There is need for much greater diversity in the 
pool from which teachers are drawn.’  Learning Point: Inclusion is not a luxury in a healthy 
society.  Attending to the needs of those on the margins benefits all.   

 

1.10.21 
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 Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education,  
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Leaving Certificate Reform 
 
1. Introduction 
The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) 
welcomes the opportunity to make this written submission on the Leaving Certificate Reform process.  

While the Leaving Certificate is perhaps the most externally visible component of the post-primary 
system, on the basis of the intrinsic interlinkages between senior cycle purpose, curriculum and 
assessment, the DFHERIS perspective is that any reform of the Leaving Certificate process must be 
considered in the context of the broader issue of Senior Cycle reform and educational pathways and 
transitions.  

In a rapidly changing world, DFHERIS recognises the need for our education system to develop to keep 
pace with this change and to support people at all stages of their lives to reach their full potential and 
adapt to a global system in transition.  

The awarding of a certificate on completion of a student’s post-primary education serves multiple 
purposes including: 

i. Supporting the achievement of the targeted learning outcomes of the programme i.e. the 
development of skills, awareness and knowledge, and recognising the attainment of these 
outcomes; 

ii. Facilitating progression into the workforce or further or higher education. 

DFHERIS recognises the significant consultation and work that has been undertaken by the National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) since 2016 to review senior cycle purpose, 
programmes, assessment and vocational pathways. The Department looks forward to reviewing the 
NCCA’s report on priority areas and goals for the reform of the senior cycle when it is published and 
considering any implications arising for the tertiary education system, in collaboration with the 
Department of Education and through close engagement with the tertiary education and training 
sector.  

This submission highlights a number of broad areas for the committee’s consideration including 
matters relating to purpose of the leaving certificate, the curriculum, assessment, pathways and 
transitions and access and inclusion.  

The Department’s considerations of these issues are aligned with the Department’s strategic goals, 
particularly: 

“Goal 1: Individual Talent 
Ensure support and provide education and training to open up diverse and progressive 
pathways for everyone, enabling personal growth, developing our learners’ talent, promoting 
lifelong learning and empowering learners to become active members of society, engaging in 
employment, contributing to prosperity and driving vibrant and diverse communities. 
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Goal 3: Diverse Pathways 
Promote the complementary roles of further and higher education and champion closer 
alignment and integration, facilitating enhanced information for school‑leavers and for all 
seeking learning opportunities, providing a wider choice at transition points and enabling 
progression pathways across and between different institutions” 

 

2. Areas for consideration: 

2.1 Leaving Certificate Purpose and Curriculum 

DFHERIS is supportive of the NCCA’s consultation findings regarding the overall purpose of the Senior 
Cycle as “equipping students for diverse and sustainable futures, so that they can embrace full and 
active citizenship and participation in society as they learn, adapt and make the transition to life 
beyond school”.  

DFHERIS agrees with the NCCA position1 that a broad curriculum at senior cycle which allows for a 
degree of specialisation for students in accordance with their interests, provides an effective means 
of achieving continuity and progression from junior cycle, while assisting in preparation for future life. 
It is important that a balance is struck in the development of subject specifications between 
knowledge, skills and learning outcomes. Students should be supported to deepen their knowledge 
and understanding of specific subject areas, while gradually taking greater ownership of their learning. 
This will assist them in their preparation for further and higher education.  

Transversal Skills 
The Senior Cycle plays an important role in developing foundational knowledge and skills, enabling 
students to progress into tertiary education and training and the world of work.  The future of work 
will require creativity, systems thinking, problem-solving, digital literacy, communication skills and 
resilience. The pace of technological change is such that some jobs may change or become obsolete, 
while other new types of jobs will be created, requiring diverse skillsets, including the ability to adapt, 
innovate and work collaboratively with others.  

It is right that the Senior Cycle programme facilitates students to develop such a broad range of skills 
and competencies, while also preparing students for life outside of work, supporting them in 
developing positive relationships, mental health and wellbeing. The Department has been working 
closely with stakeholders to tackle sexual violence and harassment in higher education institutions 
and educate and raise awareness on consent. Feedback has indicated that this work must commence 
before students arrive into further and higher education. The Department is aware that work is 
ongoing by the NCCA to review the provision of Relationships and Sexuality Education in primary and 
post-primary schools and a revised programme that includes education on consent would be 
welcomed. 

Consideration should also be given to the role practical experience, whether through work placements 
or volunteering in the community, can play as part of the senior cycle programme. This form of 
experiential learning has been shown to be hugely valuable in developing key skills, such as 
communication, problem-solving, creativity, while fostering a commitment to active citizenship. 

 
1 https://ncca.ie/media/2511/towards_learning_an_overview.pdf p. 6. 
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Targeted skills  
The National Skills Strategy 20252 emphasises the importance of acquiring cross-sectoral skills, such 
as digital skills, foreign language skills and cultural awareness.  

 Increasing demand for people with STEM related skills and qualifications, at a range of levels 
across different sectors of the economy is anticipated. The STEM Education Policy Statement 
2017-20263 recognises the need for a national focus on STEM education in our early years 
settings and schools to ensure we have an engaged society and a highly-skilled workforce in 
place. It includes a focus on increasing the participation of females in STEM education and 
raising interest in, and awareness of the range of exciting careers in STEM.  

 Ireland’s Third ICT Action Plan: Technology Skills 20224 sets out priority actions to meet the 
demand for high-level ICT skillsets in the Irish economy, which has grown rapidly in recent 
years. Senior Cycle education is critical to building the pipeline of students interested and 
equipped to pursue these opportunities. Of particular relevance is the number of students 
opting for Higher Level Maths and the introduction of Computer Science as a Leaving 
Certificate subject.  

 The development of language skills has been shown to have a number of cognitive benefits, 
as well as supporting life in a multi-cultural and globalised society. As the International 
Education Strategy for Ireland 2016-20205 refers, our future economic prosperity will continue 
to rely on maintaining and growing markets abroad. In a post-Brexit environment, extending 
our relationships with our European partners will become increasingly important. Achieving 
successful trade links in these markets requires knowledge of the cultures, economies and 
languages of those markets. Languages Connect, Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages in 
Education 2017-2026 sets out key objectives in this regard, the achievement of which will be 
predicated on the continued allocation of time for language learning within the Senior Cycle.  

 The Programme for Government acknowledges the “importance of the Irish language as the 
first language of the State, as a living language, and as vital component of the heritage of this 
island” and it is important to note that the National University of Ireland (NUI) member 
institutions require applicants (with some exceptions) to meet the Matriculation 
requirements of the university, which include a minimum grade in Irish and inclusion of a third 
language for most degree programmes in Arts, Human Sciences, Law, Social Science, 
Commerce, Medicine and Health Sciences and some other degrees. Other higher education 
institutions have varying language requirements.  

DFHERIS is working with the Department of Education on the joint development of the second 
National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to 2030. The public consultation 
process opened in April 2021 and it is planned to publish the new Strategy and accompanying 
Implementation Plan in Q1 2022. The Strategy sees ESD as an integral part of lifelong learning and will 
be aligned with Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4.7 which targets that “by 2030 ensure all 
learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including among 
others through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 

 
2 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/69fd2-irelands-national-skills-strategy-2025-irelands-future/  
3 https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/4d40d5-stem-education-policy/#stem-education-policy-
statement-2017-2026  
4 https://assets.gov.ie/24698/50fcbc8f80ab4a828ab7f44e2114aa7b.pdf  
5 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/International-Education-Strategy-For-Ireland-2016-2020.pdf  
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gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship, and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development”. 
Consideration should be given to how ESD can be further embedded within the Senior Cycle and 
individual subject specifications, as the reform process advances, allowing scaffolding of learning as 
students progress into further and higher education.  

2.2 Assessment, Transitions and Pathways 

Assessment 
Assessment options considered as part of the Leaving Certificate Reform process, would need to 
support a relevant and meaningful learning experience for students, while being able to effectively 
demonstrate the achievement of learning outcomes through their Senior Cycle education. It is 
important that this assessment process continues to be objective and transparent and that it can 
provide a basis for access to further and higher education. 

The views and experiences of students should be carefully considered in the reform process, to ensure 
that the Senior Cycle programme is student-centred. The transitions reform work included the 
publication of research on the views of higher education students on the Leaving Certificate6. Many 
students have expressed the view that a mix of assessment methods (such as projects, portfolios, 
presentations) would better enable them to demonstrate their learning over the course of the senior 
cycle, while alleviating the pressure associated with a terminal exam.  

Transitions and Pathways 
Ireland has one of the most educated young populations in the world. We rank 5th among OECD 
countries in terms of the proportion of our 25-34 year old population with a third level degree7 (after 
South Korea, Canada, Russia and Japan) and are 1st in the EU on this metric.  

In 2019/20 there were 43,580 new entrants on undergraduate programmes in higher education 
institutions8. In 2017/18, the most recent year available, 7.3% of students entered higher education 
on the basis of a further education qualification, and 15.4% of students were first time mature 
entrants9. In 2019, there were 179,058 total learner enrolments in FET courses, approximately one 
third of which were under 25 years old10.  

The majority of applicants apply to higher education institutions on the basis of the commons points 
scale, in which the best six results from one sitting of the Leaving Certificate are converted to CAO 
points. A significant minority of students applying in this way do so with Leaving Certificate results 
from previous years – in 2017 approximately 25% of students applying on the basis of their Leaving 
Certificate Results did so with results from a previous year. Applicants may also apply as a mature 
student, not relying on school leaving examination, or they may apply on the basis of qualifications 
completed in the Further Education sector. 

 
6 O’Leary, M and Scully, D,  The Leaving Certificate Programme as Preparation for Higher Education: The 
Views of Undergraduates at the End of their First Year in University. Available at:  
http://transition.ie/files/The_Leaving_Certificate_Programme_as_Preparation_for_Higher_Education.pdf 
[Accessed: 4th October 2021] 
7 Education attainment - Population with tertiary education - OECD Data 
8 HEA Statistics. Available at: https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/data-for-
download/2019-20-enrolment-data-for-download/  
9 HEA Statistics. Available at: https://hea.ie/policy/access-policy/access-statistics-summary/  
10 Enrolments are defined as learners who are on course or have completed a course during 2019. Statistics 
available at: https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/1ba83e5971/15429_solas_facts_report_2019_web.pdf 
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In terms of quantifying the number of students that go directly from post-primary to higher education, 
the Statistics Section in the Department of Education tracks students between the post-primary 
database (P-POD) and the HEA’s student records system (SRS). From this we get the 2018 transition 
rate of 63.4% published in the Education Indicators for Ireland report11.  The 2018 transition rate from 
post-primary to FET was 25.9%. The transition rate from post-primary to higher education or post-
primary to FET in a given year is a measure of the percentage of pupils from the previous five academic 
years who ultimately entered HE in that year.  

However this measure only includes students who make it to sixth year, and a little under 10% of each 
cohort that starts in first year leaves the education system early12. It excludes students who enter 
private higher education institutions (with the exception of RCSI) and students who went to schools 
not funded by the Department of Education. So the 63% transition rate is a somewhat incomplete as 
a measure of transition for the whole cohort.  

Reforms have been underway since 2012, to improve the transition experience of young people 
moving from second-level to higher education. Key underlying principles of the reform process have 
been: 

I. A recognition that good learning outcomes and key competences developed through a high 
quality student experience at second level provide a firm foundation for successful learning in 
higher education; 

II. A simplified, coherent and streamlined approach to system architecture and processes helps to 
build a bridge for students at the interface between different levels of education; 

III. Our national examination and higher education admissions systems must have reliability, 
validity, integrity, equity, fairness and transparency as their hallmarks.  It is essential that full 
public confidence in both systems is maintained. 

Major policy changes have been embedded in recent years to address some of the issues associated 
with transition to higher education. The revised Leaving Certificate grading system and revised 
Common Points Scale for entry into higher education introduced in 2017, was designed to reduce the 
pressure on students in chasing small percentage gains which would lead to changes in grades. This 
was done by reducing the number of overall grade bands from 14 to 8. Additionally it aimed to: fairly 
reward scholastic achievement; minimise the use of random selection to allocate higher education 
places; preserve the relative value of ordinary level and higher level in the current points scale; and 
encourage the take-up of higher level subjects, by awarding points for the new H7 grade.  

Particularly strong sets of Leaving Certificate results in 2020 and 2021 following the introduction of 
Calculated Grades and Accredited Grades contributed to upward pressure on CAO points across the 
board, but most particularly on high-points courses. To offset these pressures, and in recognition of 
the particular circumstances faced by students in 2020 and 2021, DFHERIS worked with the HEA and 
the Higher Education Institutions to identify where additional places could be provided in the higher 
education system. In 2021, this led to 4650 additional places on a range of courses, including places 
created under the Human Capital Initiative.  

 
11 Department of Education (2020) Education Indicators for Ireland Report. Available at: 
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/117558/ef43dc12-56c3-4f5a-9e78-
bafce7ef9764.pdf#page=null [Accessed 1st October 2021] 
12 ibid 
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In higher education, the ongoing work to broaden entry routes and reduce early course specialisation 
will continue to be a central part of improving college retention levels. The Department is also 
committed to further promoting the wider options available to students upon completion of 
secondary-level education, through an appropriate balance between higher education and further 
education and training. A more integrated Tertiary Education System opens up the overall educational 
space, to enhance and broaden thinking, to build a more cohesive vision for education, to encourage 
joined up action and, more fundamentally, to offer the most comprehensive range of choices and 
opportunities for learners. The Department’s commitment is evidenced by the recently published 
Apprenticeship Action Plan, the Department’s own Statement of Strategy and is a key consideration 
of the ongoing future funding model work. 

The Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science has set out as a 
priority to enhance the visibility of further education and training (FET) and apprenticeship options for 
school leavers, and streamlined application process by building on the existing CAO process to support 
greater choices at CAO decision time. This policy objective is a key component of the Pathways pillar 
within the FET Strategy 2020-2024 Future FET: Transforming Learning and is also a consideration set 
out in the 2020 Departmental paper on FET to HE reform.  

Work is significantly progressed to ensure enhanced choices will be visible from the CAO website for 
the 2021/2022 school leaver cohort onwards. Ensuring this wider set of options is available and known 
to students may assist students in identifying courses that are suited to their interests, while also 
reducing the pressure on places in higher education, with corresponding impact on the points system.  

2.3 Access and Inclusion 
Inclusion is one of the core strategic goals of the Department’s Statement of Strategy, and developing 
more inclusive learner and trainee populations is a core goal across the tertiary education and training 
system.  The shared goal of inclusion across all parts of the education and further and higher education 
systems is important in considering senior cycle issues, in the context of supporting diverse learner 
cohorts with appropriate supports and pathways.  

The vision of the National Access Plan is to ensure that the student body entering into, participating 
in and completing higher education at all levels reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland's 
population.  This means: recognising the needs of vulnerable learners, the most marginalised and 
those with special and additional needs; and assisting people in accessing and progressing through 
higher and further education and training, and into employment. A new National Plan for Equity of 
Access to Higher Education (NAP) is currently being developed.  Progress on meeting existing targets 
is set out in the consultation paper for the new NAP13.  

The Department, in collaboration with the Higher Education Authority, funds a range of programmes 
to support inclusive transitions into higher education.  This includes: 

 Access Offices and staff in place in each higher education institution (HEI). These offices are 
established through core HEI funding from the State (approximately €43m in core funding to 
HEIs in 2021 was on the basis of access metrics). It enables all HEIs to have an access 
infrastructure in place that provides for the pre-entry and post-entry work required to support 
students from target groups access and successfully complete higher education. 

 
13 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/04/NAP-consultation_deadline-extension.pdf 
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 The Fund for Students with Disabilities (FSD) supports HEIs in ensuring students with 
disabilities have the necessary supports to enable them access, fully participate in and 
successfully complete their chosen course of study. In 2019/20 academic year, over 14,000 
students received supports eligible for funding under the FSD. The Student Assistance Fund 
(SAF) provides financial support to full or part-time students who are experiencing financial 
difficulties while attending college. In the 2019/20 academic year, over 14,000 students were 
supported under the SAF. 

 The Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) has provided additional funding to 
support access to higher education since the 2017/18 academic year. Funding will amount to 
over €40m over six years and is supporting initiatives across its three strands - access to 
teacher education (PATH 1), 1916 Bursary Fund (PATH 2) and Higher Education Access Fund 
(PATH 3). It is expected that the full impact of PATH will be seen over the lifetime of the 
subsequent national access plans. 

The Irish Universities Association (IUA) run two access schemes on behalf of the higher education 
institutions – the Higher Education Access Route (HEAR) and the Disability Access Route to Education 
(DARE). These routes offer places on reduced points, and additional supports, to applicants who are 
from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, or who have a disability which has had a 
negative impact on their second level education. DFHERIS does not have a role in these schemes. 
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Submission on Leaving Certificate Reform to Joint Committee on Education, Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

 

Submitted by Foróige, National Youth Development Organisation  

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 The Leaving Certificate is no longer fit for purpose as a model to prepare young people for the next 
stage of their lives. While COVID-19 has had many negative impacts, it has allowed us as a nation to 
see alternative approaches to the Leaving Cert are possible. We now have a unique opportunity to 
develop and implement a new model of assessment, focussed on fostering, recognising and 
celebrating the broad range of skills young people require to positively contribute to society and gain 
future employment.  We also now have the much-needed chance to relieve the excessive hype and 
stress placed upon our young people at a pivotal time in their lives. Reforming the Leaving Certificate 
is not only possible, but necessary.  

1.2 We believe that in order to make real, impactful change within the Leaving Certificate and Senior 
Cycle, non-formal education must be valued within the formal system. The Senior Cycle comes at a 
pivotal time in young people’s lives, a time where they are leaving adolescence and entering 
adulthood. Yet this is also a time where young people face many challenges and require an education 
system that meets their needs. There is a profound gap between the knowledge and skills students 
learn in school and the knowledge and skills they need to excel in 21st century communities. There is 
a growing movement, echoed by this review, to address this gap and develop a more rounded version 
of student success. Non-formal education gives young people the opportunity to learn, practice and 
master 21st Century skills such as emotional intelligence, critical thinking, empathy, communication, 
teamwork, planning, resilience, and creativity are those which employers attest to being crucial for 
employability and economic development. Developing these skills enables young people to not only 
have a positive influence in their own development but also in the development of Ireland’s economic 
future.  

1.3 With increased society dependence on digital resources, there is a growing need for digital skills 
education to be considered as basic life skills and become a core part of the education system. The 
Bridging the Gap- Ireland’s Digital Divide research report found that 42 percent of Irish people describe 
themselves as being ‘below average’ when assessing their digital skill level1. Digital education should 
focus on digital skills development, digital literacy, digital citizenship and digital safety and be taught 
and facilitated at foundation, advanced and creative levels. 

1.4 Reform of the Leaving Certificate, needs to be encompassed in the development of a three year 
Senior Cycle. A three year Senior cycle will allow for flexibility within the curriculum and the ability to 
respond to the individual needs of the young person. Individual pathways of learning can be created 
along with the capability to broaden the scope of assessment to include collection of ‘credits’ 
throughout the three years. 

 

 
1 https://www.accenture.com/ie-en/insights/local/digital-divide 
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2. Bridging Worlds- Formal and Non-Formal education 

2.1 When we think about young people completing the Leaving Certificate and exiting Senior Cycle, 
we envision young people exiting equipped with a broad range of skills and knowledge, empowered 
to think for themselves, positively contribute to the world around them and ready for active 
participation in the knowledge economy. To achieve this, reform to Senior Cycle education may have 
to be revolutionary rather than evolutionary. This ‘revolution’ is needed now; without it, current and 
future generations of young people in Ireland will continue to be failed by the current education 
system.  

2.2 The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, whose members include Microsoft, Apple and Cisco, 
identify these skills as the 4 C’s; 

1. Critical thinking and problem solving 
2. Communication 
3. Collaboration 
4. Creativity and innovation 

 
2.3 Education systems, by their very nature, can be slow to adapt. Therefore, non formal education 
programs are ideally placed to facilitate young people to develop and practice these skills. They bring 
a mix of innovative learning methodologies, including a strong emphasis on learning by doing, coupled 
with rigorous evaluation to ensure young people achieve the outcomes essential for success in today’s 
world.  

2.4 Building on the partnership approach between the non-formal and formal education systems, 
Foróige and NUI Galway have already aimed to take this to the next level and put it formally into 
practice in 2021 with 65 youth workers and teachers taking part in a pilot project ‘Bridging Worlds- 
New Learning Spaces for New Times ’. This one year initiative, funded by Rethink Ireland, focused on 
promoting knowledge, skills and awareness among teachers and youth workers of the formal and non-
formal education sectors, using blended learning techniques and implementing a number of pro social 
youth programmes.   

2.5 The Bridging Worlds initiative developed a professional learning component through joint 
engagement of academic staff and practitioner expertise with a primary focus on senior cycle 
students. The most significant feedback across all the participants was that the development of 
connections across the formal and non-formal sectors made intuitive sense and was welcomed. Both 
teachers and youth workers reported that they benefited from learning about each other’s roles and 
sectors. While there was strong interest in fostering and developing better connections across the 
sectors, there was a recognition that further support is needed in this area.  

2.6 The overwhelmingly positive feedback to date indicates that there is considerable potential in this 
initiative for cross-sectoral working and positive engagement across the youth and education actors. 
With the current review of the Leaving Certificate curriculum, now would be the time to implement 
and support that engagement. 

 

3.    Digital Education 

3.1 Technology has evolved rapidly in recent years and the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated this 
even further. We have seen a shift from technology being a valued addition to our lives to it becoming 
a vital infrastructure and a core component of how we work, live, get information and socialise. 
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3.2 Yet, digital education is not a core aspect of our education model. The Irish education system has 
been slow to adapt to the new reality of the digital era. As a result, young people’s digital skills are 
being honed outside the classroom, often by themselves on their own mobile devices. If we look at 
the picture internationally, Ireland is behind the curve when it comes to digital education. In Finland 
for example, digital literacy is taught to all primary school children. 

3.3 Almost all jobs require a level of digital competence and literacy, be it agriculture, architecture or 
advertising. According to research by the World Economic Forum, nearly two-thirds of children who 
started school in 2016 will go on to have jobs that don’t yet exist – having digital skills and being able 
to transfer those skills from one job to another will be fundamental. 

3.4 We need to enable young people to become creators, rather than only consumers of technology, 
and to support then to use their innate interest in technology and natural curiosity to explore their 
potential as leaders, digital creators and change makers 

3.5 Digital education must become a core component of our education system up to and including 
Senior Cycle and include a focus on digital skills development, digital literacy, digital citizenship and 
digital safety and be taught and facilitated at foundation, advanced and creative levels. 

 

4.     Pathways and Programmes through a 3 year Senior Cycle 

4.1 The current Senior Cycle places an overemphasis on a single pathway for students to achieve 
‘success’ measured only by the achievement of points at Leaving Certificate. This needs to be balanced 
in favour of all young people by the provision of a multitude of individualised pathways capable of 
assessment throughout the 3 year cycle. 

4.2 21st century skills are undervalued within the existing Leaving Certificate model. An optional 
transition year is regularly seen as a “break” from academia, rather than a uniquely valuable year of 
development within a fully rounded three-year cycle. The linear 5th and 6th year model prepares 
students for a single assessment, rather than preparing them to take their place as contributing 
members of society, value-adders to the economy, innovators, voters, and leaders in our 
communities.  

4.3 Transition Year is a unique advantage Irish students have and has the potential to ensure every 
young people has an opportunity for self-advancement and self-exploration, a facilitated space within 
a familiar education model to build skills beyond academia that will be crucial for the next stages of 
their life; from teamwork, to communication, to leadership. However, the optional aspect to 
Transition Year immediately creates an impression that these skills are less valuable, that less learning 
is done during this year than in academic focused years, despite these skills having been proven to be 
those most sought after by employers, as well as creating innovative, resilient contributors to the 
society and economy.  

4.4 In this pivotal point in their development, it is important we encourage and reward our young 
people for their involvement in society and development of skills through music, sports, volunteerism, 
or other avenues. This creates a habit of continuation, building involved citizens, as well as developing 
wider skills of resilience, teamwork, and empathy. Instead, a 2019 ESRI study showed students are 
giving up sports and social activities due to the stress and pressure of the Leaving Cert. 

4.5 Achieving a new vision for Senior Cycle education will require the creation of a full 3 year cycle. In 
this framework, year 1 will focus on the development of 21st century skills, similar to the current 
Transition Year model, with year 2 and 3 building on this learning while also focussing on core subjects.  
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4.6 Programmes provided over the three years but particularly in year 1, should include an emphasis 
on entrepreneurship, leadership, active citizenship, relationships and sexuality, health and wellbeing 
and practical life learning skills.  

4.7 This approach will ensure the curriculum is flexible and responsive to individual needs of students 
and allow for personalised, blended and mixed methodologies learning. Combining full subject 
curricula with these programmes also creates the real potential for the Senior Cycle to be constantly 
updated. A challenge currently highlighted by this review. 

 

5. Assessment  

5.1 Allowing young people to choose modules within year 1 of the 3 year cycle provides the 
opportunity for them, with mentorship and guidance, to create their individual education pathways 
and collect ‘credits’ for achievement and learning. 

5.2 Foróige has developed a suite of evidence based programme (list attached)) using international 
best practice and backed by UNESCO, that have proven positive outcomes for young people in key 
areas. Across a range of disciplines, research has conclusively shown that programs that focus on 
development of skills such as leadership, citizenship and entrepreneurship and engagement in local 
society, are related to positive social, psychological and personal development outcomes. 

5.3 With a partnership approach between the non formal and formal education systems, these 
programmes could be made available to students in Senior Cycle in schools across Ireland in the very 
near future.  

5.4 A desire to broaden and rebalance existing assessment approaches, building on key strengths 
already evident in senior cycle assessment emerged from previous Senior Cycle reviews. It was also 
suggested that assessment could be further spread out over time. This could have a range of benefits 
giving students an opportunity to be assessed in a variety of areas which in turn will broaden what is 
assessed and what success looks like. Placing a value on non formal education within the formal 
education system creates the opportunity to recognise “service learning” altruism, empathy, 
volunteering and the practice and mastery of a wide range of skills. In the current Senior Cycle young 
people experience too much unnecessary stress feeling the pressure of a single examination.  

5.6 The new cycle needs to explore ways to provide assessment arrangements that enhance second-
chance opportunities for learners in general, scope ways to broaden assessment and examination 
approaches and methods so that students have opportunities to display a wider range of learning in a 
variety of ways. There is currently too much emphasis in the current system on rote learning rather 
than an experiential, learning by doing approach. 

5.6 This can be introduced through further developing existing assessment arrangements experienced 
in LCA, LCVP, TY and LCE, for example by exploring the possibility of utilising portfolios, interviews, 
task completion and accumulation of credits in aspects of senior cycle assessment for non formal 
education programmes. 
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Foróige programmes in the Senior Cycle  

Our programmes strengthen the curriculum for young people to bring real and transformative change 
to the lives of the learners.  Education is considered a key driver of Economic and Social Success for 
Individuals and Employers.  A higher level of education can lead to series of positive outcomes for both 
the individual and society related to employment, higher salaries, better health, less crime, higher 
social cohesion, lower public and social costs, and higher productivity and growth (European 
Commission /EACEA/ EURYDICE/Cedefop, 2014).  It is vital that together we can provide the highest 
standard of education to all young people in Ireland with equal opportunities for all. The cascading 
impact will positively affect their future careers, their families, their community and society as a whole. 
At the heart of the programmes is a belief that young people, no matter what their circumstances, 
inherently want to succeed in life and our programmes will create opportunities for young people to 
successfully navigate a successful career and a brighter future.  It is the importance of a partnership 
between formal education and training and non formal education.   

Foróige Programmes 

1.   The Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship Programme 

The Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship (NFTE) is a world renowned, youth entrepreneurship 
education and development programme.  It is managed and provided by Foróige in Ireland and is 
affiliated to NFTE International. 

Involvement in the Foróige NFTE programme improves the business, academic and life skills of young 
people. It gives young people the opportunity to create, develop and sell their product/service while 
learning skills in the areas of business planning, marketing and finance. 

Research collated by Harvard University on the impact the NFTE programme concluded that: 

•       Career aspirations increased by 44% 

•       Interest in attending college increased by 32% 

•       Students’ business knowledge increased by 20 times vs. control group 

•       Leadership behaviour increased by 13.2% 

•       Belief that attaining one’s goals is within one’s control significantly increased 

Young people who engage in NFTE participate in a 40 hour (minimum) programme facilitated by a 
teacher or youth worker who has been trained in the delivery of the programme.  The young people 
come up with a business idea, do a business plan and importantly trade in the real world environment. 
All through the process the young people are supported to reflect on what they are learning and how 
this can help them in their future lives. 

2. Leadership For Life 

This is a year long program which consists of 30 hours of taught material and 30 hours of practical 
work. The program aims to enhance the vision, passion and idealism of young people by teaching them 
key leadership skills and challenging them to use these skills for their own and society’s benefit. 
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The program encourages young people to develop and practice leadership skills including critical 
thinking, problem solving, goal setting, communication and public speaking. The program is accredited 
in Ireland by the National University of Ireland, Galway with a Certificate in Youth Leadership.  

3. Be Healthy Be Happy  

The Health & Well-being Program is a holistic 12 hour program that explores mental, physical, social 
and spiritual health. This programme aims to engage young people in a process of exploring 
characteristics that impact their health and well-being, and to position them so that they have the 
tools to lead healthy, happy lives. 

Topics explored across the four focus areas of include; nutrition, hygiene, stress management, 
substance use, healthy relationships, bullying, social identity, community involvement, problem 
solving skills, understanding and expressing feelings, strategies to deal with negative thinking, fairness, 
love and forgiveness, understanding mindfulness and practicing relaxation techniques. 

4. REAL U (Relationships Explored & Life Uncovered) 

Relationships Explored and Life Uncovered (REAL U) allows us to express and explore our own, and 
others, views on issues that affect us all around Relationships and Sexuality. 

REAL U covers topics that affect us both personally, and in our face to face and online relationships, 
with our; friends, siblings, parents/guardians, crushes, partners and any other relationship we have, 
or will have throughout our lives! REAL U provides a safe space to engage in a range of fun activities 
while building knowledge, confidence and self-awareness. 

It explores conversations around relationships, sexuality, as well as, our own personal development 
and journey in uncovering some of the tools for life 

5. Activating Social Empathy Programme  

Developed by NUI Galway and Foróige in partnership with Penn State University, the Activating Social 
Empathy Programme supports young people to learn how to activate and cultivate empathy, practice 
empathy skills, recognise the importance of empathy to interpersonal relationships, the wider 
community, global issues and engage in social action. The programme is delivered both in school and 
youth work settings and online 

6. Youth Citizenship Programme   

This is a one year taught program which sets out to enable young people to explore pertinent social 
and cultural issues and examine how they can impact on society. The program is broken down into 3 
components; awareness, action and evaluation. The awareness and evaluation components of the 
program takes approximately 20 hours to complete with the action component varying depending on 
the project chosen. 

The program aims to instil personal responsibility so that young people are able to deal with the 
challenges of anti-social behaviour and drugs. The program also aims to help to instil respect and 
understanding of different cultures and religions and helps to create a more compassionate society. 
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7. Ready Steady Life 

Ready, Steady, Life is a programme that empowers young people, aged 16 or over, to develop the skills 
and confidence needed to become more independent in their lives and to realise their full potential. 

The programme enables young people to enhance their lives through developing new skills in the 
areas of personal development, communication and conflict resolution, accessing services, mental 
and physical health, nutrition and cooking, careers, finance, education and training, knowing their 
rights and entitlements and housing responsibilities and independent living 

8. LevelUP- Digital Skills and Innovation Programme  
 

Foróige identified the need for a new Digital Skills Programme for young people focussed on the 
development and mastery of creative digital skills and innovation.  Following a successful competitive 
bid to Accenture’s “Next Generation” funding programme, Foróige was selected to co-create a cutting 
edge digital skills programme. The objective of this initiative is to enable young people to become 
creators, rather than only consumers of technology, and to support to use their innate interest in 
technology and natural curiosity to explore their potential as leaders, digital creators and change 
makers.Young people will use their skills, innovation and creativity to collaboratively find a solution to 
a challenge they have identified in their life, their community and society.  

9. Sound Surfers Programme  

Foróige Sound Surfers is an exciting new youth-led programme, for those aged 10-18 years, that aims 
to enable young people to activate empathy and prosocial attitudes through the medium of audio and 
music technology. The programme provides a safe, dynamic and creative environment for young 
people to empower themselves through music technology, practice and public performance. Young 
people demonstrate their own agency and empathy development through all creative aspects of 
music skills, technology, practice and mastery.  

10. Accenture’s Skills to Succeed Academy 

Accenture’s Skills to Succeed Academy is a fully interactive, online youth employability training 
programme focused on supporting young people to build the skills and confidence needed to choose 
the right career, find a job and be successful in the workplace. 

Foróige partnered with Accenture in 2019 on the Academy and have been successfully facilitating the 
programme as part of our approach to youth employability. This programme is fully online, using 
gamification and real-world scenarios to navigate challenges. This programme has significant potential 
to support the expected large numbers of young people who may face youth unemployment due to 
Covid-19. 
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Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science  

 
Introduction 
Gaisce – The President’s Award welcomes the invitation to make a written submission to 
the Joint Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate reform.  
 
Gaisce participated in the extensive review of senior cycle undertaken by the NCCA, 
including through written submission, and understands a report of that review is currently 
with the Minister for Education for consideration. Gaisce notes the focus of the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee is more specific to the Leaving Certificate, the final examinations of 
senior cycle.  
 
As the ultimate assessment of senior cycle education, the Leaving Certificate and any review 
of it must be informed, guided, start and finish with the question: what is the purpose of 
education? Gaisce is not an examinations body, nor is there a formal relationship between 
Gaisce and the Leaving Certificate. We submit this contribution, therefore, from the unique 
perspective of a non-formal learning programme that, over 35 years, has become 
embedded in formal education at senior cycle in Ireland. Our contribution will focus on the 
reasons why the programme has thrived within the formal education setting and, in so 
doing, point to fundamental elements we believe are core to the purpose of education. 
Although provided in general, this submission speaks more to the first four key areas the 
Committee has outlined. 
 
We begin with an overview of the Gaisce programme and contextualise its current position 
within post-primary formal education.  

--------------------- 
 
Gaisce – The President’s Award is a three-tiered (Bronze, Silver and Gold) personal 
development programme for young people aged 151-25. It was established in 1985 (UN 
International Youth Year) as the national youth award and the nation’s highest recognition 
of a young person’s initiative, achievement and voluntary contribution. The programme is 
self-directed and non-competitive. Participants set and achieve their own goals across four 
challenge areas: physical activity, community involvement, personal skill and a team 
adventure journey. At Gold level, a further residential project is required.  
 
Gaisce does not deliver the programme directly to young people. Instead, Gaisce trains 
adults to support and mentor participants through their Gaisce journey. These mentors are 
called President Award Leaders, or PALs. Although they may deliver Gaisce as part of paid 
employment, PALs receive no additional payment for delivering Gaisce, either from Gaisce 
or the organisation in which they deliver the programme directly to young people, the 
Gaisce Award Partner.  
 
Gaisce has been independently proven2 to enhance social and emotional competencies in 
participants, including confidence and wellbeing, and to develop the ‘protective factors’ that 
help young people respond to adversity, make positive life choices and reach their potential. 

 
1 With consent, young people aged 14 can begin their Gaisce Bronze award. In addition, Gaisce is currently piloting Bronze Gaisce for second year school 
students, including in partnership with the Schools Completion Programme. 
2 Independent research towards a PhD available here: https://www.gaisce.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Niamh-Clarke-MacMahon-Thesis_Gaisce.pdf. 
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On the basis of its structure (acquiring skills and competencies, enhancing personal and 
social development), operation (‘one good adult’) and outcome goals, the same research 
verified Gaisce as a Positive Youth Development programme. 
 
Since its inception, the number of young people participating in the Award has continued to 
grow and we conservatively estimate that more than 250,000 Awards have been achieved 
across all levels. In 2019, the last year not affected by Covid-19, more than 1,200 PALs 
supported over 15,000 young people pursue a Gaisce Award in more than 800 organisations 
across Ireland. Despite the challenges of Covid-related restrictions, more than 9,000 Awards 
were achieved in 2020. To date, more 11,500 Awards have been achieved this year.  
 
Although a non-formal learning programme, Gaisce has thrived within formal education and 
it is within second level senior cycle that the vast majority of Gaisce participants access and 
achieve their Award. The extent to which Gaisce is embedded in formal education is 
revealed in the following figures: 

- 82% of all second level schools in Ireland in 2019 offered Gaisce (60% of DEIS schools 
and 90% of non-DEIS). Despite Covid, the figures for 2020 were 78%, 52% and 88% 
accordingly.  

- 94% of registrations for Gaisce are from second level school students. 
- 95% of Awards achieved are from second level school students. 
- 78% of active Gaisce Award Partners are second level schools. 
- 80% of active PALs are school-based (i.e. second-level teachers). 

 
Gaisce has particularly flourished within Transition Year and it is no exaggeration to say that 
Gaisce is synonymous with TY and central to the experience of TY for a significant, and 
growing, number of students. Crucially, however, Gaisce was not designed as a TY 
programme, nor is it only a TY programme: in addition to the many non-school 
organisations that deliver Gaisce, more than 40% of schools support young people in 5th 
and/or 6th year to achieve their Gaisce Award at all levels.3  
 
School-based PALs consistently remark that the programme enables them to develop a 
different and more positive relationship with students, as well as between students. 
Research undertaken on the specific experience of school-based PALs revealed their 
motivation to get involved was rooted in the opportunity to help young people, to be ‘more’ 
than a teacher of a specific subject and an interest in youth development. 90% felt their role 
as a PAL made a positive difference to the lives of their students. School-based PALs 
recognised the non-curricular nature of Gaisce as a contributing factor, whilst the 
researcher noted the extra-curricular time invested by PALs.4  

--------------------- 
 
Gaisce has prospered within TY because the purpose of Gaisce, and that of TY, is to 
encourage personal and social development. In providing a structured and progressive 
framework through which young people learn and develop physically, cognitively and 

 
3 With strong interest emerging for delivery in 2nd year.  
4 Thesis submitted for the degree of MA in UCC 2020 accessible here: 
https://cora.ucc.ie/bitstream/handle/10468/11041/PhilipManganCARLresearchreport2020.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 

https://cora.ucc.ie/bitstream/handle/10468/11041/PhilipManganCARLresearchreport2020.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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socially, Gaisce encourages and rewards young people to discover their passions and 
challenge themselves, positively impacting themselves and the world around them.  
 
Gaisce was specifically designed to develop intrapersonal and interpersonal skills and has 
been proven to enhance a range of social and emotional competencies in participants, 
including resilience, confidence and empathy. The purpose of the ‘adventure journey’ 
challenge is to develop teamwork, as well as organisational and self-management skills. 
 
Gaisce challenges and empowering young people to set and achieve their own goals across 
four diverse areas. Gaisce was designed to be accessible to all young people, hence the self-
directed and non-competitive nature of the programme. In addition to learning about 
themselves and the world around them, Gaisce is experiential and the various and individual 
challenge experiences have been found to open up new areas of enquiry for participants, 
including future career avenues. 
 
Gaisce is currently undertaken by students across all senior cycle programmes (TY, LCA, LCE 
and LCVP) as well as second-chance education and provides recognition and affirmation of 
all talents and abilities, regardless of learning needs. In opening up potential areas of 
interest, Gaisce serves to broaden learning pathways and, indeed, was referenced by 
schools during the NCCA consultation process as an alternative ‘site of learning’.  
 
In achieving a medal, pin and certificate signed by the President of Ireland, Gaisce Awardees 
receive ‘creditation’ for their achievement, and their Gaisce Award is recognised both 
nationally and internationally. As an approach to recognising non-academic achievement, 
Gaisce is already utilised significantly in senior cycle and, as proposed in our submission to 
the NCCA review, there is scope to explore how the programme might be utilised further in 
achieving the emerging vision of senior cycle education. 
 
Conclusion 
Few would argue that the Leaving Certificate requires significant reform. A mammoth task 
will be made more manageable by reform already undertaken at junior cycle and building 
on LCA, LCVP and TY. From the perspective of a non-formal learning and proven Positive 
Youth Development programme, we have sought in this submission to highlight key 
elements of the value and success of Gaisce which we believe may be relevant to the 
Committee’s review of Leaving Certificate. These include a student-centred approach, 
equality of access and outcome, flexibility, the importance of an holistic approach to 
education and teacher-training, and developing life-skills for a changing world and an 
uncertain future. 



Proposal on reform of the Leaving Certificate programme and examination 

  
1.1 This submission proposes that a key requirement for educational and assessment reform 

is that the individual learner and his or her needs be placed at the centre in any 
redesign of Senior Cycle curriculum and Leaving Certificate exam. Such a focus will 
ensure benefits for all, including those experiencing social disadvantage. The submission 
is made with the traditional Leaving Certificate programme in mind, but it may have 
knock-on unifying effects with the other Leaving Certificate programmes. 
 

2.1 Placing the learner at the centre should mean just that. The learner is attending five or 
six years of secondary schooling and expects that the final report on that schooling (The 
Leaving Certificate) be a fair measure of student accomplishment and achievement on 
all aspects of learning during the years in senior cycle. That such a certificate would be 
used for access to third level institutions should be a secondary consideration. Given the 
importance of the final certificate, it is vital that its assessment measures be closely 
linked with the objectives of the senior cycle, otherwise the learning elements of senior 
cycle may be dictated to by the objectives some elements of the tertiary education 
sector. The Leaving Certificate should remain a final exam for the second level system 
not an entry examination for third level.   
 

2.2 The Leaving Certificate exam should have as its main purpose to assess and measure 
performance of students in covering a prescribed holistic curriculum. In that sense it 
should be a continuation of the normal assessment carried out throughout schooling – 
measuring the skills, the learning and the mastery of subject acquired – except in this 
case – as a final exam – it will not be playing a role in assessment for learning.  

 
2.2.1 Graduates in Ireland are not well equipped to meet the needs of the future 

workforce. According to a 2020 Accenture survey, only 13% are very well 
equipped to do so (Accenture, February 2020 research involving 120 
companies). According to the 120 employers who took part these said “soft” 
skills such as communication, work ethic, teamwork and problem-solving 
will be most needed for the workforce of the future over the coming years. 
Undergraduate programmes expect these skills to be acquired in school or 
in the home. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds have a greater 
dependence on school to teach such skills. Yet the Leaving Certificate 
examination as currently structured does not measure them (nor encourage 
their development). Schools need final exams which encourage them to 
follow a holistic curriculum. 
  

 
2.3 Insofar as the Leaving Certificate is used for college entry it should be used to set 

minimum standards only. Individual colleges should devise additional methods of 
assessing students’ suitability for a college programme, if required. No third-level 
college should accept a student without providing the student with the opportunity of 
a personal interview (again because the student should be at the centre of one’s own 
learning, and not just a passing customer). 

2021/439(i)



3.1 The over-arching aim of placing the student at the centre of learning leads to the 
following recommendations: 

3.1.1 It would make sense that reform of the senior cycle and of the Leaving Certificate 
exam would mirror the commitment to a quality holistic experience that is a 
feature of the school system, at least to Junior Cycle level. The accelerating rate of 
change in society points to the value of school-based education being holistic, and 
to a delay in educational specialisation – this being a firm basis for lifelong learning 
– rather than senior cycle education continuing to be subject driven and demanding 
increasing specialisation. 
 

3.1.2 The delivery of a range of key core subjects is more important than having an 
endless subject choice. A commitment to increasing subject choice is effectively a 
commitment to turning schools into larger impersonal institutions – which 
essentially dehumanises education. The more institutionalised these educational 
experiences become the more likely these will be alienating for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 
3.1.3 Recognition and accreditation need to be given to those ‘non-academic’ aspects of 

education carried out in schools if these aspects of education are not to continue 
being side-lined by individual teachers or schools chasing results for their students. 
Thus, participation and the learning achieved in non-exam programmes (civics, 
religion, personal development, sport, work experience) should be assessed and 
credited as part of Leaving Certificate assessment. This would require school-based 
assessment with outside validation of the assessment methods used. Such validation 
should be subject to national standards set by the SEC. 

 
3.1.4 The Leaving Certificate examination itself has clear unacceptable flaws. A wide-

ranging review of the Senior Cycle has already been conducted by the NCCA 
(December 2019). That review pointed to a consensus of viewpoints with regard to 
the final examination – in particular: 
(a) the inflexibility of the Leaving Certificate as presently constituted; 
(b) the over concentration of assessment on a final exam – in is we are an outlier 

across Europe; 
(c) misuse of the points system by the CAO; 
(d) mental health issues associated with exam due likely to (a), (b), (c) above; 
(e) the perceived fairness of the Leaving Certificate covers up for a lot of 

inadequacies, including the fact that it favours a limited number of skills, 
especially memorisation capacities. 
 

3.1.5 The following proposals are made in the light of these acknowledged flaws: 
 

3.1.5.1 students should be able to sit aspects of the final state exams in three sittings 
(June 5th year, January & June 6th year) – or more, if repeating 6th year; 
 

3.1.5.2 the college year start should be delayed until the January after the final school 
results to allow for college visits, interviews, change of mind etc. (this may 
currently be under consideration by UK colleges); 



 
3.1.5.3 the Leaving Certificate exam in each subject should include a significant aspect 

of own-teacher assessment, with, at most, half the final mark depending on an 
end-of-course external paper;  

 
3.1.5.4  the CAO should take account of marks given for all in-school programmes, 

including non-academic education programmes, not already assessed as part of 
state exam, and of credited relevant work experience. Schools should be 
encouraged to develop such programmes, as they currently do for Transition 
Year. Such programmes could be validated by the SEC. This work could be 
evaluated as the equivalent of up to two exam subjects. (In-school programmes 
have an important role to play in the educational system in empowering 
schools at a local level, promoting school autonomy, and encouraging 
individual schools and teachers to take more responsibility for teaching and 
learning within their local community. However, for this to happen, in-school 
programmes must be fully acknowledged and credited within the assessment 
system, and not be neutered as is happening at present within the Junior Cycle); 

 
3.1.5.5 if the points system is to continue in some format, then additional points in 

Maths should only be given for courses that have strong Maths’ requirement. 
This process could be applied to other subjects (e.g., a Business or Economics 
subject could be given additional points for entry to a college Business course) 
once it did not lead to over-specialisation in the Leaving Certificate programme 
(e.g., the points system should not encourage a student to do three sciences, at 
the expense of receiving a more-rounded second-level education). Such a 
system makes it more likely that students entering college will be better suited 
for the courses they choose; 
 

3.1.5.6 there should be no preferential treatment for doing examinations in Irish 
(currently this is a hidden form of discrimination). The Irish syllabus as currently 
designed should not be compulsory, as it is not suited to many people, and 
having to count it for points is an unnecessary discrimination against such 
students. It is good that the school system be ambitious in promoting the 
national language, but a language and literature programme is not the way to 
do this;   
 

3.1.5.7 college entry should include a (mandatory) interview process when students 
are in 6th year as part of an assessment of a student’s suitability for some 
programmes. Such interviews could be conducted on a college or inter-college 
basis, as colleges wish;  

 
3.1.5.8 while the needs of third-level colleges cannot be ignored, the reformed 

Leaving Cert examination system should not be devised to suit those needs. 
College entry must also make allowance for entry of students who are home-
schooled;  

 
3.1.5.9 where there is a skills shortage in the economy (nursing, medicine, IT sector) a 

significant percentage of free college places should be reserved for those who 



will commit (via contract) to work in the Ireland for up to, say, eight years after 
qualification. This would serve Irish society well and may advantage those with 
modest ambition or with a sense of service to their country.  

 
4.1 The SEC should regularly upskill all senior cycle teachers on assessment matters so that 

all teachers have a better understanding as to what is to be assessed in the Leaving Cert 
examinations for all areas of the curriculum. This will lead to a greater focus on 
transmission of skills within the education system and to improved levels of 
standardisation for in-school assessed work.  
 

5.1 The removal of the focus from content-driven final exams could allow for further 
reforms within the school system. There is no reason why certain content material 
cannot be delivered in lecture format or using electronic media to large groups of 
students (across say three different year groups) and followed up (including content 
analysis) in a smaller group/ class tutorial level by teachers. Schools should have more 
scope to experiment with such teaching methods, with a view to best practice 
developing. 
 

6.1 With a reduction in the actual material being examined in the final end-of-course/year 
Leaving Certificate exam, it would be worth considering using more computerised 
testing and to restrict marking of Leaving Cert papers to full-time employees of the 
SEC, removing teachers entirely from this correction process, thus ensuring the Leaving 
Certificate examination does not limit the learning opportunities for students (allowing 
for a potentially longer school year), and also permit more flexibility for DES and 
schools in rearranging the standardised school year. The SEC would need to 
substantially increase it panel of examiners. Examiners could be teachers on long-term 
secondment. 
 

7.1 A related change could be to make the Leaving Certificate a three-year programme, 
with existing Transition Year elements built in over the three years. This mix of 
programme elements would help reduce stress caused by final-year exams, allow 
students to be prepared to sit some final exams at the end of 5th year, allow them to be 
more informed in choosing work experience and career options in 5th year, allow 
students to attend college interviews in 6th year and to generally destress the current 
system. 
 

8.1 The DES has committed itself to have the best education and training system in Europe 
within the decade. This welcome commitment includes the goals of improving the path 
of educational opportunity for those who come to education at a disadvantage and of 
strengthening the capacity of education and training to break cycles in communities 
with high concentrations of disadvantage (DES). The above recommendations for the 
Leaving Certificate would lead to a smoother transition to PLC courses and to level 7 & 
and 8 college programmes. 

8.2 Recognise the supports of community education partners and how they can support 
young people in underserved areas with additional afterschool supports. 

This is a submission from Citywise Education. Citywise Education provides out of school support to 
young people living in disadvantaged communities. 
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Response from the  Environmental Education Unit, An Taisce to the Joint Committee on Education, 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science for a brief written submission, as 
part of the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform.  Ref: (JCES-I-2021-[642])	 

Response by: 
Michael John O’ Mahony, Director, Environmental Education Unit, An Taisce  

Overview & Summary 

Outlined below is the response from the  Environmental Education Unit (EEU), An Taisce to the Joint 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, to the invitation to 
make a brief written submission, as part of the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform.  

As detailed below the EEU develops and delivers a wide range of national and international environmental 
education programmes that operate across the full spectrum of the education system (primary, secondary, 
pre-school, third level and lifelong learning) and to a large audience (>> 1 million participants). These 
programmes support, complement and integrate with National Education Strategies, Policies and Curricula.  
The programmes do not per se form a direct part or role in the state examinations. However, they provide 
opportunities for participants and stakeholders to engage in active learning directly in areas of ESD (Education 
for Sustainable Development), EE (Environmental Education), GCE (Global Citizenship Education) and also in 
competencies of critical thinking and problem solving, interpersonal skills (e.g. team work, resilience) and life 
skills (e.g. active citizenship) within the National Education Framework. This process has been evolving and 
developing over the last 20 plus years. Having reviewed the ongoing output of the Senior Cycle Review it is 
evident that the EEU programmes particularly the school based programmes (e.g. Green Schools) can offer 
insights, opportunities and structures for any revised Senior Cycle.  Also the experience of development and 
delivery of these programmes resonates with the feedback gathered from practitioners to date.(Please note 
this a summary response and further details on any of the information outlined can be provided.) 

Environmental Education Unit (EEU), An Taisce Overview  

The EEU was established in 1993 and operates a number of national and international environmental 
education and management programmes including Green-Schools, Green-Campus, Learning About Forests 
(LEAF), National Spring Clean, Clean Coasts, Neat Streets, Climate Action Programme as a part of NCCAPP, 
Globe, Neat Streets, Blue Flag and Green Flag for Parks. The EEU currently has a staff of c.80 and operates the 
various programmes with a funding budget of c. €4.5 million per annum.  

The Environmental Education Unit (EEU) of An Taisce is the FEE Member for Ireland and the national operator 
of FEE programmes including Blue Flag, Young Reporters for the Environment (YRE), Learning About Forests 
(Leaf), Green Key and Green-Schools. FEE is the world's largest environmental education organisation, with 
members in 77 countries (www.fee.global). 

Some of the EEU programmes operate directly within schools and education institutions. These include: 

• Green-Schools (including the Climate Action Plan as part of the NCCAAP (National Climate Change 
Action and Awareness Programme) 

• Green Campus 
• Neat Streets 
• GLOBE 
• YRE (Young Reporters for the Environment) 

Green-Schools (www.greenschoolsireland.org) - Green-Schools is an international environmental education 
programme, environmental management system and award scheme that promotes and acknowledges long-
term, whole school action for the environment. At an international level, the Green-Schools programme is 
coordinated by the Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE) and is known internationally as ‘Eco-
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Schools’.  The aim of Green-Schools (or Eco-Schools) is to increase students’ and participants’ awareness of 
environmental issues through classroom studies and to transfer this knowledge into positive environmental 
action in the school and in the wider community. The Green-Schools programme is based on a seven step 
continual improvement process for various thematic areas. Schools that have successfully completed all the 
elements of the programme are awarded the ‘Green-Flag’. This award has now become a well-recognised 
international Eco-Label. To ensure the sustainability of the programme and that high standards are 
maintained, the award must be renewed by award recipients every two years. This process also involves 
participants undertaking new thematic areas.  

The Green-Schools programme has operated in Ireland since 1997. The thematic areas that are currently 
undertaken in Green-Schools are:  

• Litter & Waste  
• Energy  
• Water  
• School Travel  
• Biodiversity  
• Global Citizenship - Litter & Waste  
• Global Citizenship - Energy  
• Global Citizenship - Water  
• Global Citizenship - School Travel (Maintenance)  
• Global Citizenship - Food & Biodiversity  

Operational and institutional partnerships are very much at the core of successful delivery and development of 
the programme in Ireland. The Green-Schools programme is operated in partnership with Local Authorities 
throughout Ireland and is funded and supported by the Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage (including via The National Parks and Wildlife Service), Department of Environment, Climate and 
Communications, Department of Foreign Affairs via Irish Aid, and The Department of Transport via the 
National Transport Authority. The programme is also supported by Irish Water, and by corporate sponsors 
Clothes Pod and the Wrigley Company.  The Green-Schools programme currently has over 93 % of all schools 
in Ireland registered on the programme. 3,474 schools have been awarded at least one Green Flag since the 
programme began, along with other education centres (including a small number of pre-schools and adult 
education centres). Most schools in Ireland have been participating in Green-Schools for over 10 years.  

The Green-Schools Travel is particularly well resourced and delivers extensive education on active travel. The 
Travel programme has been delivering education on active travel to schools since 2008. The key ways and 
examples in which education on active travel is delivered in schools is through the following activities:  

• 2,221 primary and secondary schools nationwide have received educational workshops, presentations and 
training on topics relating to active travel, sustainable travel and mobility. This also includes whole school 
assemblies, individual class activities and whole school events. The potential population reached is: 
460,000+ students and 35,000+ teachers.  

Green-Schools operates a range of teacher training courses which cover the topic of active travel as follows:  

• Green-Schools Global Citizenship Training Course – approved by the Drumcondra Education Centre for 
primary school teachers. This is a five day course run in July with one day dedicated to active travel. This 
course was successfully run online in 2020 and 2021.  

• Climate Change, Science &Action Course–approved by the Drumcondra Education Centre for primary 
school teachers. This is an online course which runs for four weeks in July and has a module on active and 
sustainable travel. (This course is funded under the Department  

• Autumn Teacher Training Seminars – introductory teacher training seminars which are offered to primary 
and secondary teachers who are working on the theme of Travel.  

• Primary and secondary school conferences have been delivered which focus on active travel and related 
areas (i.e. air pollution, safety, cycling etc). These conferences were delivered online in 2020.  
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• Cycle and scooter training has been delivered to schools nationwide. In addition Green- Schools part funds 
schools to undertake the national cycle standard Cycle Right and 4,000 children have been funded through 
Green-Schools Travel.  

• Cycle training is offered to teachers and parents through the Get in Gear course which is a two-hour course 
which covers cycling with your children.  

• Curriculum linked resources have been developed to educate students about active travel and associated 
topics including; climate change, air quality, road safety, health and wellness.  

• Video resources have been developed to educate students about active travel and associated topics including; 
bike safety videos, air quality, sustainable cities, sustainable development goals, how to teach your child to 
cycle etc.  

• Webinars have been developed to educate students, teachers, parents and Local Authorities about active and 
sustainable travel.  

• Annual events have been developed to support schools to increase walking and cycling. The main events which 
were developed by Green-Schools Travel include; Walk to School Week (May), Scoot to School Week (April), 
Clean Air Week (November). National Bike week is also supported by Green-Schools.  

• Competitions are used to further increase knowledge of active travel and to support behaviour change. 
Competitions include: Big Travel Challenge (annually in February), Clean Air Poetry Competition (Nov 2020).  

• Engaging with the arts to support active travel. Green-Schools has worked with a number of artists to offer 
schools the chance to learn about active travel through the medium of spoken word ( ‘My Promise’, by Sasha 
Terfous spoken word artist) and through a six month art project supported by the Arts Council ( ‘Spring City’ 
with Rhona Byrne artist).  

• Audits are used as a tool to educate students about pedestrian and cycling infrastructure. These audits are 
undertaken by students and are a key experiential educational tool for schools.  

• Campaigns are used as a tool to educate students about subjects related to active travel. The main campaigns 
developed by Green-Schools include the following: #andshecycles Campaign (focused on increasing the 
number of teenage girls cycling to school), Love 30 Campaign (focused on road safety and speed) and the No 
Idling Campaign (focused on air quality at the school gate).  

Similar outputs are evident from the other Green-Schools Thematic areas. 

The Irish Green-Schools programme is considered one of the most successful national programmes within the 
international network of 77 FEE countries and is recognised as an example of international best practice in the 
Eco-Schools Network. Also Green-Schools is currently in the initial process of developing a strategic 
partnership with Irish Aid for Global Citizenship Education along with UCC, UNICEF and NUIM. 

Green Campus (www.greencampusireland.org) - The Green-Campus Programme is an evolution of the Green-
Schools Programme. This evolution was in the most part requested and driven by students coming to third 
level and wanting to have a programme continuation of the Green-Schools that they were engaged with at 
primary and secondary level. 

The Green-Campus Programme has been in operation in Ireland since 2007. At present 31 Campuses and 
teaching hospitals are formally registered on the Programme and 14 of these have been awarded the Green 
Flag. The Programme encourages practical, student led, environmental education and the empowerment of 
campuses to become exemplar in environmental stewardship. Throughout the pilot research and subsequent 
work with tertiary education providers it was found that the environmental impact of the tertiary education 
sector is significant, yet rates of campus uptake of traditional environmental management systems are low. 
Stakeholder driven, bottom up approaches to environmental management as facilitated by Green-Campus has 
delivered benefits to the environment, campus management, students and learning, and to local and wider 
communities. It must be noted that the Green- Campus Programme does not reward specific environmental 
projects or implementation of a new technology instead it rewards long term commitment to continuous 
improvement from the campus community.  

GLOBE - The GLOBE (Global Learning and Observations to Benefit the Environment) programme is a NASA 
supported international science and education programme that offers students the chance to participate in 
data collection and the scientific process and contribute meaningfully to our understanding of the Earth 
system and global environment (www.globe.gov). GLOBE was relaunched in Ireland in September 2017 by the 
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EEU, with support from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).   As part of the GLOBE programme in 
Ireland the EEU organises coordinates  a national Air Quality campaign at schools and supports primary and 
secondary schools who wish to participate in GLOBE measurement protocols in their local environment. 191 
schools have taken part in GLOBE Air Quality campaigns, 3,703 observations have been uploaded to the GLOBE 
website relating to atmosphere and biosphere protocols. 73 GLOBE members have been trained in GLOBE 
protocols. During the 2020, a total of 165 schools participated in a GLOBE Air Quality campaign, with 25 
schools taking part in both the autumn (2020) and spring/summer (2021) campaigns. In total, schools collected 
over 400 nitrogen-dioxide (NO2) measurements over the two campaigns. (see 
https://www.globe.gov/web/ireland)  

Neat Streets (www.neatstreets.org)  - The Neat Streets Anti-Litter and Waste programme provides support, 
advice and resources to post primary schools and gives students opportunities to take action for their 
environment by taking part in the programme. Each school will develop a Neat Streets model that best suits its 
own circumstances, as schools and students will identify different priorities and set specific targets following 
initial investigations. Participating students are given flexibility to design a project they feel will be most 
effective in reaching their schoolmates and also engaging the wider community, with novel and creative ideas 
encouraged. 
 
 
LEAF (https://leafireland.org) - The LEAF (Learning About Forests) programme focuses on outdoor learning and 
brings primary and second level students out into nature to explore the multiple benefits of trees and 
woodlands. The aim of the Learning about Forests (LEAF) programme is to reconnect students with their 
environment, and to increase levels of awareness and knowledge about the key role forests play for 
sustainable life on our planet. This is achieved through interactive learning and field trips.  
 
YRE  - The YRE (Young Reporters for the Environment) programme promotes and inspires young people (11-25 
yr. old) to research environmental issues, typically local, and report their findings through media such as 
articles, videos and photography (see https://yreireland.exposure.co; https://yrecompetition.exposure.co;) . 
YRE helps participants to develop skills and acquire knowledge which will stand to them for the rest 
of their lives: communication skills, individual initiative, team work, critical analysis, social 
responsibility and leadership skills are all honed through involvement in the programme. The 
programme is based on a four step methodology of 1) Investigate 2) Research Solutions 3) Report 4) 
Disseminate.    
 
 
Insights 
 
1. The EEU has undertaken extensive development of educational materials over the years. These include 

materials for Senior Cycle. These materials have been developed to map to and support the National 
Curricula. These have been developed in consultation with education practitioners and are reviewed and 
updated regularly.   

 
2. The EEU has undertaken extensive quantitative and qualitative insight research in programme impact and 

outcome. For example with Green-Schools In the academic year 2019 – 2020 participating schools: 
- diverted almost 4,400 tonnes of waste from landfill.  
- saved over 25 million kWh of electricity 
- reduced their water consumption by >165 million litres 
- installed 621 new bird feeding stations in schools  
- planted c.2,500 trees 
- on average, biodiversity awareness and knowledge among students and staff increased from 26% to 

84%.  

It has also been highlighted from research that opinion leadership is a fundamental driver of behaviour change 
with respect to the environment and it appears to be more fundamental than knowledge or awareness. Also 
see international research undertake by the EEU. 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/552e4b07e4b0d43bb9fe3f42/t/5a7c6281ec212df82e7e5682/1518101
138362/Litter+Less+Campaign+Brochure-r2.pdf 
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3. Student participants are bringing forward their learnings and outcomes as they move through the 

educational system. This is particularly evident for students moving from secondary to third level but is 
also evident from primary into secondary. 

4. Teacher Training based on exchange and sharing of best practice and associated networking is a critical 
component to programme success. 

5. A further consideration is the importance of on-site visits and interventions which are very much focussed 
on listening to the individual school context and setting.  

6. The EEU is a member of the ESD Advisory Forum. All EEU programmes have been mapped against the 
SDG’s and deliver directly and indirectly on all SDG’s. 

7. The COVID-19 pandemic required that all EEU operations had to pivot to an almost fully online, virtual 
setting and operation. This accelerated the EEU ability to develop and deliver operations in the online  
setting. However, going forward the digital and online setting will be used as a blended support tool to 
operations rather than an alternative.  

8. As the COVID-19 pandemic begins to decrease in severity the issues of Climate Change and Biodiversity 
Loss will re-surface and increase as major issues which most younger people will consider a very real and 
existential threat. This will undoubtedly led to a need for the Senior Cycle to provide for this reality. 

 
Conclusions 
 
As outlined above the EEU develops and delivers a wide range of established and successful education 
programmes. These programme and outcomes resonate well with a number of insights and outcomes from 
the current Senior Cycle review. This is particularly the case for:  
 

- student-centred approaches to learning  
- the need to foster civic engagement 
- that education is more participative and performative in the 21st century and that the purpose should 

reflect this 
- that Inclusion is emerging as an overarching theme  
- the statement ‘equip students for diverse and sustainable futures so that they can embrace full, active 

citizenship and participation in society and the economy as they learn and as they make the transition 
to life beyond school’  
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Faha,  

                                                                                           Killarney  

                                  Co. Kerry  

                                           

6/10/’21                                    
Email: istahonchairman@gmail.com 

 

 
         

 
Your Ref: JCES-I-2021-[582] 

 

Ms Tara Kelly, 

Joint Committee on Education,  

Further and Higher Education,  

Research, Innovation and Science,  

Leinster House,  

Dublin 2 

 
Dear Ms Kelly,  

Thank you for the invitation to the Irish Science Teachers’ Association to make a brief, 

written submission as part of the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate reform. I 

note from your letter that this submission must be no more than five A4 pages long and we 

have tried to be as concise as possible in this submission.  

 

The ISTA is the professional organisation representing teachers of Leaving Certificate 

Physics, Chemistry and Biology in Ireland.  It was founded in 1961 and in excess of 1200 

teachers from all sectors of education are members of ISTA. The ISTA maintains close links 

with other science teachers' associations at international level and is an active member of the 

International Council of Associations for Science Education (ICASE).  The ISTA functions as 

a body dedicated to the professional development of its members and the advancement of 

science teaching. The ISTA is committed to high standards of science education in Ireland 

that are comparable to those found at international level. 

 

In this submission we focus on area 6 (International Evidence and Best Practice) of Leaving 

Certificate reform. We hope that this submission will be of assistance to your committee in its 

deliberations on Leaving Certificate Reform – particularly in regard to the reform of the 

current Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology syllabi. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

Sean Finn                                       Humphrey Jones 

(Hon Chairman)                          (Hon Vice Chairman) 
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Submission to Joint Committee on Education, Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.  

 

Executive Summary  
This submission focuses on reform of the current Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and 

Biology syllabi (specifications). Whilst the focus is on these three science subjects, the 

submission is relevant to all Leaving Certificate subjects since the same flawed template of 

syllabus design is being used for the reform of all Leaving Certificate subjects.  

 

The Bologna Process (1999) and the European Qualifications framework for Lifelong 

learning (2008) has placed the focus on the use of learning outcomes in teaching, learning and 

assessment in our classrooms. The concept of learning outcomes has brought great clarity to 

curricula at international level but a major problem has arisen in Ireland. This problem has 

been caused by the NCCA using a “learning outcomes only” approach when designing syllabi 

(specifications). The term “specification” is a misnomer. Whilst the term has been borrowed 

from the UK, the syllabi published by NCCA do not contain the same detail of the 

specifications published in the UK. This problem has resulted in vague syllabi being 

published by the NCCA with teachers and students struggling to interpret what students 

should know, understand and be able to do on completion of each learning outcome.  

 

In 2019 the ISTA published the report Listening to the Voice of Science Teachers. This report 

highlighted the major problems encountered by science teachers arising out of their 

experience of teaching the Junior Cycle science syllabus. Among the problem highlighted 

were vague learning outcomes, increased stress on students and teachers and the unsuitability 

of the syllabus template for the Leaving Certificate. Of the 762 teachers who completed the 

survey, 85% of them stated that they did not wish this “learning outcomes only” template to 

be used for designing Leaving Certificate subjects. The NCCA has never justified the 

“learning outcomes only” approach and a freedom of information request to NCCA has 

shown that there is no justification for using this approach.  

 

The problems highlighted by the ISTA in 2019 were predicted in the Hyland Report (2014). 

In this report, Professor Áine Hyland, Emeritus Professor of Education, UCC, pointed out that 

the syllabi (specifications) being published by NCCA were not in keeping with international 

best practice as they lacked the details of similar syllabi being taught at international level.  

 

The vague “learning outcomes only” template was used in the new Agricultural Science 

syllabus introduced in 2019. This “specification” consists of only nine pages of learning 

outcomes which teachers and students struggled to interpret.  Once again, all the problems 

encountered by the teachers of Agricultural Science were predicted in the Hyland Report.  

 

The Leaving Certificate syllabi currently being taught are in keeping with international 

standard as they contain details of depth of treatment, suggestions for teaching activities, 

Science in Society topics and clearly defined lists of mandatory student experiments. 

However, new specifications currently being designed for Leaving Certificate Physics, 

Chemistry and Biology are using the same template as was used for Agricultural Science. 

This flawed syllabus design will cause the same problems for Physics, Chemistry and Biology 

as have been caused for Agricultural Science.  

 

This submission makes five key recommendations that are necessary in order to ensure that 

the proposed new Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology specifications are in 

keeping with international best practice.  
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6. International Evidence and Best Practice 
 

Introduction 
As a professional organisation whose members give of their time freely to ensure high 

standards of science education in Ireland, we welcome the opportunity to assist in the revision 

of the current Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology syllabi. We are fully 

supportive of the need to revise these subjects and are enthusiastic supporters of teaching 

within a learning outcome framework in which details and depth of treatment associated with 

each learning outcome are provided. We love teaching science and we are passionate about 

the subjects Physics, Chemistry and Biology. However, we do not wish to see the current 

excellent Leaving Certificate Biology, Chemistry and Physics subjects being destroyed and 

replaced with inferior and vague specifications that are not of international standard. The 

reform of the current Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology syllabi is being 

carried out without any reference to the lessons learned from the introduction of the new 

Junior Cycle science syllabus (specification) in 2016 or the Leaving Certificate Agricultural 

Science specification in 2019. 

 

A survey was carried out in 2019 by the ISTA to enable science teachers to give feedback on 

their experience of teaching this new Junior Cycle science curriculum. A total of 762 teachers 

responded to the survey and the findings published in the report Listening to the Voice of 

Science Teachers (ISTA, 2019).    

 

Among the problem reported by science teachers were: 

 

 Vagueness of learning outcomes - teachers commented on the need for depth of 

treatment because the   specified “learning outcomes” are open to wide interpretation 

and were unclear on what exact content teachers were expected to teach.  One teacher 

commented that the specification (syllabus) template was like an "Ikea style flat-pack 

with no accompanying instructions". 

 

 Unsuitability of syllabus template for a high stakes examination - teachers 

strongly expressed their concern that a similar template might be used at Leaving 

Certificate level, due to the high-stakes nature of the Leaving Certificate examination. 

Some teachers who teach the International Baccalaureate exam pointed out how 

poorly the NCCA template compared with syllabi at international level. 

 

 Increased stress on students and teachers - teachers emphasised that vague syllabi 

at Leaving Certificate would lead to increased stress being placed on students and 

teachers due to the fact that teachers would be unsure of what exactly was on the 

curriculum and hence would have enormous problems adequately preparing their 

students for the Leaving Certificate examination.  

 

The ISTA expressed its concern to the NCCA in 2014 and requested that depth of treatment 

and range of subject knowledge be integrated into the draft syllabi (as is the case with 

the syllabi currently being taught). The views of the ISTA were ignored by the NCCA 

which stated in a written reply that “We don’t intend to include ‘depth of treatment’ and/or 

‘range of subject knowledge’ in the new specifications for the sciences or for other subjects in 

senior cycle.”  

 

As no progress was made with the NCCA, it was decided by ISTA Council to commission 

Professor Áine Hyland, Professor Emeritus of Education, UCC, who is an international expert 

in the area of curriculum design and assessment. In addition, Professor Hyland is an expert in 

the area of learning outcomes as it was she who introduced learning outcomes into Ireland in 

the early 2000s.  
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Professor Hyland was asked by the ISTA to address two fundamental research questions 

about the 2014 draft Leaving Certificate specifications: 

 

 What is international best practice in the drafting of syllabi for second-level 

curricula? 

 Is the current reform of Leaving Cert syllabi in Ireland in line with international best 

practice? 

 

In order to address the above research questions, Professor Hyland examined a wide range of 

science syllabi for a similar age group as the Leaving Certificate and a centralised (i.e. not 

school-based) mode of assessment (similar to the Leaving Certificate) at international level. 

From the data gathered, she identified the characteristics of international best practice in 

syllabus design. The full report is available at https://www.ista.ie/the-hyland-report-2/ 

 

The three main recommendations of the Hyland Report may be summarised as follows: 

 

1. Syllabi need to be brought up to international standard. Professor Hyland points out 

very clearly that “more detailed information about the depth of treatment of subjects and the 

requirements for examination must be provided at national level in Ireland to bring the syllabi 

into line with international good practice.” Professor Hyland also recommends that the depth 

of treatment of the draft Leaving Certificate biology, chemistry and physics syllabi should at 

least be brought up to the standard of the current syllabi being taught in schools at present. 

 

2. Full range of documentation available before implementation of the syllabi. Professor 

Hyland recommends that “the full range of syllabus documentation (including teachers’ notes, 

examination specifications etc.) should be officially published at the same time as the syllabus 

itself, under the logo of the DES as has been the case in the past. This elaborated 

documentation should be available well before the syllabus is due to be implemented, to 

enable teachers to become familiar with the new material and to undergo appropriate 

professional development and up-skilling”.  In the case of the Junior Cycle science 

curriculum, the SEC sample examination paper was not made available until year 3 of the 

programme. In the case of the Agricultural Science specification, the sample examination 

paper was not made available until students were in their final year of the programme.  

 

3. Depth of treatment should be embedded within the syllabi. Professor Hyland points out 

the importance of having depth of treatment embedded within syllabi developed by NCCA: 

“From 1989 to date, the advice provided by the NCCA to the Minister has included the level 

of detail that teachers expect and need to enable them to prepare their students for the Leaving 

Certificate public examinations. That level of detail has also been used and will continue to be 

required by the SEC to enable them to set and mark the Leaving Certificate examination 

papers.  It is the considered opinion of this researcher, that the issue of depth of treatment and 

clarity of examination specifications will become an issue for all Leaving Certificate subjects 

as the revision of Leaving Certificate syllabi proceeds. It is almost inevitable that the 
concerns raised by ISTA will be echoed by other subject teachers and associations as well as 

by third level representatives if the matter is not addressed now.”  

 

In keeping with international best practice, syllabi at international level are very detailed 

documents, e.g. International Baccalaureate (IB) in biology (169 pages), IB Chemistry (194 

pages), IB Physics (158 pages), Scotland Advanced Higher Biology (129 pages) and Scotland 

Advanced Higher Chemistry (129 pages).  

  

The Irish Agricultural Science Teachers’ Association has encountered major problems in 

trying to interpret vague learning outcomes in the new Agricultural Science specification. The 

https://www.ista.ie/the-hyland-report-2/


 5 

specification consists of only nine pages of learning outcomes and there here are 

flaws in the writing of the learning outcomes on seven of these pages.  

All of the problems being encountered in the Agricultural Science specification were 

predicted in the Hyland Report in 2014. Professor Hyland is a giant on the 

international stage of curriculum development. We cannot understand why the 

recommendations of this report have not been implemented by the Department of 

Education. A freedom of information request to NCCA asking for all documentation 

on which they based the current template of syllabus design has shown that there is no 

evidence to justify the NCCA policy to publish vague “learning outcomes only” 

syllabi.  

 

Recommendation 1: To ensure that Leaving Certificate syllabi are in keeping with 

international best practice, the above three recommendations of the Hyland Report 

should be implemented by the Department of Education.  

 

2. Science in Society. In 2000 the introduction of Science in Society topics to the 

Physics, Chemistry and Biology syllabi currently being taught was in keeping with 

international trends in science education and was done at the specific request of the 

science inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills. Unfortunately, in the 

current draft specifications (syllabi) a vast array of topics showing the relationship 

between science and society has been deleted. For example, in the current Leaving 

Certificate chemistry syllabus, the contributions of Marie Curie and Dorothy 

Hodgkins are highlighted in the Science and Society column. Both of these scientists 

have been completely removed from the proposed new chemistry specification. In 

fact, there is not a single woman scientist mentioned anywhere in the new chemistry 

specification. This is also the case in the physics and biology specifications. At a time 

when the public understanding of science is paramount, the removal of the Science in 

Society pillar makes no sense and goes against all international trends in design of 

science curricula as well as undermining efforts to encourage more females into the 

STEM subjects. 

  

Recommendation 2: To ensure that the standard of science syllabi is in keeping with 

international best practice, a Science in Society column should be introduced into the 

template being used to design the new Physics, Chemistry and Biology specifications. 

The Science in Society column should reflect the contributions of both women and 

men to advances in scientific knowledge and understanding that affect our everyday 

lives. 

 

3. Mandatory student experiments. “High tech” industries such as those in the areas 

of pharma chemicals, electronics and food industry place great emphasis on practical 

laboratory skills.  The Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology syllabi 

currently being taught have clear lists of mandatory student experiments to ensure that 

students will acquire fundamental practical skills. In the draft specifications, 

experiments are embedded within learning outcomes, are open to interpretation and 

we are unclear on what exactly students are expected to do.  

 

Recommendation 3: In keeping with international best practice, she current drafts of 

the Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology specifications should have 

clearly stated lists of mandatory student experiments. 
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4. Timescale for finalising specifications. Our representatives on the Physics, 

Chemistry and Biology subject development groups agree that there is still a huge 

amount of work to be done on the draft specifications. All three subject development 

groups are very much behind schedule in our work due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Full-day meetings have been replaced with online meetings lasting only two hours. In 

view of the fact that meetings only lasted 2 hours, work could not proceed at the same 

rate as the original timeframe. In addition, due to the allocation of NCCA personnel to 

contact tracing duties, some of the two-hour meetings were cancelled.  

 

The Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology specifications as they 

currently stand are in an unfinished state. As practising science teachers, we do not 

wish to struggle to teach these “half baked” syllabi.  

 

The ISTA is very concerned that the perception by students that science subjects are 

difficult will be exacerbated by vague unclear specifications that will add greatly add 

to this perception. This will eventually translate into lower numbers choosing science 

subjects for Leaving Certificate.  

 

Recommendation 4: In view of the time lost due to the COVID-19 pandemic, extra 

time needs to be allowed for the subject development groups to complete their work 

before the specifications are released for consultation. In addition, we request that the 

NCCA Subject Development Groups meet to discuss feedback received in the 

consultation process in order to implement any changes that may be necessary in light 

of the feedback received. As mentioned in Recommendation 1 above, the full range of 

documentation (sample examination paper, teachers’ notes, etc) should be available 

well before the syllabus is due to be implemented, to enable teachers to become 

familiar with the new material and to undergo appropriate professional development 

 

Recommendation 5: A quality assurance system should be set up to ensure that 

Leaving Certificate Reform results in the development by NCCA of subject 

specifications (syllabi) that are of international standard. This quality assurance 

system should be overseen by external, independent personnel who are internationally 

recognised as experts in curriculum development and design. The quality assurance 

system should also ensure that when draft specifications are sent out to stakeholders 

for consultation, the feedback received from stakeholders should be analysed by 

experts who are fully independent from NCCA.    

 

Conclusion 

We do not wish to see the excellent Leaving Certificate Biology, Chemistry and 

Physics syllabi currently being taught in our schools being destroyed and replaced 

with inferior and vague “specifications” that are not of international standard. We 

have exhausted every avenue by writing to the NCCA and meeting with NCCA but 

have met with a blank wall.  There does not appear to be any quality assurance system 

in operation to ensure that the curricula being designed by NCCA are in keeping with 

international best practice. This Oireachtas committee is our only hope of saving the 

subjects of Physics, Chemistry and Biology from being severely damaged. 

 

The ISTA wishes to express its sincere thanks to the members of the Joint Committee 

on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science for 

taking the time to study this submission.    
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Presentation to Joint Oireachtas Committee on Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation & Science on  

“Leaving Certificate Reform”. 
On behalf of our membership, I would like to take the opportunity to thank the Committee for 
the invitation to present a written submission on Leaving Certificate Reform which for NAPD 
members is the reform of the Senior Cycle that follows the reform of the Junior Cycle and 
includes all aspects of Senior Cycle including how Senior Cycle assessment is used by other 
stakeholders.  

 
The National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals is the professional association 
for second level school leaders in Ireland. Established in 1998, NAPD, through its Officers, 
National Executive and Regional Network provides a united voice for Principals and Deputy 
Principals on issues of common concern across all three second level sectors.   NAPD is a 
respected education partner represented on relevant local, regional, and national bodies both 
statutory and non-statutory. The Association represents the views of Principals and Deputy 
Principals to the Department of Education and shows leadership in the formulation of education 
policy. The key priority is to enable the Principal and Deputy to be the leader of learning in 
their school. NAPD is dynamic, pro-active solution focused and outward looking.  

NAPD is a strong advocate for Senior Cycle Reform and has been leading the call for reform 
in this area to bring the Senior Cycle in line with Junior Cycle to deliver a student-centred 
approach to Teaching, Learning and Assessment.  A Senior Cycle that is responsive to the 
needs and aptitudes of the students while maintaining the integrity of the Senior Cycle both 
nationally and internationally as the culmination of post-primary education.  A reformed Senior 
Cycle must equip the students for the challenges that lie ahead for each one of them.  In any 
reform of the Senior Cycle, it is our opinion that a number of principles must be at the core of 
the new system, these principles include: 

• Protecting the integrity of the certification 

• Student centred, giving students choice, autonomy and control 

• Skills based 

• Incorporating continuous assessment and practical based assessments  

• Broad based and flexible to prepare students for all post Senior Cycle options 
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1. Assessment Options 

Research undertaken in 2018 by NAPD found that 83% of students claimed that the Leaving 
Certificate examination in its traditional form was not the best way to assess their educational 
achievement and 78% of students wanted to move away from a system of one final written 
exam to a system of continuous assessment. Interestingly, 78% of students believed the 
Leaving Certificate did not adequately prepare them for third level and 93% claimed the 
Leaving certificate did not prepare them for working life. In addition, 87% of students reported 
that during their Leaving certificate year they felt stressed always or most of the time.  There 
is a clear trend emerging among students to move towards a system that includes continuous 
assessment. 

In the same survey 55% of parents were in favour of their children being assessed by their 
teacher because only 15% of Parents believe the Leaving certificate is fair and accurately 
assesses their child.  97% of parents are supporters of reform and when they were asked what 
the one thing was, they would change about the Leaving Certificate they responded, move away 
from written exams (42%) and reduce burden of college entry based on exam performance 
(32%). The parents support the students in a move towards incorporating continuous 
assessment to meet the needs of all students. 

Not surprisingly, 65% of teachers were in favour of comprehensive reform of the Leaving 
Certificate. While 71% of teachers reported that the Leaving Certificate does not prepare 
students well for working life and 60% claiming it does not prepare students well for third 
level.  In this survey, however, only 22% of teachers were in favour of the teacher assessing 
their own students through continuous assessment yet when asked what was the one thing they 
would change about the current Leaving Certificate they reported, include other factors for 
assessment in addition to written exam (38%) and move towards continuous assessment (23%). 
That is 61% of teachers in favour of a continuous assessment system. 

In conclusion, NAPD advocates for the voice of all stakeholders to be listened to in the 
establishment of any new assessment system and the implementation of a system that is 
responsive to emerging needs and includes a system of continuous assessment with a clear 
focus on key skills and not a system which relies exclusively on terminal assessment events. 

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

The provision of a comprehensive curriculum up to Junior Cycle places the student firmly at 
the centre of the learning and recognises the importance of providing a broad and balanced 
education as the basis for progression.  As students mature, they become more self-aware, they 
become aware of their own strengths and passions, and as such they develop the ability to 
choose subjects that they like and subjects they are good at.  This will in turn improve outcomes 
and engagement.  Continuing to offer this wide subject choice at senior cycle is of critical 
importance to keeping students engaged with their own learning. Embedding the new subject 
specifications in Physical Education, Politics and Society and Computer Science are critical to 
continue to respond to student interest and needs.   

In the Senior Cycle Review, a core principle of choice and flexibility must be accommodated.  
We must question the need for compulsory subjects.  Emerging evidence from Leaving 
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Certificate 2021 where students were given the choice of sitting the Leaving certificate exam 
or taking an accredited grade from their teacher, it is worthy of note that on average 40% of 
students opted for the accredited grade only.  In addition, approximately 80% of students who 
sat the written exams, did not sit the written exam for all the subjects they were registered for.  
For example, 9% of the students who sat the written exam only took one paper, was this their 
favourite subject? The subject they were best at? 

Offering a broad subject choice while giving the student the control and responsibility for their 
own learning must be at the core of Senior Cycle Review. 

Currently at senior Cycle there are 4 separate programmes, Transition year, Leaving Certificate 
Established, Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme and Leaving Certificate Applied.  
NAPD advocates for an integrated Senior Cycle programme that links these Senior Cycle 
programmes in a coherent and student-centred manner in line with LAOS, 2016 vision for 
highly effective Teaching, Learning and Assessment. 

In relation to digital learning, embracing the newly acquired confidence and competence of 
teachers and students in the digital space facilitates student independent learning, student 
autonomy and gives students the digital skills and competencies to access the curriculum in a 
digital format.  Professional development support for teachers is key to embracing these digital 
competencies to enhance Teaching and Learning.  It is important to note that the technology is 
a tool to be used to enhance the interaction between the teacher, the student and the curriculum.  
Technology cannot replace the teacher.  

Investment in infrastructure, as schools require funding for maintenance and management of 
their IT systems coupled with supports for teachers will continue to be a critical factor to the 
successful embedding of Technology Enhanced Learning.  The job of the teacher is to connect 
with and inspire the student, technology is a tool to support this. A failure to invest in 
supporting Technology Enhanced Learning infrastructure will result in current infrastructure 
deterioration meaning the technology will cease to be of use to the student and teacher. 

3. Access and Equality 

The recently published OECD report findings confirm the success of the DEIS (Delivering 
Equality in Schools) programme.  The report states that 16% of Irish students from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds performed at the lowest level in standardised tests compared to 
the OECD average of 29%.  In addition, participation rates for 15 to 19 years old students in 
Irish schools are 94% compared to 84% for the OECD average. 

These achievements are outstanding given that our spend on education as expressed as a 
percentage of GDP is much lower than many of our European counterparts as was highlighted 
in the same report by the OECD.  However, the stigma associated with DEIS schools remains 
a significant issue for many students and parents.  Indeed, many schools report that teachers 
will not apply to teach in a DEIS school.  While this issue is more pronounced in urban areas 
where choice of school exists for parents, the current review of DEIS being undertaken by the 
Department of Education will need to address this issue.  The DEIS initiative is clearly a 
successful one and we must continue to focus resourcing to where they are needed most and 
are having such a positive impact. 
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Special Education needs is another area for consideration, the provision of places in 
mainstream schools for students with complex educational needs remains a challenge and the 
provision of high-quality therapeutic supports for schools is urgently required.     

In addition, the implementation of the new SNA allocation model with more prescriptive 
contracts will ensure schools are better equipped to support students.  We must also ensure that 
as students transfer from Primary to Post Primary that the necessary supports transfer with 
them.  As students move up through the school, the principle of diminishing need cannot be 
universally applied to the allocation of SNA supports to the schools, as an example, in relation 
to visual impairment there is generally no diminishing need. 

Finally, if the Leaving certificate, as it exists now, is truly fair, there would be no need for 
reasonable accommodations and NAPD advocates for flexibility in the new Senior Cycle 
assessment to meet the needs of all students 

4.  Higher and Further education requirements, vocational options and career paths 

In December 2020, the OECD published a paper that was critical of the Leaving Certificate 
claiming the leaving certificate was not fit for purpose and has become “a filter for entry into 
Higher education”.  The use of a mathematical algorithm to allocate places to higher education, 
regardless of the student aptitude or interest seems over simplified and may be a contributory 
factor to the high dropout rates from our universities.   

The model that is used to select students to participate in Further education now is worth 
examining in detail to inform decision making for a universal review of the process of 
allocating places in Higher education. In Further education the student applies to the college 
and expresses their interest in the course.  The Further Education College organises to interview 
the student and engages with the student to ascertain their abilities, aptitudes, interest and 
commitment to the course of study thereby ensuring the student suitability to their chosen 
course of study. 

NAPD welcomes Minister Harris’s announcement of the expansion of the CAO system to 
include Higher Education, Further Education, apprenticeships and traineeships and would 
encourage a more in-depth review of how students access Further and Higher Education that 
is more in line with how places are currently allocated in Further Education. 

5.  Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

In 2021 only 58% of Leaving certificate students opted to sit the written paper in Irish, this is 
of course a cause for concern for a compulsory subject.  At junior cycle, the new syllabi for L1 
and L2 have yet to be evaluated, their impact on participation rates has not been given time to 
embed and there has been no review done to see if there is a consequent impact on participation 
rates at senior cycle. Consultation on the proposed new Leaving Certificate Irish is currently 
being undertaken by the NCCA and NAPD are actively participating in this consultation.   

 The desire to ensure that the Irish language is a living language must be preserved and an 
increase in the number of Gaelscoileanna and Gael Coláistí is a welcome initiative.  However, 
there is a genuine concern that requiring students in the Gael Coláistí to take the more difficult 
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Irish language course will drive many students away from continuing their Senior Cycle 
programme through the medium of Irish.   

There continues to be a severe shortage of teachers to teach Irish and to teach other subjects 
through the medium of Irish.  This is magnified with the increase in Gael Coláistí and the 
consequent increase in demand for teachers of Irish and teachers to teach through the medium 
of Irish.  In addition, the availability of substitute teachers with the capability to teach through 
the medium of Irish is having a significant impact of continuity of provision in Irish medium 
schools. 

NAPD advocates for a greater emphasis on the oral fluency in the Irish language and that this 
be reflected in the Senior Cycle review and assessment. 

6. International evidence and best practice 

Ireland continues to perform very well in the PISA studies and our achievements in literacy 
and numeracy are excellent, in comparison to our European counterparts.  As such, maintaining 
these high standards and the integrity of the Leaving Certificate must be central to the current 
Senior Cycle review.  Systems of assessment that are completely localised and at the discretion 
each school must be avoided as they are open to inequality and would raise questions around 
the integrity of the certification.  Finding the balance between centralised assessment and local 
assessment with external moderation is critical to securing the continued integrity of the 
terminal assessment system and certification at post-primary. 

In addition, the practice of quantifying the school performance and producing “league tables” 
creates an unnecessary competitive pressure on schools to perform in the exam and ignores 
best practice in the classroom.  This leads to a focus on teaching to the assessment which must 
be avoided in a student-centred approach to senior Cycle. We must create a system that fosters 
collaboration between schools and not competition as has been done in Finland.  

All students must be given the opportunity to achieve success and how we define success is 
core to the new Senior Cycle.  Success must be individualised and every student given the 
opportunity to fulfil their own potential while embracing their own creativity and aptitudes.  
Coupled with how we define success is how we support students to transfer to the next phase 
of their learning journey and this involves the review of the application process for Further and 
Higher Education.  Many Irish students travel to the UK to study when they leave post-primary 
and they engage with the UCAS system for admissions to Higher and Further Education.  While 
this system is not perfect it allows for significantly more detailed information to be used to 
determine the allocation of a Higher and Further Education place to students. 

Reviewing the Senior Cycle and modernising the Leaving certificate is necessary and not 
without challenges.  It is, however, essential to the continued success of the Irish education 
system.  NAPD is grateful for the opportunity to contribute to the Joint Committee’s 
deliberations and is available to expand on points raised if required. 

Paul Crone   Paul Byrne   Michael Cregan 

Director   Deputy Director  President 

National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) 

6th October 2021    



 

Leaving Certificate Reform 

Cork Life Centre Submission to Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and 
Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science. 

October 2021 

Introduction 

The ideas in this submission come from 20 years of experience working with a range of students who 
cannot access their education in the mainstream secondary school system. It has been prepared by 
senior management of Cork Life Centre in consultation with senior teaching staff with years of 
experience teaching at Senior Cycle.  

It is well established that the Leaving Cert favours young people from particular backgrounds and 
with particular styles of learning and intelligence. This in itself calls for deep, significant and nuanced 
reform.  However there are universal issues with the Leaving Cert that impact on all students 
irrespective of whether they are the 90% who maintain in mainstream or the 10% who do not.   

A 2021 ISSU survey of students in 32 schools across the country demonstrated the following key 
insights: Students stated the objective of the Leaving Cert should be preparation for college and the 
working world with over 70% of respondents mentioning the words ‘life’ ‘world’ and ‘future’. 57% of 
respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement ‘The skills I have learned during 
senior cycle make me feel prepared to leave school’.  In regards to assessment 51.6% of respondents 
felt that the Leaving Cert did not accurately reflect their work over 5th and 6th year with 64% 
supporting an increase in Second Component Assessments(continuous assessment) 

Below are our opening points in relation to the issues with our Leaving Cert in its current format  
which form the background for the suggestions in relation to reform that follow.  

Issues with the Leaving Cert in its current format: 

 Students study too many subjects and subjects are too content heavy. 
 Students interested in apprenticeship and trades needing to complete Leaving Cert in order 

to progress. 
 Focus on covering courses and learning information rather than real engagement and skills 

development.  
 Limitations in the choice of what students can study and how. 
 Students and staff question the relevance of many of the curricula to the real world and to 

further study or work.  
 Students and staff at second and third level education identify that the Leaving Cert does not 

prepare young people for future study.  
 Very language heavy-most students are required to study English, Irish and another 

language.  This represents 3 of 6 subjects.  
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 Current curricula and subjects do not allow students to learn about areas they may progress 
to study in or that form a key basis of education in a range of disciplines e.g. Psychology, 
Law, Philosophy.  

 Core compulsory subjects i.e. Maths and English are assessed on a 100% terminal exam. For 
most other subjects project work or other components represent from 10-25% of the final 
grade only.  

 Examinations in current format are too long.  
 2 year course with little to no assessment in year 1.  
 Lack of regular continuous assessment and mixed modes of assessment does not reflect or 

prepare students for higher or continued education they are progressing to.  
 Lack of regular continuous assessment does not reflect basic science on the youth or 

adolescent brain. Young brains do not have the same future orientation as adult brains. To 
remain motivated young people need short term goals to achieve and focus on and need to 
receive regular marks and feedback.  
 

1. Assessment Options 

1.1 Key to Senior Cycle reform is a recognition as exists in other jurisdictions that post junior cycle 
secondary education students can choose a stream for further education depending on their 
intended vocation or career path. In practice this should mean that those wishing to enter a trade 
can progress to a technological college post Junior Certificate. Those who wished to continue their 
academic studies, perhaps with the intention of later progressing to university, would remain in 
secondary school for a further two years. This type of education system is well established in 
countries such as Denmark where from the age of 16 onwards students can attend upper secondary 
school to complete a two-year higher preparatory examination or technical upper secondary school  
or technical college.  

1.2 Number of subjects for assessment at Leaving Cert should be reduced. Students would choose 
and study 5 subjects in 5th year and would reduce to 3 to 4 subjects in 6th year.  Subjects available for 
study at Leaving Cert need significant reform(this will be covered in the next section) 

1.3 All subjects at Leaving Certificate need to be assessed via regular continuous assessment (during 
both years of the course) Assessment should be external-projects or assignments sent for marking to 
the State Examinations Commission or its equivalent.  Also external examiners should be sent to 
schools or education centres to assess project work. 

1.4 All subjects should be broken into distinct modules-such a modular approach aligns more closely 
with the 3rd level system. Continuous assessment of various modules should account for up to 60% 
of assessment in any given subject. The remaining modules could be examined by way of a terminal 
or final exam which should be no more than 90 to 120 minutes in length.  

1.5 Assessments should take a range of formats including essays, research projects, practical 
projects, practical skills demonstrations and other presentations.  

1.6 Terminal examinations should comprise no more than 40% of the students’ final mark in any 
given subject and students should be updated on their marks and performance as assessments take 



place. This is key in relation to students maintaining their motivation and momentum throughout 
the two year course.  It also mirrors the 3rd level education system.  

1.7 The continuous assessment arrangements should allow for the ‘banking’ of marks in subjects at 
the end of 5th year. Performance in the assessments undertaken in 5th year should be weighted in 
relation to the final mark at the end of the two year cycle. Again this mirrors the 3rd level system and 
tackles the issue of students struggling with motivating their studies on a two year course with no 
tangible assessment in the first year of study. It would be recommended that the 6th or final year of 
study is more heavily weighted in terms of the final grade achieved.  

Summary of Key Points 

 Options post Junior Cycle in relation to format of further study at second level 
 Range of assessment styles 
 Regular externally assessed projects and assignments  
 Assessment over the two year course or cycle 
 Smaller number of subjects 
 Larger subject range-all subjects to be clearly modulised. 
 Focus in continuous assessment on building some of the skills required at 3rd level study or 

in the world of work e.g. independent research, critical thinking.  
 
 

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

2.1 When we sit each year with our Senior Cycle students each year to choose subjects we find 
ourselves telling them that they have to do English, they have to do maths and they have to do Irish 
in some cases so as not to cut off certain avenues of progression.  

2.2 It feels very counterintuitive to be telling students they have to do Maths and English both of 
whom are based on 100% terminal or ‘all-in’ examination, vast syllabi with no scope for 
specialisation. 

2.3 A significant part of Senior Cycle reform needs to look at these ‘core subjects’ Irish will be 
covered under section 5. All students require baseline skills in English and Mathematics-these are 
and need to continue to be instrumental during Junior Cycle. However it does not seem necessary 
that all students study complex Mathematical concepts or English literature requiring complex levels 
of analysis. Indeed some students might want to do so and it should remain a choice. But there also 
needs to be an English subject that focuses more on building communication skills. Similarly in 
Mathematics there should be a subject that focuses on practical or ‘living’ maths and another that 
allows students to study the mathematical theories and concepts that will be required for certain 
areas of future study or work. Essentially on offer at Leaving Cert would be ‘English Language’ and 
‘English Literature’ and for mathematics ‘Practical Mathematics’ and ‘Mathematics Theory’  

2.4 Further to this suggestion we would propose that there would be no mandatory subjects for 
study at Senior Cycle. Students would be choosing subjects based on possible further study or career 
trajectories and what these will require. This will likely require reform across all existing subject 
areas e.g. Geography, History, Biology etc. as many are not modernised with real world application 



and application to study at 3rd level.  Significant reform is also required in relation to students having 
access to areas of study or discipline they do not currently have at second level. A number of ‘new’ 
subjects need to be introduced at Leaving Cert.  Students should be surveyed in relation to same but 
some obvious areas are Psychology, Law, and Philosophy which as well as being disciplines for study 
in their own right are key concepts for study in a range of other areas of professional qualification.  

2.5 Finally as noted in opening points it’s key that we adjust the current language heavy nature of 
our Leaving Cert course and examinations. In mainstream secondary settings most students are 
required to study Irish as well as another language eg French, Spanish. Counting English this 
accounts for 50% of subjects studies. Learning languages poses difficulty for students with certain 
learning needs and the study of languages is by no means relevant to the future study or career 
choices of all students.  

Summary of Key Points: 

 Significant curriculum reform including addition of new subjects. 
 Focus on curricula design which prepares students for demands of study at 3rd level. 
 Removal of practice of mandatory subjects. 

 
3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

3.1 Education is a right. Access to education at all levels-primary, secondary, 3rd level needs to be 
addressed to ensure that ALL children and young people can access education in a way that meets 
their needs. An area of importance here specific to our own work is how we recognise, fund and 
support alternative or ‘out of school’ education settings. At present we do so in an inconsistent and 
ad hoc way.  

3.2 Equality in our second level education system is about more than everyone having the right 
supports and opportunity to progress to higher education.  This is key but key also is a  recognition 
that this is not the right pathway for all learners. As outlined above we need a system that directly 
provides for students to qualify to concentrate on other pathways for learners including progression 
to technical colleges as noted above as well as developing the pathways that FE colleges provide as a 
route to higher education.  

3.3 In terms of wellbeing supports a key recommendation is that students at mainstream secondary 
schools have access to counselling and psychotherapy services onsite as distinct from guidance 
counselling. In our setting outside the mainstream the ability to respond to psychological distress or 
trauma is key to the outcomes of our young people.  

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

4.1 As noted under Assessment Options following completion of Junior Certificate students should 
have the option of pursuing traineeships and apprenticeships via technical colleges.  

4.2 With the significant reform suggested Leaving Cert in a new format could continue providing a 
basis for admission into higher education but it would be necessary that the CAO points system 
would be reimagined and revised to reflect the reform.  



4.3 In addition to the more specialised subject offering at Senior Cycle and Leaving Cert the second 
and third level sectors should work together to provide for all students in 5th year the opportunity to 
develop a sense of what 3rd level study and specific courses look like and operate. For example 
students might have the opportunity to select 5 short sample modules from university courses of 
study to engage with. This would help to guide students as they select their final subjects for 6th 
year.  

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

5.1 2016 census figures indicate that 39.8% of our population state they can speak Irish. Further 
analysis of this census figure shows that one in four of those people never speak it and 31.7% only 
speak it within the education system.  As can be seen from the figures above, despite being Ireland’s 
national language, the majority of the country do not speak Irish in their daily life. 

5.2 Resources and investment in keeping our national language alive are vital but it is clear that the 
teaching of Irish in our education system is not meeting this need.  

5.3 It is inarguably beneficial to keep the Irish language and culture open as an option of study at 
Leaving Cert.  However, in a similar way to English and Maths as outlined above it should be divided 
into two distinct but interrelated subject areas. 1) Irish Language and 2) Irish Culture & Literature. 
The first subject should have a clear focus on the four key areas of language learning – Reading, 
Writing, Listening and Speaking, with much more emphasis placed on building up proficiency in the 
oral aspect of the language. The other would be for students more comfortable with their 
proficiency in Irish.  

5.4 Irish should not be mandatory for study at Leaving Cert as noted about all subjects.  

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 

6.1 The scope and length of this submission has not allowed for detailed discussion in relation to this 
area. However in formulating our thoughts and ideas on how to best reform our Leaving Cert system 
we have taken examples in relation to continuous assessment and other areas of education practice 
from Northern Ireland, Finland, Denmark and Sweden.  

Conclusion 

We welcome the opportunity as education stakeholders working in the alternative space to 
contribute to the conversation in relation to Leaving Certificate Reform.  Our submission 
recommends significant, substantial and meaningful  examination reform. Further to this it highlights 
that such reform cannot make the impact required unless it happens in tandem with the necessary 
curriculum developments and adaptations.  

The voice of all stakeholders need to be considered on these important issues-chief among these 
should be the voice of young people-for this reason we are delighted that our own students have 
taken the time to create their own submission to the committee.  



 

 



Leaving Certificate Reform 

Cork Life Centre Student’s Submission to Joint Oireachtas Committee 

on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation & 

Science, October 2021 

Introduction 

The following is a submission from the Students of Cork Life Centre, composed of a mix 

of students, both past and present, of a cross-section of age, gender, level of study and 

academic year. The verbal data from the students was collected during three focus group 

sessions, using the suggestions of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science to shape the questions put to 

students about potential Leaving Certificate reform. The students’ experiences and views 

are presented below and are again divided by section based on the Committee’s six key 

areas. 

1) Assessment Options   

1.1 In 2021 approximately 58% of students chose to sit the Leaving Certificate exam in 

some format. The fact that 42% of students chose not to sit the exam, despite only having 

the potential of increasing their grade, must indicate to some extent the amount of stress 

that these exams cause for young people. The students unanimously agreed that 

significant Leaving Certificate reform was required. 

1.2 It was suggested by the students that the format of the Leaving Certificate be changed 

significantly in a number of ways. Students would keep the Junior Certificate, close to the 

format that it was in prior to the alterations caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. Upon 

completion of the Junior Certificate examination, students would choose a stream 

depending on their intended vocation or career path. Those wishing to enter a trade would 

progress to a technological school or apprenticeship for which the Junior Certificate 

would be a prerequisite. Those who wished to continue their academic studies, perhaps 
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with the intention of later progressing to university, would remain in secondary school for 

a further two years. 

1.3 In 5th Year students would choose five or six subjects. No subject would be 

compulsory at Leaving Certificate level. After 5th Year, students would reduce their 

subjects to four to five, with a minimum of four. End of year examinations in 5th year 

could either contribute to a final Leaving Certificate result, or stand-alone should a 

student leave school after 5th Year or during their final year. All these subjects would be 

assessed using mixed methods. Project work and continuous assessment would be 

components examined by an external examiner. A terminal end of year examination 

would also be held in all subjects. The content and focus of each project or continuous 

assessment would be clear and the content not covered in these elements would form the 

subject matter for the end of year examination. This terminal examination should be no 

more than two hours in duration. 

1.4 Critically, students will have the opportunity to select the weighting of the assessment 

methods from a predefined set of options. For example, the percentage breakdown 

between two continuous assessment exams and a terminal assessment could be 20/20/60 

or 30/30/40 and so on. Flexibility of choice emerged as a key factor for students in 

relation to their assessment. It would allow them to feel a sense of control and choice 

over a significant period in their education. The past year of blended learned has shown 

the country many methods of learning and testing that were extremely effective. It also 

indicated that there are accurate and effective assessments beyond written examination.  

2) Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning  

2.1 No subject would be compulsory. Key subjects at leaving certificate level would be 

defined by the prospective college/university and students based on their own ideas, aims 

and interests would choose the remaining subjects. A number of subjects would be 

subdivided into different subjects. For example, English could be divided into two 

distinct areas, currently divided by Paper 1 and 2. These would be separate subjects such 

as English Language Skills and English Literature. 



2.2 This would require significant revision, division and reform of almost all Leaving 

Certificate Subjects. It would have a number of consequential positive effects such as 

small class-sizes, teachers with a specific area of expertise, and students who are all 

taking a subject voluntarily with a group of like-minded peers. 

2.3 Technology could be used to aid learning. It would have the ability of conferring IT 

skills required for many career paths while simultaneously providing more varied 

approaches to learning. This would also have positive impacts on accessibility for many 

students, such as those with Dyslexia or Dyspraxia to name only two. The use of 

technology, and resulting reduction of compulsory textbooks, should also significantly 

reduce the weight of schoolbags many young people in mainstream schools are required 

to lug to and from school. 

2.4 A key subject identified for complete overhaul is a revised ‘Sexual Education, Health 

& Relationships’ Course. 

3) Access, Equality and Well Being Supports  

3.1 Counselling, Guidance Counselling and Pastoral Care should continue beyond the 

deadline of the Leaving Certificate. While this service is provided at Cork Life Centre, 

the students reported that in many mainstream settings the time after the Leaving Cert 

exams is a significant time of stress with little support available from their school. Some 

form of outreach and signposting after the examinations, and before the offering of 

college places should become integrated into the Leaving Certificate Process. 

3.2 Under the remit of curriculum reform, efforts should be made to ensure that required 

texts, literature and other materials have options that are more positive. Many students 

report a lower mood after being continuously exposed to negative in-class stimuli such as 

Shakespearean tragedies, poetry about suicide and so on. 

3.3 Basic sign language should be integrated into the syllabus where possible. Unlike 

Irish, this is a language that many people have no choice but to use. For the purpose of 

equal access and inclusion this should be taught to a wider cohort of students. 



3.4 Undoubtedly, stress is a part of Life. However the Leaving Certificate need not be the 

pinnacle of stress that is currently is. Some students prefer to sit an exam, however choice 

would allow for the inclusion of all and provide the best chance possible to young people 

to realize their full potential. 

4) Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career 

Paths   

4.1 As mentioned above, after completing the minimum requirement of the Junior 

Certificate, students would have the option to access traineeships and apprenticeships. 

4.2 While exams and other continuous assessments or projects would continue to provide 

a significant basis for admission into higher education, the CAO points system should be 

revisited and revised to reflect the reform of the senior cycle. In addition to more 

specialised subjects, sample modules for college courses could be run through a 

university outreach programme, or off site setting such as a university, so that students 

can get a taster for various options before they pick their final subjects in 6th year and 

ultimately apply for their chosen college courses. 

5) Irish Language and Irish Medium Education   

5.1 The Irish curriculum is in need of an overhaul. It should not be the case that after 5 

years students can speak a modern European language to a higher standard than they can 

speak Irish after 13 or more years of full time education. Either the curriculum or 

teaching methods have to be at fault, as this can be seen in a number of schools. 

5.2 Education through the medium of Irish is a great facility for those who have a love of, 

or need for, the Irish language. It is an option that should remain. However, that it should 

confer an advantage in Leaving Certificate results is unfair and rooted in discrimination. 

A person moving from abroad cannot be expected to sit their exams through Irish and so 

they are at an immediate disadvantage. Keep Irish-speaking schools, but remove the 

unfair points advantage and return the emphasis to the love of the language. 



6) International Evidence and Best Practice    

6.1 Having conducted a rapid literature review, education models that come closest to the 

student’s imagined system would be a combination of the systems of Northern Ireland, 

Finland, Denmark and Sweden. While the students were too busy with their studies to 

research the systems to a deep level, they identified features in each of these systems that 

aligned with their beliefs and envisaged education model. 

 

Conclusion 

The students of Cork Life Centre have identified a number of areas for Leaving 

Certificate reform based on their own ideas and lived experience. School undoubtedly has 

a huge impact on a young person’s life. The current Leaving Certificate format of 

competitive testing rewards the privileged and punishes the disadvantaged. It is a system 

of education defined by capitalist values, and it surely now obsolete. 

The Leaving Certificate doesn’t just pit individuals against each other. It also makes 

schools and communities compete against each other. Its rigid nature neglects those who 

are not neurotypical. It creates barriers for anyone who might desire an alternative route 

to and beyond secondary school. It promotes a singular type of intelligence. In summary, 

it fails to acknowledge the diversity of young people. 

What the system currently values in education needs urgent revision. Reform of the 

Leaving Cert and exploration of other options, other forms of assessment and learning are 

required. Until the Leaving Certificate system is reformed it will continue to perpetuate a 

system of oppression which is damaging the young people of Ireland.  
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JCES-I-2021-[546] – Senior Cycle (Leaving Certificate) Reform 
Written Submission from Department of Education – 6 October 2021 

The Joint Committee wrote to the Department’s Secretary General on 15 
September inviting a written submission on the topic of Senior Cycle Reform. 
This submission has been prepared in response to that invitation. 

1. Context and Background for Senior Cycle Reform 

The Programme for Government (PfG) sets out the Government’s approach to 
education as being guided by a number of goals which are: 

o Improving the learning experience and success of learners.  
o Increasing progress of learners at risk of educational disadvantage 

and learners with special educational needs.  
o Helping those delivering education to continuously improve.  
o Building stronger bridges between education and the wider 

community.  
o Providing better national planning and support services.  
o Implementing evidence-based policies. 

Each of the above goals will guide the Government’s approach to addressing the 
PfG commitment to “… review and reform the post-primary curriculum, 
prioritising elements such as critical thinking, problem-solving and continuous 
assessment, so that they feature more centrally.” 

Between 2016 and 2020, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 
(NCCA) undertook an extensive review of senior cycle programmes and 
vocational pathways, to include Transition Year, the Leaving Certificate Applied, 
Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme and the Leaving Certificate 
Established.  

The review involved a very extensive range of research, consultations and 
communications with a wide range of stakeholders on all aspects of review and 
redevelopment over a number of phases over the period of the review. The 
NCCA also commissioned external expertise to support the process, including 
the ESRI and the OECD.  

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment Council’s Senior Cycle 
Review: Advisory Report was submitted to the Department on 27 May for 
consideration.  
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The advisory report, which will be published in the coming weeks, maps out, in 
broad terms, an ambitious programme of work, which would enable the 
development and construction of the components that would make up a 
Framework for Senior Cycle and will involve further ongoing stakeholder 
engagement and consultation in its implementation. 

 

2. Experience during the Covid-19 pandemic 

The research phase conducted by the NCCA in developing its Advisory Report 
was given effect between 2016 and 2020. In considering the Advisory Report, 
consideration is also being given to the experience of the Leaving Certificate 
classes of 2020 and 2021. Those students have shown great resilience since the 
pandemic began. Equally, teachers, principals, other school staff and school 
communities as a whole worked hard to ensure that both years’ Leaving 
Certificate classes could complete their post-primary education in a timely 
fashion. This required all concerned to undertake new tasks or perform new 
roles. In 2021, schools assisted in conducting oral examinations at Easter, with 
other elements of the examinations process, and with the Accredited Grades 
process. Without their support it would not have been possible to offer students 
both the option of doing the Leaving Certificate examinations and receiving 
Accredited Grades.  

A key priority for Government was ensuring that this year’s Leaving Certificate 
cohort was treated as fairly and equitably as possible, having regard to the 
adverse impact of COVID-19. The decision to provide Accredited Grades and 
adjusted Leaving Certificate examinations aimed to achieve this objective to the 
greatest extent possible. 

The decision of offering these parallel processes ensured a way for every 
student to progress to higher and further education, and the world of work. 

This decision also recognised the extraordinary circumstances of the pandemic 
and the loss of learning that had occurred for this group of students, due to the 
interruption of in-person teaching and learning during the periods of school 
closure. 

The State Examinations Commission and the Department worked with public 
health officials throughout the planning process for the Leaving Certificate 
examinations. The approach taken enabled the examinations to take place in a 
safe manner.  
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Oral examinations and music practicals took place outside of school hours, 
minimising the impact on tuition time but also reducing the number of people who 
would be in the school building at the time of the examination. Students 
completing coursework were afforded additional flexibility through extended 
submission dates for this work. 

In October 2020, the Minister committed to undertaking a comprehensive 
independent review of the design and implementation of the Calculated Grades 
process. At that time it was envisaged that this review of the operation of the 
Calculated Grades process would take place following the conclusion of the 
process, involving the completion of all elements of the appeals process. 
Ultimately it did not prove feasible to conduct a review in the context of ongoing 
litigation and in light of the decision in February to devise and operate a system 
of Accredited Grades parallel to the running of almost all aspects of the Leaving 
Certification examinations. 

However, the SEC Accredited Grades system developed and implemented for 
2021 was informed by an internal lessons learned process undertaken in the 
Department. The Minister has now asked officials to progress plans for an 
Independent Review of both the Calculated Grades process for 2020 and the 
Accredited Grades process for 2021. Planning for the review is advancing with 
the intention of commencing it as soon as possible. 

A full scope of the Independent Review will be set out and appropriate 
governance arrangements will be put in place to oversee the process including 
that of evidence gathering, consultation and engagement with stakeholders. 

The Leaving Certificate experiences for students in both 2020 and 2021 were 
clearly responses to the prevailing conditions at the time. The responses to the 
pandemic were implemented at pace and with the best interests of students at 
their core. However, the learnings from this period can be a contribution to how 
reform or redevelopment at Senior Cycle can be implemented over the coming 
years and considered in the context of the work undertaken by the NCCA in 
preparing its Advisory Report.  

3. Assessment Arrangements for Leaving Certificate 2022 

Adjustments to the Leaving Certificate examinations planned for 2022 have 
already been announced and advised to students. These adjustments are in line 
with those first announced in August 2020 for Leaving Certificate 2021. The 
adjustments provide greater choice for candidates across a wide range of 
subjects and take account of the disruption to learning experienced by these 
students. 
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The Department and the State Examinations Commission (SEC) will continue to 
engage with stakeholders through the Advisory Group on Planning for State 
Examinations. This group includes representatives from students’ and parents’ 
organisations, as well as teacher and management body representatives.  

The SEC will also run an alternative set of Leaving Certificate Examinations in 
2022, shortly after the main set of examinations. This second set of examinations 
will provide an opportunity for those who are unable to sit the June examinations 
for certain reasons, to be clearly and strictly delineated, to undertake their 
examinations at a later date. The SEC will issue further details regarding these 
examinations, including eligibility criteria, at a later date.  

4. Response to requests for updates from Deputy Kehoe, Committee 
Chair at the Committee’s Hearing of 21 September attended by 
Minister Foley and Minister of State Madigan 

During the Committee Hearing of 21 September last, the Committee Chair, 
Deputy Kehoe asked for written updates on the following two points (related to 
Senior Cycle): 

1) Has the Minister given consideration to the inclusion of a mental health 
and wellbeing in the new Leaving Cert Curriculum? 

 
Promoting wellbeing is a fundamental element of the Department’s overall plan 
to support school communities during Covid-19.  The Department put in place a 
range of supports and resources for schools to mitigate/minimise the risk of 
negative impact on children and young people. The Department’s 
comprehensive response to supporting the wellbeing of school communities was 
guided by five essential principles known as the ‘Hobfoll Principles’ (2007), which 
are widely accepted and explicitly recommended as protective factors to support 
optimal returning to normalcy and wellbeing in the aftermath of an emergency 
situation. This response is aligned with the HSE guidance on such responses, 
and based on the five key principles of promoting a sense of safety, calm, 
connectedness, self –and community – efficacy and hope.   

The National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) of the Department is 
leading on supporting the wellbeing of schools communities.  

At post-primary level, each school currently receives an allocation in respect of 
guidance provision, which is calculated by reference to the approved 
enrolment.  Counselling is a key part of the role of the guidance counsellor, 
offered on an individual or group basis as part of a developmental learning 
process, at moments of personal crisis but also at key transition points. The 
guidance counsellor also identifies and supports the referral of students to 
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external counselling agencies and professionals, as required. The guidance 
counsellor is key in developing and implementing innovative approaches to 
wellbeing promotion on a whole-school basis though the school’s Guidance 
Plan.   

In the event that the need for a more targeted counselling or a specialised 
intervention is identified by the NEPS psychologist, a referral is made to an 
outside agency for evaluation and ongoing support.   

Throughout this pandemic the Department has built strong links with the 
Department of Health and both Departments are exploring ways to improve 
supports for young people, including increased awareness, promoting help-
seeking behaviour and sign-posting to the wide range of available services. Work 
will continue to collectively explore ways of improving supports for children and 
young people as we know that wellbeing is everyone’s business. Senior Cycle 
development will reflect this thinking also. 

 
2) To ask the Minister to publish the NCCA Advisory Report to enable the 

Joint Committee can continue their work. 
 

The Minister and Department has noted the Committee’s focus in its autumn 
work programme on Senior Cycle Reform. As referenced above at section 1, the 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment Council’s Senior Cycle Review: 
Advisory Report was submitted to the Department on 27 May for consideration. 
This report is receiving careful consideration within the Department and is the 
subject of discussions between the Department and the NCCA and SEC on how 
reform or redevelopment of Senior Cycle might be given effect. It is the Minister’s 
intention that the advisory report will be published shortly. 

5. Topics of interest identified by the Committee 

The Department notes the topics of interest to the Committee as outlined in its 
invitation to make a written submission. As the topics concerned are addressed 
in the NCCA Advisory Report which is under consideration within the 
Department, the Department would be happy to provide a further submission to 
the Committee under those specific headings once the report has been 
published.   
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Context. 

At Jigsaw, we believe that the school years are central to the development of identity and to the successful 

transition to adulthood, as well as to overall wellbeing. This can lead to individuals having positive social 

relationships, successfully engaging in learning, developing an ability for self-care, enjoying better physical 

and mental health, and participating productively in the wider economy and society throughout their lives.  

Our practice wisdom, ongoing data collection and research clearly reinforce that the current leaving 

certificate system is no longer fit for purpose and contributes significantly to stress and anxiety amongst 

young people, thereby contributing to increased risk factors for student mental health. 

The Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (Department of Education, 2019-2023), 

highlights some of the key risk factors for wellbeing in the school setting and include disengagement, 

absenteeism, isolation and alienation, aggression, bullying, relationship difficulties, low achievement, 

learning difficulties, poor connection between family and school, lack of opportunity to develop social and 

emotional learning and more. However, nowhere amongst these risk factors listed is there an 

acknowledgement of the stress and anxiety brought about by the current exam system. 

The My World Survey 2 (published by Jigsaw in association with the School of Psychology, UCD) is Ireland’s 

largest and most comprehensive study of young people’s mental health and wellbeing with over 33,000 

participants to date.  Based on the key findings for adolescents who participated, we know: 

• There has been a significant increase in the levels of anxiety and depression amongst adolescents 

over the past decade. For example, the proportion of adolescents reporting severe anxiety has 

doubled from 11% (MWS1) to 22% (MWS2) 

• School, exams and homework were the top three reported stressors, with 65% reporting exams as 

a top stressor.  

• Levels of depression and anxiety generally increased across the school year with the highest 

proportion of students reporting very severe depression and anxiety in sixth year. 

• School and peer connectedness are linked to better mental health with young people feeling less 

connected to school more likely to miss days from school.  

• Furthermore, between the 1st June 2020 - 1st October 2021, 20.1% (n = 685) of young people 

engaging with Jigsaw Live Chat reported school/college/work-related difficulties as a primary 

difficulty in relation to their mental health 

• For the same time period, anxiety (23%), low mood (16%) and sleep changes (12%) were the main 

reasons young people presented to Jigsaw's brief intervention service - school avoidance was the 

main issue relating to schools, comprising of about 2% of all presenting issues.  

What young people told us? 

In order to inform this submission, we undertook a brief consultation with some of our Youth Advisory 

Panel members who have had recent experience of the Leaving Certificate.  
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Overall, young people themselves believe that the system is negative, contributes to a high degree of 

stress, pressure and anxiety on young people at a young age. This is what we heard: 

• Too much focus is placed on the Leaving Cert. as the pathway to employment, to third level 

education and to life. There is a need to address the stereotyping and stigma around the Leaving 

Cert. in general e.g. service and trade careers are looked down on while the Leaving Cert. is 

synonymous with points for college only, which does not suit everybody. There is also a stigma 

around PLCs which is linked to the Leaving Cert. and where we place our values as a society. 

• There is not enough focus on problem-solving, analysing, critical thinking, creativity  

• There is a gendered aspect to the subjects covered in some schools, i.e. agricultural science not 

covered in all-girls schools and home economics not covered in all-boys school  

• The media headlines on results can have a significant impact on students’ wellbeing, setting 

standards that are never going to be fair to everyone; everyone’s best is different, however, it is 

always about the points rather than what the student has achieved or the fact that many students 

have achieved what they set out to do for themselves 

• The current system does not prepare students for the real world as there is too much focus on 

rote learning and memory rather than understanding of content 

• Students can be so stressed and run down, that even getting out bed is a big thing for some. Too 

much pressure is placed on students and the grades  

• There is a particular language and ethos in terms of how messages are communicated by school 

staff and society in general around the Leaving Cert – this is not dealt with effectively in teacher 

training.  As the real focus is on grades, the problem is not the teachers themselves, it’s the system 

they have to work within. They are not trained to deal with the consequences of that system and 

how to support students with the fallout in terms of mental health 

• Whether intentional or not, there is an element of comparison and competition at play i.e. ‘how 

many students got high points in your class?’ etc. As a result, school staff and parents are all 

stressed, which can filter down and create a toxic environment of stress and anxiety.  Therefore, 

teachers, students and parents all need more support 

• There is an increased over realistic expectation of what students should achieve in their final year 

and hearing all the news headlines and their fellow peers talk about it constantly can lead to 

students becoming overwhelmed and giving up on their education. 

 

A broader view: promoting and supporting student mental health - a whole-school approach 

Jigsaw strongly believes that the key to supporting and promoting student mental health, at junior and 

senior cycle, lies in a whole-school approach. Research indicates that a multi-component, preventative, 

whole-school approach to the promotion of wellbeing, with interventions at both universal and targeted 

levels, is the most beneficial and evidence-informed approach for schools (Weare & Gray, 2003). A whole-

school approach pays particular attention to the protective factors for student mental health and 

wellbeing. 
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The Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (Department of Education, 2019-2023), 

highlights the range of protective factors that can support student wellbeing. These include positive 

relationships with peers and teachers, a sense of belonging, security and connectedness to school through 

a positive school climate and participation in school and community activities, opportunities for social and 

emotional learning, opportunities for the development of knowledge and skills providing a sense of 

mastery and self-efficacy, fostering expectations, recognising contributions, effort and achievement and 

providing opportunities for success. Furthermore, the wellbeing of school personnel and having the 

protocols and support systems in place that proactively support young people and their families should 

difficulties arise, as well as providing opportunities to develop skills to manage stress that may be linked to 

school work.  

Jigsaw’s One Good School™: 

Jigsaw’s One Good School™ is an initiative which supports the mental health and wellbeing of young people 

and those around them by developing a shared responsibility across the whole school community. In 

Jigsaw, we believe that schools play a vital role in promoting and supporting the mental health and 

wellbeing of young people and all those within the school community. For students in senior cycle, and 

particularly in Leaving Cert., schools can provide safe and supportive environments for building life skills, 

resilience and a strong sense of connectedness. Fostering healthy relationships among peers, school staff 

and parents is critical to a young person’s overall experience of school and their social, emotional and 

cognitive development. Therefore, it is critical that mental health and wellbeing is continued throughout 

senior cycle to the same degree as it is at junior cycle. 

The One Good School ™ initiative provides a unique opportunity to demonstrate Jigsaw’s contribution to 

the implementation of national government policy for schools. Through our work in youth mental health 

promotion, and our extensive experience of providing therapeutic supports to young people, we can 

actively partner with schools to promote mental health and wellbeing and support them to achieve their 

commitments set out in national policy. 

Through One Good School™, we have an already developed infrastructure to deliver a range of supports to 

schools at a local, regional and national level, as well as online, that can support schools to promote and 

support student mental health. See Appendix 1 for further details on some key features of the One Good 

School™, which offer schools the opportunity to continue to engage senior cycle students in informing and 

being part of the wellbeing agenda. 

Furthermore, in our support of schools to promote and support mental health across the whole school 

community, Jigsaw launched a new online Schools Hub in March 2021. The Jigsaw Schools Hub 

(https://jigsaw.ie/schoolshub/) provide a wide range of online resources, materials and supports to 

teachers and school staff to enable them to deliver meaningful wellbeing lessons in the classroom – both at 

junior and senior cycle. There has been an overwhelmingly positive response to the Schools Hub with over 

16,000 teachers and school staff engaging with the Hub since its launch in March.  

Recommendations. 

At Jigsaw, we fully acknowledge the complexities of reforming the Leaving Certificate. Below we outline 5 

key recommendations that may help guide your thinking. Our recommendations have been informed 

primarily by young people themselves but also by mental health and education professionals within Jigsaw 

https://jigsaw.ie/schoolshub/
https://jigsaw.ie/schoolshub/
https://jigsaw.ie/schoolshub/
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who deliver our services and supports to young people daily. We would be delighted to be afforded the 

opportunity to discuss in more detail: 

1. Ensure that mental health and wellbeing is an integrated, compulsory component of the Leaving Cert. 

curriculum, providing support to students when they need it most: 

At Jigsaw, we believe that reform is essential, not only to provide a fairer, most equitable form of academic 

attainment, but equally to reduce the levels of pressure, stress and anxiety students currently experience. 

The current emphasis on exams, points and academic achievement provides little or no space for 

wellbeing. Wellbeing is viewed as an optional extra, particularly at the precise time when students need the 

most support. We believe that education is about more than academic success; it is about the whole 

person, which includes paying attention to their mental and emotional health and wellbeing. We fully 

recognise that students’ experience of school won’t always be stress free. Therefore, it is essential that we 

prepare students to deal with the stresses and pressures they face and to build their resilience and equip 

them with the skills to manage the day-to-day pressures they experience at senior cycle. 

2. Reinforce a whole-school approach: 

In line with the above (and aligned with the thinking of the Department of Education and Skills), Jigsaw 

strongly recommends a whole-school approach to mental health and wellbeing, as outlined in the 

Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice, 2018-2023, not only at junior cycle but at senior 

cycle also. It is critical that wellbeing is integrated into the curriculum at senior cycle.  

3. Increase the focus on skills for life: 

Clearly, young people themselves believe that school and the Leaving Cert does not adequately prepare 

them for life – for college life or work life or their life as adults who will be the future workforce and leaders 

of our country. Greater emphasis is required on recognizing that young people are diverse with different 

abilities and capabilities and so the education system needs to better equip them with choice and with a 

broad range of options and routes to their future careers, including but also beyond the traditional 

academic route to 3rd level. Furthermore, for those who do wish to go on to higher education, they need to 

be better equipped with information about the college experience, environment and expectations; many 

feel ill-equipped and this can lead to dropout, further contributing to distress. 

4. Keep the voice of young people central to the reform process: 

Student voice is critical. There should be nothing about young people without young people. The majority 

of students want to see a more balanced system of exams and continuous assessment which can better 

meet the diverse needs and abilities of all students. Students have a right to have their voice heard in 

decision-making about the reform process and they deserve to be part of the solution. 

5. Invest in Jigsaw’s One Good School™ 

As already outlined earlier, in 2019 Jigsaw, with the support of philanthropy and fundraising, developed 

One Good School™, our new approach to supporting mental health and wellbeing in post primary schools.  

Having rolled out the pilot in 80 post-primary schools across Ireland, we now have ambitions for the 

programme to be national. In order to make this ambition a reality, we need your support.  

National implementation of Jigsaw’s One Good School™ is well placed to support schools in meeting the 

expectations of a multi-component, whole school approach to mental health and wellbeing which have 
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been outlined in national policies. The initiative can usefully contribute to the School Self-Evaluation 

process (SSE). This is particularly valuable in view of the target which has been set by the Department of 

Education and Skills that all schools will have an embedded self-evaluation process in place by 2023. 

With your support, an investment in Jigsaw’s One Good School™ can:  

• increase the mental health literacy of thousands of students and support them to support their 
own mental health – a truly early interventionist approach 

• build confidence, competence and resilience at post-primary level for all students and staff alike, 
thereby, creating supportive, mentally healthy environments for all 

• ensure greater accessibility, choice and convenience for post-primary students to avail of the 
services and supports they need, when they need them, offering anonymous self-referred access 
to services and supports, thus breaking down barriers 

• provide access to mental health professionals in a cost-effective way and complement and 
extend traditional therapeutic approaches to support students when most convenient for them.  

 

Conclusion. 

Thank you again for the invitation to make a submission. We believe this represents a real opportunity to 

reinforce the importance of reform of the Leaving Certificate in the context of young people’s mental 

health and wellbeing. 

While much remains unpredictable, what is crystal clear to us here in Jigsaw is that increased investment is 

now needed if we are to make a real, meaningful difference to the mental health and wellbeing of Ireland’s 

young people, and give them the best possible chance at a full and healthy future.  

As an organisation at the forefront of understanding the mental health needs and experiences of young 

people, we believe our ever-evolving and holistic models of service and support provision marks a step-

change in youth mental health care in Ireland.   

State investment in this area is required now - the students of today are our future professionals, parents, 

politicians and One Good Adults®, who, in turn, can go on to support the mental health of future 

generations of young people.  

In bringing forward this submission we are aware that our aspirations can only become a reality with 

support from partners, funders, policy makers, communities and more.  And, what is clear, is that we all 

have to play our part.  

At Jigsaw, we are fully committed to playing ours.
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(Appendix 01) 

Jigsaw’s One Good School™: 

Jigsaw’s One Good School™ is an initiative which supports the mental health and wellbeing of young 

people and those around them by developing a shared responsibility across the whole school community.  

The pilot of One Good School™ was introduced to 80 post primary schools across the country in 

September 2019 and concluded in May 2021. A total of 68 of the 80 participating schools successfully 

completed the initiative representing an 85% completion rate. The evaluation of the pilot initiative 

revealed that participants found taking part enjoyable and the content was useful and relevant. Survey 

findings indicated positive change in student beliefs about mental health, and an increase in teacher 

competence and confidence to support youth mental health. Overall, preliminary findings from this 

evaluation confirm the acceptability and feasibility of One Good School™ – that’s is, they demonstrate 

that the initiative meets the needs of the school community when it comes to facilitating the promotion 

of youth mental health and wellbeing via a whole school approach. 

Some key features of the One Good School™, which offer schools the opportunity to continue to engage 

senior cycle students in informing and being part of the wellbeing agenda include: 

• Self-assessment, action planning and review process – school staff and students are encouraged 

to work in partnership to identify areas of need within the school community, to action plan for 

these and review together.  

• Innovate for Wellbeing – students are encouraged to represent the voice of young people in 

their school in relation to mental health and wellbeing and to work in partnership with their 

school community to affect a change.  

• Skills development for young people – developing literacy around wellbeing, raising awareness 

of supports within their school community and beyond and identifying their One Good Adult, 

who may be a school staff member.  

• Peer Education – offers a unique opportunity for senior cycle students to be trained as peer 

educators, thereby providing them with a significant level of mental health awareness and 

literacy. They, in turn, can play an influential role in promoting mental health across the school 

through the delivery of workshops to junior cycle students. The knowledge, skills and confidence 

they gain through their participation in this programme, can go a long way to supporting them to 

deal with the pressures and stresses they encounter in leaving cert year. 

• Teaching for Wellbeing – school staff are encouraged to think about how the nature of their 
relationship with their students, and the way they organise teaching and learning, can have a 
positive impact on student-teacher relationships.  

 

Each of these components can foster connectedness for senior cycle students and we know from our 

research (My World Survey 2) that adolescents with better connectedness to school have lower levels of 

deliberate self-harm, anxiety and depression.  As such, a strong connection to school is a key protective 

factor for youth mental health. This is a central insight for Jigsaw and informs much of our thinking in 

designing supports for post-primary school.  
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Executive Summary  

1. Ireland’s education system has played a significant role in the economic and societal transformation of our 
country over the last four decades. As we move into more uncertain, but also exciting, times with the advent 
of technology, digitalisation and increasing globalisation, the education system is being called upon again to 
renew itself and innovate in several fundamental ways, to meet the new demands coming from the workforce, 
enterprise and society.  
 

2. Ibec welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science on the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform, 
which is a critical issue for the business sector. Given the level of disruption to education and assessment in 
the past twenty months, it is now important to reflect on the educational value of the Leaving Certificate 
experience and its role in preparing students for their future. COVID-19 has highlighted that it is time to 
reimagine the Leaving Certificate.   
 

3. It is time to ask if the Leaving Certificate prepares young people for a future where we know the only constant 
is change. A final, high stakes exam, which is predominately based on rote learning and high levels of 
information recall, leaves very little room for students to think critically, engage analytical skills and develop 
greater interpersonal skills. It also has a very dramatic effect on future educational opportunities and job 
prospects, which can only intensify pressure and further limit the scope for creativity. In its current form, it is 
doubtful that the Leaving Certificate is in tune with the future needs of Irish society and its economy. 
 

4. The World Economic Forum estimates that, due to advances in artificial intelligence and machine learning, the 
top competencies required for work success will be creativity, problem-solving and critical thinking. Therefore, 
these key skills have become a focus of developments at all levels of education systems around the world. 
Moving from a content based to a more skills-based learning model at an early stage is more likely to equip 
students with the 21st century skills they will require. 
 

5. We need to look to the longer term and to what the future of work will mean for our economy, for society, for 
how we live and how we work.  
 

6. As a result, young people, and indeed adult workers, are facing a highly uncertain and constantly changing 
future. A capacity and appetite for continuous learning is the attribute that will enable them all to fulfil their 
potential as workers and citizens. Inculcating a desire for lifelong learning is the single greatest challenge for 
the education system, at all levels, but crucially at this juncture of secondary education, as students transition 
to the next phase of their lives.  
 

7. To address this challenge, students, teachers and the wider community of stakeholders need a classroom and 
curriculum geared towards developing the skills required to manage the opportunities and challenges 
presented by the 21st century.  

Ibec Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further 
and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Examination of Leaving Certificate Reform  

6 October 2021  

2021/466(ii)
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Leaving Certificate and Senior Cycle:  Assessment Options  

8. The dominance of the Leaving Certificate and the so-called ‘points race’ poses a challenge in terms of providing 
an integrated education experience. There is growing recognition that this limits students’ education 
experience by concentrating on rote learning to maximise the number of points needed to access higher 
education. As a result, students leave second level in Ireland without having developed the ability to self-
manage their learning or to become autonomous learners.   

 
9. Higher order skills required by business should not be regarded as inimical to educational values. They include 

thinking skills such as logical and analytical reasoning, problem solving and intellectual curiosity; effective 
communication skills, teamwork skills, and capacities to identify, access and manage knowledge and 
information; personal attributes such as imagination, creativity and intellectual rigour; and values such as 
ethical practice, persistence, integrity and tolerance.  
 

10. A senior cycle education should help the learner develop a strong relationship with the value of learning. If 
this purpose is met at a critical time in a young person’s life, other benefits such as the provision of a solid 
foundation for personal development and preparation for a lifetime of learning will follow.  

11. Reformed and modern assessment method should focus less exclusively on final examinations which 
encourage rote learning and become more continuous with high levels of professional feedback from teachers. 
This will provide greater flexibility and allow students to select relevant subjects, personal to their ambitions, 
rather than fixate on subjects that are perceived to benefit them.  

12. The OECD in a comprehensive review covering over 28 countries in ‘Synergies for Better Learning’ (2013)1 
argues that ‘placing a strong emphasis on teacher-based judgements has many advantages: it allows for 
competencies to be measured that are difficult to be captured in a standardised way’.  

13. This may be facilitated by spacing the assessment over the senior cycle and by introducing a broader range of 
assessment forms. Trinity College Dublin, Ireland’s leading university, is currently equipping its teaching staff 
to consider new approaches to assessment and provide a practical summary of over 100 different assessment 
methods 2. This highlights the variety, breath and range of assessment methods available, many of which can 
be adapted for the Leaving Certificate.  

14. Recommendation: The senior cycle and Leaving Certificate certification process should use a wider variety 
of sources to provide evidence of learning. Examination results should be combined with continuous 
assessment by teachers, portfolios of achievement, and learning journals in order to produce a qualification.  A 
more regular programme of revision of syllabi is needed for the Leaving Certificate examinations to remain 
current. This is important for keeping up with improvements in assessment design (such as assessing more 
higher order thinking skills), as well as relevant syllabus content. 

Leaving Certification and Senior Cycle: Key Knowledge, skills and qualities and 
Digital Learning  

15. Key skills have become a focus of development at all levels of education systems around the world. Moving 
from a content-based to a more skills-based learning model at an early stage is more likely to equip students 
with the skills in greater demand for the 21st century such as problem-solving, critical thinking, design, 
innovation, communications and creativity skills.  

 
1 http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/synergies-for-better-learning.htm 
 
2https://www.tcd.ie/CAPSL/assets/pdf/Academic%20Practice%20Resources/100+%20ways%20to%20assess.pdf 
 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/synergies-for-better-learning.htm
https://www.tcd.ie/CAPSL/assets/pdf/Academic%20Practice%20Resources/100+%20ways%20to%20assess.pdf
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16. Ibec broadly agrees with the NCCA’s 2019 senior cycle review consultation paper3 to group key skills and 
qualities into three categories, namely, higher-order thinking; intrapersonal and interpersonal qualities; and 
life skills. These skills groups reflect Ibec’s recently published policy papers on Entrepreneurial Education and 
Future Ready – Improving Graduate Employability Skills.4  

 
17. From a business perspective the capacity to adapt quickly, work successfully in a team, to cope with ambiguity, 

and to continue to be curious and to learn are important factors influencing success in the workplace.  
 

18. In the 21st century the need for multidisciplinary learning has never been greater and a move towards to 
curricula components under a series of themes, as distinct to a series of subjects is very welcome. The 
curriculum should be enhanced by increasing the emphasis on science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM). This has been a constant, and often misunderstood, request from business. We are not 
suggesting that the arts, humanities and social science (AHSS) related subjects should be devalued. Indeed, 
the insights and skills imparted by the AHSS are central to the creation of new knowledge and understanding 
that will allow businesses to address increasingly complex societal challenges. However, the focus on STEM is 
critical, because these are the disciplines in which employers find that the talent pool is inadequate and need 
more students to engage in STEM subjects beyond second level. Rebalancing curricula towards STEM is not 
just about ensuring sufficient study time on STEM issues but also involves strengthening student motivation 
and creating engaging learning environments and teaching methods. 

 
19. The greatest challenge facing our society is that of climate change. Therefore, it will be important that this 

discipline is embedded across the future Leaving Certificate curriculum to learn, discuss and approach new 
ideas and solutions from multiple perspectives, rather than siloed in one subject area, selected by a minority 
of students.  

 
Digital Learning  

20. Digital skills and digital literacy are integral for every sector of the Irish economy and have become a part of 
the everyday work lives of Irish people. It is estimated that 1 in 3 jobs in Ireland are at high risk of being 
disrupted by the adoption of digital technologies, resulting in changes to roles and tasks. Employees now need 
a competent level of digital literacy to be proficient in their jobs and reap the benefits of digital technologies. 
We are moving towards a future where 45% of jobs will require digital skills.5 However, only 53% of Irish 
people have basic or above basic digital skills, falling below the EU average.6 Digital skills need to be embedded 
across the education system with additional opportunities to develop advanced digital skills in areas such as 
Computer Science.  

21. During the Covid-19 pandemic the importance of digital learning has gained pace. The time has come for a 
radical transformation from the theoretical era to the digital era where online learning can supplement and 
complement but cannot replace the offline direct teaching-learning process.  
 

22. Unfortunately, the pandemic presented an opportunity to further accentuate the digital divide, both in Ireland 
and internationally. Significant parts of Ireland still lack the broadband infrastructure to enable remote 
learning. Indeed, even in less rural parts of Ireland, bandwidth and poor internet connections pose significant 

 
3 https://ncca.ie/media/4024/sc-review-consultation-july-2019.pdf 
4 Smarter World Smarter Work: Future Ready - improving graduate employability skills (July 2018)  
5 European Commission (2017) ‘Factsheet: Digital Skills Gap in Europe’ https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-
market/en/news/digital-skills-gap-europe  
6 European Commission (2020) ‘Digital Economy and Society Index 2020’ https://digital-
strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi-ireland  

https://ncca.ie/media/4024/sc-review-consultation-july-2019.pdf
file://sigma/mcgee$/mcgee/Downloads/Future%20ready%20improving%20graduate%20employability%20skills.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/digital-skills-gap-europe
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/digital-skills-gap-europe
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi-ireland
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi-ireland
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challenges. Schools require a robust and reliable ICT infrastructure for the effective use of digital technologies 
in the school environment.  

 
23. As schools begin to embrace technologies for the future of education, it is important that guidance is provided 

on best configuration of technologies to meet the school needs out of the seemingly limitless options which 
are available and constantly developing. For digital learning to become a more common practice, this 
important infrastructure needs to be urgently addressed.  

 
24. Recommendation: The reformed Leaving Certificate should place a greater emphasis on the development 

of skills and knowledge and be rebalanced to provide more opportunities to engage in STEM and improve 
access to digital learning technologies.  

 

Senior Cycle: Teaching and learning  

25. Teacher quality and professional development should be acknowledged as the most important factors 
influencing senior cycle review and reform.  
 

26. The lack of incentives in the Irish system for continuous professional development (CPD) is outlined by the 
OECD’s Teaching and Learning International Survey 2013.7 Of those teachers receiving appraisal/feedback, 
less than one quarter reported that it resulted in a development plan to improve their teaching.  

27. International evidence suggests that the empowerment of the teaching profession produces good results. 
Teachers should not be seen as technicians whose work is to implement strictly dictated syllabi, but rather as 
professionals who have the space for innovation to improve learning for all. Therefore, the success of the 
Leaving Certificate reform process will depend on the flexibility of teachers and the allocation of adequate 
resources to their continuing professional development. The reform should also provide schools with more 
scope to customise the curriculum to respond to their local needs.  

28. Ibec welcomes initiatives that support teachers and school leaders to engage in professional development 
and, in particular, programmes that enable teaching professionals to broaden their network and seek new 
perspectives from different sectors.    

29. Recommendation: Professional development, school leadership management and support must be 
prioritised to empower schools, their staff and leadership to initiate and deliver a new senior cycle 
programme.  

Leaving Certificate and Senior Cycle: Higher and Further Education Requirement, 
Vocational Options and Career Paths  

30. Ibec welcome the positive outlook in the NCCA 2019 consultation document that affirmed that the senior 
cycle should recognise “all talents and abilities, supporting all students towards fulfilling their potential”.  And 
the support for providing a wider range of options for learning pathways at senior cycle.  
 

31. As mentioned, the dominance of the leaving certificate in senior cycle has pushed the potential of new 
pathways to the background. Over the course of the two / three-year senior cycle, there is significant 
opportunity to introduce a range of Further Education courses into the senior cycle programme to showcase 

 
7 http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/talis.htm 
 
 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/talis.htm
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the breadth of opportunity and choice available. In addition, successful pathways rely on the availability of a 
fit-for-purpose, well resourced, careers guidance service, to support students to make informed and 
meaningful choices for their next stage in life.  

32. The new junior cycle curriculum, if properly implemented, offers a template for the kind of change needed in 
an era where the ability to memorise facts and figures is less important. Even in its much-diluted version, the 
reformed junior cycle sets out to embrace the kind of modern teaching, learning and assessment methods 
which are overwhelmingly supported by educationalists. The junior cycle curriculum attempts to puts the 
learner at the centre of the learning process.  

33. Under the new model, schools have greater flexibility to design programmes that are suited to the needs of 
their students. This includes the ability to roll out short courses in areas that have traditionally been outside 
the realm of the second-level curriculum. The schools can choose from specially designed pre-made courses 
or develop new courses – in line with agreed standards – to reflect the needs of their own communities. The 
opportunity to study subjects like Mandarin, coding, digital media literacy and climate science will be exciting 
for students, while again underpinning the type of key skills we need to be fostering in young people. 

34. This approach should now be extended to the senior cycle to ensure continued flexibility within the system to 
support students of all abilities and talent. Complemented by a high-quality careers guidance service, this can 
ensure that second level education enables students to understand and research their potential.    
 

35. Many positive curriculum developments in recent years have been hampered by lack of resources to support 
sufficient and timely roll-out, including the assessment of the new Computer Science programme and the 
practical assessment of science subjects. A reformed senior cycle must be given the appropriate financial, 
human and CAP EX resources to ensure high level delivery.  
 

36. Recommendation: The new senior cycle must reconsider place a greater emphasis on developing key skills, 
informing students of the very wide range of post school pathways and a valuing of those pathways by society.  

Conclusion  
 

37. We are living through a period of rapid transformation and disruption, but also great opportunity. The 
availability of talent, skills and people remains a top priority for Irish business and requires a strong emphasis 
on building a sustained, lifelong culture of learning.  
 

38. Multiple factors contribute to a culture of learning – school curricula and assessment, including a greater 
prioritisation of experiential learning approaches; modernisation of the CAO process to provide greater 
access across the breadth of opportunities within higher and further education; and supporting people to 
develop complementary technical and transversal skills as they transition to the world of work.  
 

39. Flexibility, resilience, and an appetite for learning must be ingrained in what we teach and how we teach it. 
A culture of learning, coupled with a dynamic education system, can help people and businesses take 
advantage of the opportunities that will present themselves.  

40. Ireland currently lags behind other European countries for its participation in lifelong learning, with a low 
participation rate of 8.2% compared to the European average of almost 11% (EU Commission, 2018).  It is 
eminently reasonable to suggest that the intensity and focus of final examination as the main mode of 
assessment kills the appetite for ongoing learning. It is at this very stage in our lives that we need an 
education system that cultivates a love of learning, a desire to be inquisitive and innovative. The future of 
education should also be innovative and creative; and enable and empower our best teachers to teach to 
the students rather than teach to test, recognising that people learn in different ways.  
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41. To support this future, Ireland needs an education a system that focuses on formative learning, with multiple 

assessment modes, progression paths and values experiential learning.  
 

42. As we look to rebuild and reboot from COVID-19, this education reform with inclusive consultation 
opportunity cannot be squandered. Ireland is ready and in need of a strong debate on developing a senior 
cycle and a Leaving Certificate examination that is fit for purpose. The ability of our young people to fulfil 
their potential, be successful in their chosen careers and fully engage as active citizens depends on the 
success of these reforms.  
 

43. We now have an opportunity to develop a senior-cycle learning environment where students take a greater 
responsibility for their own learning and decision making. This environment must incorporate a well-
considered transition year programme, which offers students multiple opportunities to engage in curricular 
experiences with the local community and businesses; a targeted careers service to guide students to make 
informed decisions about their future; and a comprehensive programme of learning and assessment that is 
relevant for the 21st century.  
 

44. Ibec will continue to support the work of this Committee and other education partners and stakeholders to 
review the Senior Cycle and Leaving Certificate and to engage the business community in this process. We 
welcome the opportunity to present our recommendations to the Committee at the earliest convenience.  

 

For further information:  

Claire McGee           Meadhbh Costello 

Head of Education and Innovation Policy       Policy Executive  

Ibec.                          Ibec. 



 

 

Aighneacht scríofa ó Thuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta chuig an gComhchoiste um Oideachas, 

Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht faoin ábhar: Athchóiriú na 

hArdteistiméireachta 

 

1: Cúlra: 

Bunaíodh Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta (TnaG) i nGaeltacht na Gaillimhe in 2011, le tacaíocht a 

thabhairt do thuismitheoirí atá ag tógáil clainne le Gaeilge nó ar mian leo a leithéid a dhéanamh. Bhí an 

eagraíocht ag feidhmiú go deonach le maoiniú teoranta go dtí 2017. Tá TnaG ag feidhmiú ar bhonn 

náisiúnta ó 2018 mar thacaíocht don phróiseas pleanála teanga agus tá seisear fostaithe faoi láthair. Tá 

aitheantas agus maoiniú Stáit á fháil ag an eagraíocht ó Roinn na Gaeltachta chomh maith le cúnamh 

leanúnach ó Údarás na Gaeltachta. Tá TnaG páirteach i gcoistí comhairleacha stáit ar ábhair a bhaineann 

le cúrsaí Gaeltachta, Gaeilge agus Oideachais, ina measc coistí éagsúla faoi chúram na Comhairle 

Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta (NCCA) agus na Roinne Oideachais agus Scileanna. Tá TnaG 

freagrach as an bPacáiste Tacaíochta Teaghlaigh a dháileadh go náisiúnta ar son Roinn na Gaeltachta.  

  

2: Dualgais agus cúraimí TnaG 

Go hachomair, feidhmíonn Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta chun: 

• Scéimeanna a reáchtáil a bhfuil sé mar aidhm leo cur le saibhreas teanga agus le nósmhaireachtaí bisiúla 

úsáidte Gaeilge;  

• Forbairt gréasáin sna pobail Ghaeltachta;  

• Comhairle agus tacaíocht a chur ar fáil do thuismitheoirí atá ag tógáil a leanaí le Gaeilge sa Ghaeltacht nó 

ar mian leo a leithéid a dhéanamh; 

• Ionadaíocht agus abhcóideacht, ag leibhéal stáit nó eile, ar son teaghlaigh arb í an Ghaeilge a dteanga 

baile; 

• Comhairle, feasacht agus taighde a dhéanamh/scaipeadh ar cheisteanna a bhaineann le tógáil clainne le 

Gaeilge;  

• An Pacáiste Tacaíochta Teaghlaigh a fhorbairt, a riar agus a scaipeadh go cuí;  

 

Ní mór tabhairt faoi deara, gurb í an Ghaeltacht amháin atá faoi chúram TnaG agus dá bhrí sin is ar an 

nGaeltacht amháin a bheifear ag díriú san aighneacht scríofa seo. Ní shin le rá nach bhfuil ceisteanna le 

plé faoi na hábhair chéanna lasmuigh den nGaeltacht, ach ní shin an cúram ná an dualgas atá orainn.  

 

3: Ábhar na hAighneachta 

Tá réimse thar a bheith leathan ag baint leis an scrúdú atá á dhéanamh ag an gComhchoiste um 

Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht ar Athchóiriú na 

hArdteistiméireachta. Bheadh mórán le rá faoi agus go deimhin faoi gach aon cheann de na fo-ábhair atá 

luaite sa chuireadh atá eisithe do TnaG agus is cinnte go mbaineann siad le cúrsaí oideachais sa 

Ghaeltacht. Mar gheall go bhfuil an cúrsa nua Gaeilge atá á mholadh don Ardteist go mór i mbéal an 

phobail faoi láthair agus próiseas comhairliúcháin ar bun, ba mhaith le TnaG díriú ar fho-ábhar uimhir a 

5: An Ghaeilge agus an tOideachas i nGaeilge (Irish Language and Irish Medium Education) agus go 

sonrach ar an gcúrsa nua don Ghaeilge san aighneacht seo.  
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3.1: Cainteoirí dúchais 

Níor aithníodh an cainteoir dúchais Gaeilge Gaeltachta go hoifigiúil sa chóras oideachais sa tír seo go dtí 

an bhliain 2016 nuair a foilsíodh an Polasaí don Oideachas Gaeltachta (féach 

https://www.gov.ie/ga/eolas-polasaithe/polasai-don-oideachas-gaeltachta-20172022/) Ní mór aon 

athchóiriú atá le déanamh ar an Ardteist, a bheith ag teacht leis an bpolasaí seo agus na haidhmeanna agus 

mianta atá luaite ann, go háirithe an freastal atá á dhéanamh ar chainteoirí dúchais.  

 

4: Cúrsa nua Gaeilge don Ardteist 

Seo an t-ábhar a bheidh faoi chaibidil ag TnaG san aighneacht seo. Tá próiseas comhairliúcháin ar bun 

faoin gcúrsa nua seo faoi láthair (féach https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/%C3%A1bhair-agus-

creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/) ach creideann TnaG gur próiseas lochtach é agus gur cheart deireadh a chur 

leis láithreach. Is oth le TnaG go bhfuil orainn é seo a rá ach níl an dara rogha ann mar go bhfuil an 

iliomad iarracht déanta againn féin agus ag dreamanna eile eolas breise a lorg, ár n-imní a léiriú agus 

éilimh a dhéanamh ar bheagán tairbhe. Le haon phlé ceart a dhéanamh ar an gcúrsa nua atá molta don 

Ardteist ní mór go mbeadh aird tugtha ar na hábhair imní seo a leanas:   

 

4.1 Pointí Ardteiste/Pointí Bónais 

Ní féidir an cúrsa nua don Ardteist, T1 agus T2, a phlé i bhfolús. Caithfear an cúrsa a phlé i gcomhthéacs 

an chórais ina mbeidh sé á chur i bhfeidhm. Faoi láthair, sin é córas na bpointí. Tá sé chomh maith dúinn 

a bheith ionraic linn féin, gan a bheith ag cur i gcéill agus glacadh leis gurb iad na pointí ardteiste bun 

agus barr an chórais oideachais, córas na hArdteiste pé scéal é, sa tír seo. Ní hé an duine óg, ní hí an 

teanga, ní hí an scoil, ní hiad na múinteoirí, na tuismitheoirí, an pobal, ceantar na scoile ná fiú ní hé an t-

oideachas féin é, ach pointí ardteiste. Caithfear an cúrsa nua a phlé sa comhthéacs sin dá réir agus ní 

féidir mar nach bhfuil an t-eolas cuí ar fáil. Níl a fhios againn an mbeidh pointí bónais ar fáil má tá dhá 

chúrsa éagsúla le cur i bhfeidhm agus is bac ollmhór an easpa eolais sin don bpróiseas comhairliúcháin 

atá ar bun faoi láthair. 

 

4.2: Eolas breise ar bhonn eisceachtúil 

Tá athrú treo iomlán, ó thaobh na hardteiste pé scéal é, á mholadh don gcúrsa seo. Is eisceacht é sa chóras 

oideachais, go gcuirfí dhá chúrsa éagsúla ar fáil san aon ábhar amháin, ach in ainneoin sin, níl aon 

eisceacht déanta ó thaobh an eolais atá curtha ar fáil. Níl liostaí téacsanna litríochta tugtha ná samplaí de 

pháipéir scrúdaithe mar shampla, rud a thabharfadh léargas agus tuiscint dúinn ar an gcúrsa nua.  

 

4.3: Athbhreithniú ar an tSraith Shóisearach 

Níl aon athbhreithniú déanta ar an nGaeilge sa tsraith shóisearach agus faoi mar atá ag éirí leis an T1 agus 

T2 sa chóras sin. Tá sé riachtanach é seo a dhéanamh sula dtabharfaí aghaidh ar chúrsa den saghas céanna 

a chur i bhfeidhm ag an gcéad leibhéal eile.  

 

4.4: Easpa soiléireachta sna sonraíochtaí  

https://www.gov.ie/ga/eolas-polasaithe/polasai-don-oideachas-gaeltachta-20172022/
https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/%C3%A1bhair-agus-creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/
https://ncca.ie/ga/an-tsraith-shinsearach/%C3%A1bhair-agus-creata-faoi-fhorbairt/gaeilge/


 

 

Tá easpa eolais agus soiléireachta sna sonraíochtaí féin agus tá míshástacht léirithe ag múinteoirí faoi seo. 

Tacaíonn TnaG leis na múinteoirí sin agus an t-éileamh atá á dhéanamh acu go gcuirfí tuilleadh eolais ar 

fáil.  

 

4.5: Imní faoin mbéaltriail  

Ní aontaíonn TnaG leis go laghdófaí na marcanna don mbéaltriail agus an bhéim ar an teanga labhartha 

dá réir. Is céim ar gcúl a bheadh anseo dar linn, go háirithe sa Ghaeltacht.    

 

4.6: Tacaíochtaí don gcur i bhfeidhm 

Níl aon chaint faoi na tacaíochtaí a bheidh ar fáil do mhúinteoirí agus do scoileanna leis an gcóras nua seo 

a chur i bhfeidhm. An mbeimid fágtha ar an bhfaraor géar, mar atá tarlaithe cheana? Níl mórán muiníne á 

léiriú go mbeidh réimse ceart tacaíochta ar fáil – agus ar fáil in am.  

 

4.7: Eolas do scoileanna Gaeltachta  

Níl a fhios againn conas a chuirfear é seo i bhfeidhm go praiticiúil sna scoileanna Gaeltachta – an mbeidh 

sé éigeantach nó roghnach. Ní mór soiléiriú a thabhairt faoi seo.  

 

4.8: Díriú ar an gcóras seachas ar aidhmeanna  

Níl aon deis ann slite eile a mholadh leis na haidhmeanna céanna a bhaint amach. Ábhar nó leathábhar 

eile bunaithe ar shaíocht na teanga mar shampla, comhréiteach atá á lua go láidir sna pobail Ghaeltachta 

agus moladh atá ann le fada. Thar aon rud eile, tá easpa tuisceana agus béime ar an bhfealsúnacht agus na 

haidhmeanna a bhaineann leis seo. ‘S é sin deis do dhaoine óga a dteanga féin a thabhairt chun saibhris 

agus go dtiocfaidís in inmhe mar chainteoirí cumasacha, muiníneacha. Nó i bhfocail eile, go léireofaí 

meas agus tuiscint agus go dtabharfaí tacaíocht chuí do chainteoirí dúchais agus líofa Gaeilge sa chóras 

oideachais.  

 

5: Imní sa Ghaeltacht 

Tá imní ann go bhfuiltear ag iarraidh folús eolais a chruthú go dtí go n-ídeofar fuinneamh na múinteoirí, 

go mbrisfear spiorad na dtuismitheoirí ar mian leo go mbeadh a gcuid leanaí ina gcainteoirí cumasacha 

agus muiníneacha ina dteanga féin. Tá íobairt agus iarrachtaí móra déanta ag na tuismitheoirí seo le 

Gaeilge a thabhairt dá gclann agus a gcroíthe cráite ag córas easnamhach atá ag sú na teanga astu.  

 

Mura spreagfar daoine óga – mná agus fir óga ábalta na Gaeltachta – teacht in inmhe mar chainteoirí 

cumasacha, muiníneacha – cad atá i ndán don nGaeltacht? Is cinnte nach mbeidh aon mhaith a bheith ag 

séanadh na géarchéime an uair sin. Mura mbeadh ann ach go bhfaigheadh an rialtas luach ar a gcuid 

airgid, an infheistíocht atá á déanamh acu sa phróiseas pleanála teanga, a bhfuil na milliúin á chaitheamh 

air.  

 



 

 

Ba dhóigh le duine gurb é an sprioc atá leis seo ar fad, nach mbeadh fágtha ach corr theaghlach fánach 

anseo is ansiúd ag caint i dteanga rúnda nach dtuigeann éinne ach iad féin. Seo mar a thugtar faoi theanga 

a dhíothú agus faoi chine dhíothú. 

 

Má théann sé mórán níos faide, cruthóidh sé scoilt sa phobal Gaeltachta, mura bhfuil sé cruthaithe cheana 

féin. An é seo a theastaíonn ón Roinn Oideachais? An chun leasa na teanga é, muintir na Gaeltachta a 

chur in aghaidh a chéile? 

 

Cá bhfuil an cheannasaíocht? Cén fáth nach bhfuiltear tagtha roimhe seo? Nó an é gur iarracht atá ann 

córas a shleamhnú isteach, córas a bheidh i bhfeidhm go ceann tamall fada de bhlianta eile? Córas nach 

féidir aon bhreithiúnas ceart a thabhairt air.  

 

An iad an Roinn Oideachais agus an NCCA a chneasóidh an chréacht, an scoilt, má théann an scéal seo 

níos faide? Ní hiad. Fágfar faoi mhuintir na Gaeltachta féin é, na scoileanna agus na heagraíochtaí pobail 

agus teanga. Ní féidir an t-ualach seo a leagan orainne. Seo ualach don Roinn Oideachais agus don 

NCCA. Níl sé ceart, níl sé cóir. Bheadh sé mí-mhorálta agus mí-ionraic.  

 

6: Moltaí ar Chomhréiteach 

Iarraimid dá réir go ndéanfaí machnamh ceart ar seo. Thóg sé 100 bliain, tá sé chomh maith dúinn a rá, 

aitheantas a thabhairt don gcainteoir dúchais sa chóras oideachais sa tír seo, cá bhfuil an deitheanas anois, 

cá bhfuil an deifir? Déanaimis é seo i gceart.  

 

6.1: Stop a chur leis an bpróiseas comhairliúcháin 

Éilíonn Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta, ar mhaithe leis an nGaeltacht, le slánú na bpobal teanga, an méid acu 

atá fágtha agus chun go dtiocfadh an chéad ghlúin eile faoi bhláth, go gcuirfí stop iomlán leis an 

bpróiseas lochtach seo. Lochtach mar nach bhfuil an t-eolas ceart againn le haon bhreithiúnas a thabhairt 

ar an gcóras nua seo.  

 

6.2: Idirghabhálaí a cheapadh 

Éilíonn Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta chomh maith go gceapfaí idirghabhálaí nó eadránaí agus go gcuirfí 

córas ar bun, le hiniúchadh ceart a dhéanamh ar an bhfreastal cuí teanga agus oideachais laistigh den 

gcóras atá i bhfeidhm – córas na bpointí - do dhaoine óga sa Ghaeltacht, chun deis a thabhairt dóibh barr 

a gcumas féin sa teanga a bhaint amach agus nach gceilfí a gcearta teanga ná a gcearta oideachais orthu. 

Iarraimid go labhrófaí le muintir na Gaeltachta – scoileanna, múinteoirí, tuismitheoirí, daoine óga, 

fostóirí, eagraíochtaí stáit, teanga agus pobail.  

 

7: Focal scoir 

Léiríonn taighde atá déanta ag TnaG go bhfuil práinn faoi leith leis an gceist seo anois mar go bhfuil líon 

na dteaghlach atá ag tógáil a gclann le Gaeilge, agus cainteoirí dúchais dá réir, ag leibhéal an-íseal ar an 



 

 

meán sa limistéar oifigiúil Gaeltachta. (Féach https://tuismitheoiri.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2021/08/Tuarasca%CC%81il-Taighde-Teaghlaigh-2021.pdf)  

 

Tá cearta teanga agus oideachais ag muintir na Gaeltachta agus caithfear iad seo a chosaint. Tá 

scríbhneoirí móra an Bhéarla ar bharr a ngoib ag scoláirí dara leibhéal na tíre, scoláirí na Gaeltachta ina 

measc, ach mór-scríbhneoirí agus mór-shaothair na Gaeilge, a dteanga féin, á séanadh agus á gceilt orthu 

ag córas nach bhfuil in oiriúint dóibh. Cá bhfuil an comhionannas idir an dá theanga? Cá bhfuil an 

buntáiste a deirtear atá ag an nGaeltacht? Níl comhionannas againn, ní áirím buntáiste.  

 

Mura dtabharfar faoi seo i gceart cuirfear go leor den dul chun cinn atá déanta ó thaobh cúrsaí oideachais 

agus pleanála teanga sa Ghaeltacht ó mhaith. Iarraimid oraibh gníomh a dhéanamh.  

 

Sorcha Ní Chéilleachair, Ceannasaí 

Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta, 6 Deireadh Fómhair 2021.  

  

https://tuismitheoiri.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Tuarasca%CC%81il-Taighde-Teaghlaigh-2021.pdf
https://tuismitheoiri.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Tuarasca%CC%81il-Taighde-Teaghlaigh-2021.pdf


 

 

 

Written submission from Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta to the Joint Committee on Education, 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science on the matter of: Leaving 
Certificate Reform 

 

1: Background: 
Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta (TnaG) was founded in the Galway Gaeltacht in 2011 to support parents 
who are raising children through Irish or who wish to do so. The organisation operated on a voluntary 
basis with limited funding until 2017. TnaG has been operating nationally since 2018 to support the 
language planning process and currently has six employees. The organisation is receiving State 
recognition and funding from the Department of the Gaeltacht as well as ongoing assistance from 
Údarás na Gaeltachta. TnaG participates in state advisory committees on Gaeltacht, Irish language and 
Education matters, including various committees under the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) and the Department of Education and Skills. TnaG is responsible for distributing 
the Family Support Package nationally on behalf of the Department of the Gaeltacht. 

 
2: Duties and responsibilities of TnaG 
In summary, Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta works to: 

• Administer schemes which aim to increase the richness of the spoken language in Irish and productive 
usage practices of Irish; 

• Develop networks in Gaeltacht communities; 
• Provide advice and support to parents who are raising their children through Irish in the Gaeltacht or who 

wish to do so; 
• Offer representation and advocacy, at state or other levels, on behalf of families where Irish is the 

language of the home; 
• Conduct/disseminate advice, awareness and research on issues relating to raising a family through 

Irish; 
• Develop, allocate and distribute the Family Support Package appropriately; 

 
It should be noted that TnaG is responsible for the Gaeltacht only and therefore this written submission 
will focus solely on the Gaeltacht. That is not to say that there are no issues to be discussed on the 
same matters outside the Gaeltacht, but that is not our responsibility or duty. 

 
3: Content of the Submission 
The Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science’s 
examination of Leaving Certificate Reform is wide-ranging. It contains much material for discussion as 
indeed does each of the subtopics mentioned in the invitation issued to TnaG, and they certainly relate 
to education in the Gaeltacht. As the new Irish language course being proposed for the Leaving 
Certificate is currently a hot topic and a consultation process is underway, TnaG would like to focus in 
this submission on subtopic number 5: Irish Language and Irish Medium Education and, specifically, on 
the new Irish course. 
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3.1: Native Speakers 
The native Gaeltacht Irish speaker was not officially recognised in the education system in this country 
until 2016 when the Policy on Gaeltacht Education was published (see https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-
information/57458-policy-on-gaeltacht-education-2017-2022/). Any upcoming 
Leaving Certificate Reform must be in line with this policy and the aims and aspirations stated therein 
and, in particular, with the provision made for native speakers. 

 
4: New Irish course for the Leaving Certificate 
It is this topic that TnaG will be discussing in this submission. A consultation process on this new course 
is currently underway (see https://ncca.ie/en/senior-cycle/curriculum-developments/gaeilge/) but TnaG 
believes it is a flawed process and should be terminated immediately. TnaG regrets that they feel the need 
to state this, but we believe that there is no other alternative, as we and others have made many attempts 
to seek further information, express our concerns and make demands to little avail. In order for any 
proper discussion of the proposed new Leaving Certificate course to take place, attention must be paid to 
the following concerns: 
 
4.1 Leaving Certificate Points/Bonus Points 
The new Leaving Certificate course, L1 and L2, cannot be discussed in a vacuum. The course must be 
discussed in the context of the system in which it will be implemented. Currently, this is the points 
system. We may as well be honest with ourselves, rather than pretending, and accept that Leaving 
Certificate points are the be-all and end-all of the education system, or the Leaving Certificate system at 
least, in this country. Neither the young person, the language, the school, the teachers, the parents, the 
community, the school district nor even education itself, but Leaving Certificate points, are the primary 
concern. Accordingly, the new course must be discussed in this context, and this is not possible, because 
the relevant information is not available. We do not know whether bonus points will be available if two 
different courses are to be implemented, and this lack of information is a huge obstacle to the ongoing 
consultation process. 

 
4.2 : Additional information on an exceptional basis 
A complete change of direction is proposed for this course, in the case of the Leaving Certificate, in any 
case. Offering two courses for the same subject would be an exception in the education system but, 
despite this, the same exception has not been made in terms of the information provided. Lists of literary 
texts have not been provided, nor examples of examination papers, for example, which would give us an 
insight and understanding of the new course. 

 
4.3 : Review of the Junior Cycle 
There has been no review of Irish in the junior cycle and the success of L1 and L2 in that system. It is 
essential that one be carried out before embarking on implementing a similar course at the next level. 

 
4.4 : Lack of clarity in the specifications 

https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/57458-policy-on-gaeltacht-education-2017-2022/
https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/57458-policy-on-gaeltacht-education-2017-2022/
https://ncca.ie/en/senior-cycle/curriculum-developments/gaeilge/


 

 

 

There is a lack of information and clarity in the specifications themselves and teachers have expressed 
dissatisfaction with this. TnaG supports these teachers and their demand for more information. 

 
4.5 : Concerns about the oral examination 
TnaG does not agree that the marks for the oral examination, and the emphasis on spoken language by 
extension, should be reduced. We think this would be a step backwards, especially in the Gaeltacht. 

 
4.6 : Supports for implementation 
There is no mention of the supports that will be available to teachers and schools to implement this new 
system. Will we be left in the lurch, as has happened before? There is little confidence that the proper 
range of supports will be available - and available on time. 

 
4.7 : Information for Gaeltacht schools 
We do not know how this will be implemented in practice in Gaeltacht schools – whether it will be 
compulsory or optional. This needs to be clarified. 

 
4.8 : Focus on the system rather than aims 
There is no opportunity to suggest alternative ways to achieve the same aims. Another subject or semi-
subject, based on the culture of the language, for example, a compromise that is often put forward in the 
Gaeltacht communities and a longstanding recommendation. Above all, there is a lack of understanding 
and a lack of emphasis on the philosophy and aims concerned. This is an opportunity for young people to 
enrich their own language and mature as competent, confident speakers. In other words, to show respect 
and understanding and to give appropriate support to native and fluent Irish speakers in the education 
system. 

 
5: Concerns in the Gaeltacht 
There is a concern that an information vacuum is being constructed until the energy of teachers is 
expended and the spirit of parents, who want their children to be competent and confident speakers in 
their own language, is broken. These parents have made great sacrifices and efforts to teach their 
children Irish and their hearts are broken by a deficient system that is sucking the language out of them. 

 
If young people - capable young women and men of the Gaeltacht - are not encouraged to mature as 
competent, confident speakers - what fate will befall the Gaeltacht? There will certainly be no point in 
denying the crisis then. Even if the only outcome were that the Government would get value for money 
for its investment in the language planning process, on which millions are being spent. 



 

 

 

One would think that the goal of all this is to leave only a few random families here and there speaking in 
a secret language that only they understand. This is how one goes about eradicating a language and a race. 

 
If it goes much further, a divide will be created in the Gaeltacht community, if it has not already been 
created. Is this what the Department of Education wants? Is it in the interests of the language to pit 
Gaeltacht communities against each other? 

 
Where are the leaders? Why have they not shown up before now? Or is it an attempt to slip in a system 
that will be in place for many years to come? A system regarding which no proper judgment can be 
given. 

 
Will it be the Department of Education and the NCCA who will heal the divisive wound if this goes 
further? No. It will be left to the people of the Gaeltacht themselves, the schools and the community and 
language organisations. This burden cannot be placed upon us. This burden belongs to the Department 
of Education and the NCCA. It is totally unfair. It would be immoral and dishonest. 

 
6: Proposals for Compromise 
We therefore call for a proper consideration of this matter. It basically took 100 years to recognise the 
native speaker in the education system in this country, why the rush now, what is the hurry? Let’s do this 
properly. 

 
6.1 : End the consultation process 
Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta, for the sake of the Gaeltacht, in order to save the language communities, that 
is, what is left of them, and so that the next generation can flourish, demands that this flawed process be 
stopped completely. It is flawed because we do not have the right information to make any judgments on 
this new system. 

 
6.2 : The Appointment of a mediator 
Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta also demands that a mediator or arbitrator be appointed and that a system be 
set up to properly examine the appropriate language and educational provision within the system in 
place - the points system - for young people in the Gaeltacht, to give them the opportunity to reach their 
full potential in the language and not deny them their language or education rights. We call on you to 
speak to the people of the Gaeltacht - schools, teachers, parents, young people, employers and state, 
language and community organisations. 

 
7: Conclusion 
Research carried out by TnaG shows that this issue is now of particular urgency as the number of 
families raising their children through Irish, and therefore native speakers, is at a very low average level 



 

 

 

in the official Gaeltacht area. (See https://tuismitheoiri.ie/wp- 
content/uploads/2021/08/Tuarasca%CC%81il-Taighde-Teaghlaigh-2021.pdf) 

 

The people of the Gaeltacht have language and education rights and these must be protected. The 
country's second-level students, including Gaeltacht students, have great English writers at the tip of 
their tongue, but the great writers and works of the Irish language, their own language, are being 
withheld and denied by a system that is not suitable for them. Where is the equality between the two 
languages? Where is the advantage that the Gaeltacht is said to have? We do not have equality, I do not 
feel advantaged. 

 
If this is not done properly, much of the progress that has been made in terms of language education and 
planning in the Gaeltacht will be ruined. We ask you to take action. 

 
Sorcha Ní Chéilleachair, Head 
Tuismitheoirí na Gaeltachta, 6 October 2021. 

https://tuismitheoiri.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Tuarasca%CC%81il-Taighde-Teaghlaigh-2021.pdf
https://tuismitheoiri.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Tuarasca%CC%81il-Taighde-Teaghlaigh-2021.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
Aighneacht Fhoras Pátrúnachta na Scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge chuig An gComhchoiste um 
Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht  
 

 
An Ghaeilge agus Múineadh na Gaeilge go ginearálta 
Tá ról agus tábhacht na scoileanna maidir leis an nGaeilge aitheanta sa Straitéis 20 Bliain 2010-

2010 don Ghaeilge, straitéis a fuair tacaíocht ó gach páirtí san Oireachtas agus a fhanann ina 

beartas Rialtais ainneoin go bhfeictear gur beag an dul chun cinn atá déanta ina leith agus muid 

breis is leathbhealach isteach sa tréimhse sin. Tá naoi mbliana fágtha chun deireadh a chur leis 

an mbéalghrá a dhéantar don straitéis agus dul chun cinn suntasach a dhéanamh ionas nach 

mbeidh sí ag bailiú deannaigh i gceann 20 bliain eile. 

 

Sula dtabharfar faoi aon obair maidir le Gaeilge na hArdteiste ní mór athbhreithniú a 
dhéanamh ar an tSraith Shóisearach 
Tá plé ann faoi láthair ar sonraíocht nua a leagan síos don tSraith Shinsearach agus déanfar 

tagairt do seo níos déanaí ach sula leanfar ar aghaidh leis an tsonraíocht nua seo maíonn AFP 

gur obair in aisce í obair reatha CNCM mura dtugtar aghaidh ar fhadhbanna na sraithe sóisearaí 

agus mura ndéantar athbhreithniú uirthi ar dtús, na fadhbanna thíosluaite aimsithe ag An Gréasán 

(Gréasán na Múinteoirí Gaeilge) agus a thacaíonn An Foras Pátrúnachta leo: 

 

● Níl béaltriail ann. Is easpa ollmhór é sin do theanga. Níl aitheantas ar bith ann don teanga 

labhartha sa mharc a fhaigheann daltaí ón SEC. Ní léiríonn sé  seo an meas ceart do 

thábhacht na teanga labhartha maidir lei sealbhú na teanga. 

o Tá éagothromaíocht anseo. Na hábhair eile a bhfuil céatadán suntasach de na 

marcanna ag dul le haghaidh cur i láthair, obair phraiticiúil nó tionscadal i gcúrsa na 

hArdteistiméireachta, tá marcanna fós ag dul le haghaidh cur i láthair, obair 

phraiticiúil nó tionscadal i gcúrsa nua na Sraithe Sóisearaí. Léirigh suirbhé a 

d’fhoilsigh An Gréasán (Gréasán na Múinteoirí Gaeilge) i mí an Mhárta 2020 go 

gcreideann 97% de mhúinteoirí Gaeilge gur cheart go mbeadh an obair labhartha 

mar chéatadán den mharc deiridh ar an teastas ó Choimisiún na Scrúduithe Stáit. 

Caithfear an t-aitheantas ceart a thabhairt do thábhacht na teanga labhartha sa 

mheasúnú – ní leor tascanna rangbhunaithe amháin. Tá sé riachtanach go mbeadh 

béaltriail ann a dhéanfadh gach dalta.  
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● Tá an iomarca litríochta ar an gcúrsa nua. Dá bharr sin níl go leor ama á chaitheamh ar 

shealbhú teanga agus ar chothú scileanna cumarsáide.  

o Níl an litríocht ar an gcúrsa oiriúnach do dhaltaí gnáthleibhéil. Níl go leor téacsanna 

ann a bheadh oiriúnach do dhaltaí gnáthleibhéil, mar gheall air ní dhéantar freastal 

ceart ar a riachtanais fhoghlama. 

o Ní léir go bhfuil an cur chuige atá ann, i.e. go n-eascraíonn gach rud ón litríocht, ag 

obair. Bheadh sé tábhachtach aischothú a fháil ó mhúinteoirí agus ó dhaltaí, agus 

anailís a dhéanamh ar an gcur chuige seo, sula leantar leis an gcur chuige céanna le 

cúrsa na hArdteistiméireachta. 

 

● Tá an tasc measúnaithe go hiomlán mí-oiriúnach do dhaltaí T2. Tá an réim teanga a 

bheadh ag teastáil don tasc seo go hiomlán mí-réadúil. Bheadh scileanna ardchumais 

teanga ag teastáil don tasc seo, scileanna nach mbeadh forbartha fós ag dalta T2. Anuas 

air sin ní dhéantar aon idirdhealú idir ardleibhéal agus gnáthleibhéal sa tasc measúnaithe. 

Tá difear ollmhór le brath mar sin idir an caighdeán atáthar ag súil leis ó dhaltaí 

gnáthleibhéil sa pháipéar scrúdaithe agus sa tasc measúnaithe. B’fhearr mura mbeadh tasc 

measúnaithe ann do dhaltaí T2.  

 

 

● Tá na torthaí foghlama ró-leathan, ró-theibí agus uaillmhianach. Tá sé deacair brí a bhaint 

astu. Níl úsáid phraiticiúil leo sa seomra ranga. Níl aon eolas ar fáil maidir leis an ábhar, na 

téamaí agus na topaicí a bheadh ag eascairt as na torthaí foghlama. Chothaigh seo 

neamhchinnteacht do mhúinteoirí agus do dhaltaí. Mar gheall ar an neamhchinnteacht seo, 

ní raibh na páipéir shamplacha a d’fhoilsigh Coimisiún na Scrúduithe Stáit ag teacht leis an 

méid a bhí múinteoirí agus daltaí ag súil leis. 

 

 

● Foilsíodh na páipéir shamplacha ródhéanach. Níor foilsíodh na páipéir shamplacha go dtí 

mí na Samhna i mbliain a 3. Nuair a foilsíodh iad bhí an caighdeán ró-dhúshlánach do 

dhaltaí. 

 

 

● Ní raibh eolas faoi na téacsanna litríochta, na tascanna rangbhunaithe nó an tasc 

measúnaithe ar fáil luath go leor. Bhí múinteoirí ag fáil píosaí eolais de réir a chéile thar na 

trí bliana. Ní raibh na freagraí ar fáil nuair a cuireadh ceisteanna. Chothaigh seo a lán 

neamhchinnteacht agus chothaigh sé fadhbanna leis an gcúrsa nua. 

 



 
An tSraith Shinsearach 
Mar atá thuasluaite tá CNCM i bun oibre agus próisis chomhairliúcháin ar an tSraith Shinsearach 

agus tá An Foras Pátrúnachta ina bhall de mheitheal oibre ar an gceist ina bhfuil thart ar 12 n-

eagraíocht Gaeilge páirteach. Seo a leanas achoimre ar mholtaí na meithle sin: 

● Is mian leis An Foras Pátrúnachta béim faoi leith a leagan ar an bpointe seo a leanas: 
 
Tá sé riachtanach go mbeadh spreagadh agus cúiteamh ar fáil do dhaltaí T1 as cúrsa níos 

dúshlánaí a dhéanamh, mar shampla pointí bónais. Tá imní ann gur teip a bheadh i ndán 

don chúrsa nua mura mbeidh cúiteamh ann. Tá imní léirithe ag múinteoirí nach mbeidh 

daltaí T1 sásta tabhairt faoi chúrsa T1, gan aon chúiteamh ann dóibh.  D’fhéadfadh seo 
dochar tromchúiseach a dhéanamh do cheantair Ghaeltachta agus don oideachas 
lán-Ghaeilge. Caithfear dul i ngleic leis an gceist seo mar chuid den phróiseas. 
 
Tuigeann An Foras Pátrúnachta go bhfuil fadhb ag an Roinn Oideachais le coincheap na 

bpointí bónais. Molann An Foras Pátrúnachta go mbreathnófaí ar dhá chúrsa Gaeilge a 

chruthú: Cúrsa Comónta bunaithe ar shealbhú na teanga a dhéanfadh chuile dalta sa 
tír chomh maith le Cúrsa Litríochta agus Saíochta faoi leith. Tá fasach de seo cheana 

féin nuair a bhreathnaítear ar Mhata agus Mata Feidhmeach. Ní gá go mbeadh an cúrsa 

teoranta go Ghaelcholáistí, bheadh scoileanna meáin Béarla in ann an cúrsa saíochta a 

ofráil freisin dá mba mhian leo. 
 

● Tá gá leis an gcomhairliúchán ar an Ardteist a chur siar go dtí go bhfuil athbhreithniú 

déanta ar chúrsa Gaeilge na Sraithe Sóisearaí. Mar atá thuasluaite tá cuid mhór 

míshásaimh léirithe ag múinteoirí maidir leis an gcúrsa sin. Tá sé tábhachtach go ndéanfar 

anailís ar cad atá le foghlaim ó chur i bhfeidhm chúrsa Gaeilge na Sraithe Sóisearaí, go 

gcuirtear na fadhbanna ina gceart, agus go bhfeictear ar na himpleachtaí a bheadh aige 

seo ar shonraíochtaí na hArdteistiméireachta. Bheadh sé seo ag teacht le dea-chleachtas.  

Gan athbhreithniú ceart eolaíoch déanta ar an tsraith shóisearach Gaeilge nua T1 agus T2, 

roimh bhogadh ar aghaidh go dtí an tsraith shinsearach, tá baol mór ann go leanfar le 

botúin agus le fadhbanna na sraithe sóisearaí nua atá ann faoi láthair agus go mbeidh aon 

sonraíocht nua ardteistiméireachta, mar sin, lochtach ón tús. Tá an comhairliúchán féin ag 

déanamh neamhairde ar an bpolasaí agus ar an tagairt atá déanta do shonraíochtaí 

ardteistiméireachta sa Pholasaí Oideachais Gaeltachta: 

 



Táthar ag súil go dtosóidh obair ar shonrúcháin idirdhealaithe T1 agus T2 

a fhorbairt do Ghaeilge na sraithe sinsearaí nuair a bheidh na sonrúcháin 

idirdhealaithe don Ghaeilge sa tsraith shóisearach forbartha agus iad ag 

obair go maith sna scoileanna. 

 

Ní léir ar chor ar bith go bhfuil an tsraith shóisearach ag feidhmiú go maith sna 
scoileanna (ceal aon athbhreithniú oifigiúil) agus a mhalairt atá fíor ón aiseolas atá faighte 

ón ASTI agus ó An Gréasán do Mhúinteoirí Gaeilge. 

 

● Tá sé molta sna dréachtsonraíochtaí go laghdófar na marcanna don obair labhartha go 

35%. Cuireann seo an teachtaireacht mí-cheart amach, go háirithe i ndiaidh dóibh an 

bhéaltriail a bhaint de chúrsa na Sraithe Sóisearaí cheana féin. Léirigh suirbhé a d’fhoilsigh 

An Gréasán i mí Bhealtaine 2021 go gcreideann 95% de mhúinteoirí nár cheart go mbeadh 

aon ísliú ann sna marcanna don obair labhartha. Tá baol ann go dtiocfaidh laghdú i líon na 

ndaltaí a thugann faoin chúrsa ardleibhéil má bhíonn ísliú ann. 

 

● Níl aon tagairt nó plé sa chomhairliúchán maidir le bonnleibhéal a choinneáil agus ní bheidh 

freastal sásúil ar  dhaltaí a bhfuil deacrachtaí foghlama acu mar sin. Tá an-bhaol ann go 

mbeidh ardú ollmhór i líon na ndaltaí atá ag cuardach díolúine ón Ghaeilge mar thoradh.  

 

o Bheadh sé tábhachtach freisin anailís a dhéanamh ar conas atá ag éirí le cur chuige 

mhúineadh na litríochta i gcúrsa Gaeilge na Sraithe Sóisearaí, sula mbogtar ar 

aghaidh leis an gcur chuige céanna le cúrsa na hArdteistiméireachta. 

o Anuas air sin, ba cheart go mbeadh idirdhealú sna téacsanna idir ardleibhéal agus 

gnáthleibhéal le freastal ceart a dhéanamh ar riachtanais gach dalta. 

 

 

● Tá na torthaí foghlama ró-leathan agus uaillmhianach. Níl siad téagartha go leor. Tá treoir 

shoiléir ag teastáil. Ní mór eolas a thabhairt ar an ábhar, na téamaí agus na topaicí a 

bheadh ag eascairt as na torthaí foghlama. Tá doiléireacht ag baint leis na torthaí foghlama 

molta. Ní leor é seo mar threoir do mhúinteoirí agus do dhaltaí. Chothódh cur chuige mar 

sin easpa muiníne sa chúrsa nua. Níl an chur chuige seo sásúil do scrúdú chomh 

tábhachtach leis an Ardteist. 

  



 

 

● Tá easpa sonraithe ar fáil sna dréachtsonraíochtaí seo. Tá níos mó sonraithe ag teastáil 

maidir le cur chuige an mheasúnaithe. Níl eolas ar fáil maidir le cur chuige na scrúduithe 

béil, cur chuige na punainne, cur chuige na dtascanna scríbhneoireachta srl. Ní thugtar go 

leor eolais maidir leis an gcomhrá nó an plé a bheadh i gceist faoin phunann sa mheasúnú 

cainte. Ní féidir fiúntas na punainne a mheas gan an t-eolas seo uile bheith ar fáil. Tá an t-

eolas seo riachtanach le bheith ábalta na dréachtsonraíochtaí a mheas, agus ní féidir na 

dréachtsonraíochtaí a mheas i gceart gan an t-eolas seo bheith ar fáil.  

 

● Tá gá le scrúduithe samplacha agus scéim mharcála bheith curtha ar fáil sula gcuirtear tús 

leis an gcúrsa nua, agus go mbeadh traenáil chuimsitheach déanta ag múinteoirí agus 

acmhainní tacaíochta curtha ar fáil ar a laghad bliain scoile iomlán sula gcuirtear tús leis an 

gcúrsa nua. Tá seo riachtanach le go mbeadh muinín ag múinteoirí in aon chúrsa nua. 

 
● Ní dhéantar aon tagairt don Fhráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach sna dréachtsonraíochtaí. 

Is é leibhéal B2 ar an Fráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach (FTCE) an caighdeán is mó a 

luaitear go hidirnáisiúnta mar bhunriachtanas le go mbeadh duine in ann feidhmiú i dteanga 

ar bith i gcomhthéacs gairmiúil. Bheadh cur chuige mar seo in chabhair le foghlaimeoirí 

scileanna teanga a fhorbairt mar is ceart. An sprioc atá ann leis an FTCE ná an 

foghlaimeoir a chumasú le bheith in ann an teanga a úsáid go héifeachtach ina s(h)aol 

acadúil, gairmiúil agus sóisialta i ndiaidh an chúrsa, seachas foghlaimeoir a ullmhú do 

scrúdú. Tá sé tábhachtach anailís cheart a dhéanamh ar na sainriachtanais atá ag daltaí T1 

agus daltaí T2 agus cúrsaí a fhorbairt atá oiriúnach do na riachtanais sin. 

 

Tá sprioc uaillmhianach leagtha amach i mBille na dTeangacha Oifigiúla 2019 go mbeadh 

20% de na daoine a earcófar san earnáil phoiblí inniúil sa Ghaeilge. Tá deis ann a chinntiú 

go mbeadh an caighdeán seo ag cuid mhaith daltaí scoile tar éis dóibh cúrsa na hArdteiste 

a chur i gcrích. Dá mbeadh an Ardteist ag teacht leis an FTCE ar bhealach trédhearcach, 

agus córas bailí measúnachta ag baint leis, thacódh sé go mór le polasaí agus spriocanna 

earcaíochta an Bhille Teanga. Buntáiste a bheadh ann don dalta freisin, dá mbeadh 

aitheantas gairmiúil ag baint le cáilíocht Ghaeilge na hArdteiste. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
Submission from Foras Pátrúnachta na Scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge to the Joint Committee on 
Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science  
 

 
The Irish language and the Teaching of the Irish language in general 
The role and importance of schools in relation to the Irish language is recognised in the 20-Year 

Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030, a strategy which has received cross party support in 

the Oireachtas and which remains Government policy although, it appears that little progress has 

been made at this stage, more than halfway through that period. There are nine years left to end 

the lip-service paid to the strategy, and to make significant progress, so that it will not be gathering 

dust in 20 years' time. 

 

Before undertaking any work in relation to Leaving Certificate Irish, a review of the Junior 
Cycle is required 
Discussion is ongoing about the creation of a new specification for Senior Cycle, and this will be 

referred to later. However, before proceeding with this new specification, An Foras Pátrúnachta 

states that the NCCA's current work is in vain, if the junior cycle is not reviewed first and if its 

problems are not addressed, including the following problems that have been identified by An 

Gréasán (An Gréasán do Mhúinteoirí Gaeilge) and are supported by An Foras Pátrúnachta: 

 

● There is no oral examination. This is a huge shortcoming for a language. There is no 

recognition of the spoken language in the mark that students receive from the SEC. This 

does not show proper appreciation of the importance of spoken language in language 

acquisition. 

o There is an imbalance here. For the other subjects that allocate a significant 

percentage of marks for a presentation, practical work or project in the Leaving 

Certificate course, there are still marks allocated for a presentation, practical work or 

project in the new Junior Cycle course. A survey published by An Gréasán (An 

Gréasán do Mhúinteoirí Gaeilge) in March 2020 showed that 97% of Irish language 

teachers believe that oral work should be a percentage of the final mark on the 

certificate from the State Examinations Commission. The importance of spoken 

language must be properly recognised in the assessment – class-based tasks alone 

are not enough. It is essential that there is an oral examination for all students.  
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● There is too much literature on the new course. As a result, not much time is spent on 

language acquisition and the development of communication skills.  

o The literature on the course is not suitable for ordinary level students. There are not 

many texts that would be suitable for ordinary level students, thus their learning 

needs are not properly met. 

o It is not clear if the existing approach, i.e. that everything stems from the literature, is 

working. It would be important to obtain feedback from teachers and students and to 

analyse this approach before continuing with the same approach for the Leaving 

Certificate course. 

 

● The assessment task is totally unsuitable for L2 students. The language register required 

for this task is completely unrealistic. This task would require advanced language skills 

which a L2 pupil would not yet have developed. In addition, no distinction is made between 

higher level and ordinary level in the assessment task. There is, therefore, a huge 

difference between the standard expected of ordinary level students in the examination 

paper and the assessment task. It would be better if there were no assessment task for L2 

students.  

 

 

● The learning outcomes are too broad, too abstract and too ambitious. They are difficult to 

understand. There is no practical use for them in the classroom. No information is available 

about the content, themes and topics that would emerge from the learning outcomes. This 

has created uncertainty for teachers and students. Due to this uncertainty, the sample 

papers published by the State Examinations Commission did not match teachers’ and 

students' expectations. 

 

 

● The sample papers were published too late. The sample papers were not published until 

November of year 3. When they were published, the standard was too challenging for 

students. 

 

 

● Information about the literature texts, class-based tasks or the assessment task was not 

available early enough. Teachers were gradually acquiring snippets of information over the 

three years. When questions were asked, there were no answers available. This created a 

lot of uncertainty and created problems with the new course. 

 



 
The Junior Cycle 
As mentioned above, the NCCA is engaged in work and consultation processes on the Senior 

Cycle and An Foras Pátrúnachta is a member of a working group on the issue involving 

approximately 12 Irish language organisations. The following is a summary of the 

recommendations of that working group: 

● An Foras Pátrúnachta wishes to place particular emphasis on the following point: 
 
It is essential that L1 students are encouraged and compensated for doing a more 

challenging course, for example with bonus points. There are concerns that the new course 

could fail if there is no compensation. Teachers have expressed concern that L1 students 

will not be willing to take an L1 course without compensation.  This could be seriously 
detrimental to Gaeltacht areas and Irish-medium education. This issue needs to be 

addressed as part of the process. 
 
An Foras Pátrúnachta understands that the Department of Education has an issue with the 

concept of bonus points. An Foras Pátrúnachta recommends that consideration be given to 

creating two Irish language courses: A Common Course based on language acquisition 
for all students in the country as well as a specific literature, heritage and culture 
course Litríocht agus Saíocht na Gaeilge. There is already a precedent for this with 

Maths and Applied Maths. The course does not have to be limited to Gaelcholáistí; English-

medium schools would also be able to offer the culture course if they wished. 
 

● It is necessary to postpone the Leaving Certificate consultation until the Junior Cycle Irish 

course has been reviewed. As mentioned above, teachers have expressed a great deal of 

dissatisfaction with this course. It is important to analyse lessons that can be learned from 

the implementation of the Junior Cycle Irish course, to rectify the problems, and that the 

implications this would have for the Leaving Certificate specifications be examined. This 

would be in line with best practice. Without conducting a proper scientific review of the new 

L1 and L2 Irish for junior cycle before moving on to the senior cycle, there is a real risk that 

the mistakes and problems of the current new junior cycle would persist and that any new 

Leaving Certificate specification would therefore be flawed from the outset. The 

consultation itself disregards the policy and the reference made to Leaving Certificate 

specifications in the Policy on Gaeltacht Education: 

 



Work is expected to commence on the development of differentiated L1 and 

L2 specifications for senior cycle Irish once the differentiated specifications 

for Irish at junior cycle have been developed and are working well in 

schools. 

 

It is not at all clear that the junior cycle is working well in schools (in the absence of any 

official review) and the opposite is true according to the feedback received from ASTI and 

An Gréasán do Mhúinteoirí Gaeilge. 

 

● It is proposed in the draft specifications that the marks for spoken language work be 

reduced to 35%. This sends the wrong message, especially since the oral examination has 

already been removed from the Junior Cycle course. A survey published by An Gréasán in 

May 2021 showed that 95% of teachers believe that there should be no reduction in marks 

for oral work. There is a risk that the number of students taking the higher level course will 

decrease if there is a reduction. 

 

● There is no reference or discussion in the consultation to maintaining a foundation level and 

students with learning difficulties will therefore not be catered for satisfactorily. There is a 

real danger that this will lead to a huge increase in the number of students seeking an 

exemption from Irish.  

 

o It would also be important to analyse what success has been achieved by the 

approach to teaching literature in the Junior Cycle Irish course before proceeding 

with the same approach for the Leaving Certificate course. 

o In addition, a distinction should be made between higher level and ordinary level 

texts in order to properly meet the needs of each student. 

 

 

● The learning outcomes are too broad and too ambitious. They are not substantial enough. 

Clear guidance is needed. Information needs to be provided about the content, themes and 

topics that would emerge from the learning outcomes. The recommended learning 

outcomes are unclear. This is insufficient as a guide for teachers and students. Such an 

approach would foster a lack of confidence in the new course. This approach is not 

satisfactory for an examination as important as the Leaving Certificate. 

  



 

 

● There is a lack of detail in these draft specifications. Further details are required about the 

assessment approach. No information is available on the approach to the oral 

examinations, the approach to the portfolio, the approach to the writing tasks etc. Little 

information is provided about the conversation or discussion that would take place about 

the portfolio in the oral assessment. The value of the portfolio cannot be assessed without 

all this information being made available. This information is essential so that the draft 

specifications can be assessed, and the draft specifications cannot be properly assessed 

without this information being made available.  

 

● Sample examinations and a marking scheme need to be in place prior to the 

commencement of the new course and comprehensive training needs to have been 

completed by teachers, and support resources made available for at least one full school 

year prior to the commencement of the new course. This is essential for teachers to have 

confidence in any new course. 

 
● The draft specifications make no reference to the Common European Framework of 

Reference. Level B2 of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is the 

most widely cited standard internationally as a basic requirement for a person to be capable 

of performing functions in any language in a professional context. Such an approach would 

help learners to develop language skills properly. The goal of the CEFR is to enable the 

learner to be able to use the language effectively in their academic, professional and social 

life after the course, rather than to prepare a learner for an examination. It is important to 

properly analyse the specific needs of L1 and L2 students and to develop courses that are 

appropriate to those needs. 

 

The Official Languages Bill 2019 sets out an ambitious target for 20% of those recruited to 

the public sector to be competent in Irish. There is an opportunity to ensure that many 

school students meet this standard after completing the Leaving Certificate course. If the 

Leaving Certificate were transparently consistent with the CEFR, with a valid system of 

assessment, it would greatly support the recruitment policy and goals of the Language Bill. 

It would also be an advantage for students if the Leaving Certificate Irish language 

qualification were professionally recognised. 
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The Irish Congress of Trade Unions Education Sector Group is happy to contribute to the 
ongoing debate on Reform of the Leaving Certificate, given its central and key role in the 
wider education system. 


In that respect, proposed changes or ‘reform’ of the Leaving Cert will have implications 
for all who work and all who study, at all all levels of the education system. 


The Congress Education Sector Group comprises a number of affiliate unions with 
membership across second and third level, further education and lifelong learning and 
this process will shape and influence their work across the sector. 


The Congress Education Sector Group also shares the concerns and key issues raised by 
individual education unions in their submissions to this process. 


The Congress Group is focused on working to ensure that the education system as a 
whole is suitably purposed, structured and resourced to deliver high quality learning for 
students at all levels, high quality standards of employment for all staff and plays a key 
role in the achievement of greater equality, opportunity and social progress. 


From that perspective,I think there are some observations that we can contribute to 
debate on this issue: 


• In our view an essential starting point for any such process is that we have - or that we 
develop - an agreed vision on the values and ethos that should underpin our education 
system and, by extension, on the role, purpose and core function of the Leaving 
Certificate, within that framework.


• That any proposed changes can and should occur only with full consultation and 
dialogue with staff and that all such changes are clearly evidence-based. We have seen 
too many examples over recent years where a supposed neutral ‘reform' process has 
been used to deliver ideologically-driven changes, spurred by a particularly narrow 
view on the operation of our economy and society. The disasters wrought by ‘self-
regulation’ and ‘self certification’ in the housing sector, are a case in point. Closer to 
home the growing in precarious work and contracts across the higher education sector 
arose directly from a failure to value or uphold the idea of Decent Work. In the absence 
of such a commitment to consultation and evidence-based change, there is a risk that 
proposals and plans will merely engender mistrust and opposition among the staff who 
operate at the coalface of our education system. That is not to set our face against 
change, quite the opposite. Rather it is to ensure that any worthwhile change is given 
every opportunity to succeed, by virtue of being rooted in reality and agreed by all 
stakeholders. Any such changes must be sustainable and work to benefit learners and 
educators alike. 


• A fundamental prerequisite of any review or any process of change must be that the 
systematic underfunding of the education sector as whole is finally addressed, as 
evidenced repeatedly by the OECD. Education is a public good that delivers collective 
benefits and must be prioritised for sustained investment, over the longer-term. For 
example, despite the publication of a landmark report on funding for further and higher 
education over five years ago, the sector still has no sustainable funding plan. Our own 
preference is for a publicly-funded model that is resourced in line with the OECD 



average for the sector, a level we currently fall below, as set out in our briefing paper on 
this issue. 
1

• We would acknowledge that, relative to a range of alternatives, the current system has 
an inherent fairness and that the model of external assessment has helped establish a 
strong degree of public trust. Thus, any mooted changes to assessment structures 
must not simply result in extra pressure and stress being placed on students and staff 
alike. 


• It is also clear that the Leaving Certificate must be sufficiently robust and responsive to 
reflect changes in wider society and to cater to the evolving learning needs of students. 
Indeed we face significant social and economic challenges in the years ahead, with 
respect to the transformative impact of both the digital and low carbon transitions on 
how we live and work - a process in which our education sector will be expected to 
play a critical role, including the Leaving Certificate. 


• In this respect we must aim to ensure the development of critical thinking and the fact 
that this can only evolve when there is sufficient subject knowledge. As such, the 
Leaving Certificate must be capable of ensuring that the full range of a students’ 
learning can be substantiated and validated. 


• Crucially we must also work to ensure that all educational pathways are equally 
regarded and esteemed, especially in respect of further education. 


 

 Irish Congress of Trade Unions Education Sector Group  

 https://www.ictu.ie/download/pdf/the_case_for_publicly_funded_higher_education_report_feb_2020.pdf1
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Written Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science regarding the Committee’s examination of Leaving 
Certificate Reform: October 2021 

1. Introduction  

AONTAS, the National Adult Learning Organisation, is a long-established (1969), non-governmental 
membership organisation that promotes the value of adult learning and advocates for the rights of 
all adults to quality learning across the tertiary education system. We have an unwavering 
commitment to educational equality for adults; we offer solutions-focused advocacy that is 
evidence-based, drawing on research and our extensive, meaningful learner engagement activities. 
We continually engage with learners and educators from further education and training, community 
education and higher education, affording us insights into practice that widens participation. 
Ultimately, all our work aims to advocate for the rights of all adults to engage in learning and to fulfil 
their aspirations. Our membership comprises organisations and individuals committed to 
educational equality for adults: 500 members encompassing all 16 ETBs, over 120 community 
education organisations, adult learning and access departments of Higher Education Institutions, 
social justice NGOs, educators and learners across the Island of Ireland. 

 

2. Summary 

The experience of school and the Leaving Certificate has lifelong implications. Those who do not 
achieve the Leaving Certificate1 face many obstacles from poorer health (LWI, 2017), impeded social 
mobility, fewer employment opportunities, lower pay (CSO, 2016), barriers to higher education, 
lower levels of lifelong learning to unrealised potential. It is vital that a reformed Leaving Certificate 
ensures that all students are set up to succeed regardless of socio-economic background, gender, 
disability, religion, race ethnicity or disability. This submission draws on the experience of adult 
learners who left school early and the lessons gained from successful pedagogical approaches to 
educational equality within the adult and community learning sector so to shed light on the Leaving 
Certificate reform. 

One aspect of adult learning is that it offers the opportunity to complete Leaving Certificate subjects 
or gain qualifications to an equivalent standard on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ). 
Every year, adults return to complete their Leaving Certificate or equivalent (NFQ level 5), in order to 
gain a qualification, to access a new job, to progress to further and higher education, and to support 
and inspire their children’s education. In this submission, we will focus on the Leaving Certificate 
with regard to two areas: as a means to certify the end of secondary school and secondly as a means 
to allocate places for third-level education. Within these two separate functions; however, higher 
education access has the preeminent purpose of the Leaving Certificate displacing the main 
function. We argue these functions maintain social stratification to privilege middle class students 
and uphold inherent inequalities.  

 
1 Or Leaving Certificate standard education/the highest level of education is less that upper second level 
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We will offer comments regarding the potential learning that the Leaving Certificate can gain from 
the pedagogic and supports process in adult education, and specifically community education that is 
learner-centred. This relates to the theme ‘Access, Equality and Well Being Supports’. We also 
consider equitable access to higher education based on the Leaving Certificate. This relates to the 
theme ‘Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths’.  
 
3. The Leaving Certificate and Educational Inequality  

The Leaving Certificate privileges wealthier students who have the cultural and economic capital to 
benefit from the education system, including grinds, parental knowledge of the system and 
recognition of their cultural values in the pedagogic process. Financial means is a key distinguishing 
feature for success in the Leaving Certificate (Lynch, 2018). The benefits of success in the education 
system include access to higher education and elite courses (HEA, 2020), better-paid jobs (OECD, 
2021), longer life expectancy and better health (OECD, 2010). Across all OECD countries, the higher 
the educational attainment, the higher the percentage of adults reporting being in good or very 
good health (OECD, 2021,p 114). 
 
3.1 Statistics on LC or Equivalent Attainment for the Adult Population 
Educational inequality in Ireland is persistent and must be addressed through efforts across primary, 
secondary, further and higher education.  

• In Ireland, 83% of adults have completed upper secondary education (80% among men and 
86% among women) (OECD, 2019). However, there are many disparities in attainment 
across age, gender, especially young males (CSO, 2016), geographic region, and for minority 
groups such as Travellers.  

• Regarding people in employment, 13% of all employees have Level 3 NFQ or less as their 
highest level of qualification (SOLAS, 2019, p. 47), which equates to approximately 277,000 
having NFQ Level 3 or less as their highest level of qualification, including 64,700 with NFQ 
Level 2 qualifications or less.  

• An early school leaver is three times as likely to be unemployed than another person aged 
18-24 who completed their secondary education. In Q2 2019, 25% of early school leavers 
were unemployed compared to 8% of other persons aged 18-24.  

• The CSO Census (2016) found that only 13% of Travellers complete secondary education in 
comparison with 92% of the general population and 55% of Travellers have completed their 
formal education by the age of 15. 

• In April 2016, there were 386,498 persons in Ireland who had finished their education having 
completed no higher than primary school level. There are significant discrepancies regarding 
socio-economic status and geographical location. For example, over one in five persons 
(21.9%) in Donegal, aged 15+, had not been educated beyond primary level, the highest for 
any county, followed by Monaghan (18.0%) and Cavan (17.8%) (CSO 2016).  
 

3.2 Adults returning to Education  
Yearly, many adults return to complete a number of Leaving Certificate subjects or to gain an 
equivalent FET qualification (NFQ level 5), a preferable option for many. This involves significant 
efforts from learners to overcome a range of barriers to learning including past negative experiences 

https://researchrepository.ucd.ie/bitstream/10197/9559/2/Oireachtas%20Committee%20Report%2C%20%20Barriers%20for%20Vulnerable%20Groups%20March%2028th%20K.%20Lynch%20UCD.pdf
https://hea.ie/2020/12/07/new-hea-data-provides-in-depth-insight-into-the-socio-economic-profile-of-our-universities-and-institutes-of-technology/
https://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance/
https://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance/
https://news.yale.edu/2020/02/20/want-live-longer-stay-school-study-suggests
https://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/improvinghealthandsocialcohesionthrougheducation.htm
https://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp10esil/p10esil/le/
https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/8eadeaada3/supportingworkinglives_enterprisegrowth_backgroundpaper_sept2018.pdf
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of school. Through the National FET Learner Forum2 learners attribute their return to education as a 
means to gain a qualification for employment “there are a lot of jobs that wouldn’t take you on 
without your Leaving Certificate.” (Tipperary ETB, 2019), to gain a new career “My job finished up, I 
was in it for 12 years. I found it [FET] because I left school at 14 and I wanted a break away from 
what I had been doing so any place I went; the Leaving Cert was holding me back.” (Limerick / Clare, 
2019), to progress to further and higher education “I suppose I came in with a vision of getting the 
Leaving Cert with a view of third level. I definitely feel, on the ETB’s end anyway, they’ve provided 
just that.” (Donegal, 2019), and to support and inspire their children’s education “My eldest goes 
around saying, ‘at least mam passed her Leaving Cert.’ So that is a bonus in itself, even though I 
stunned them that I was going back to school it helped push me and hopefully they’ll decide to do it 
when they’re a bit older” (Louth Meath ETB, 2019).  
 
However, many learners describe regret in not attaining the Leaving Certificate initially. This includes 
the lack of confidence, inability to achieve their educational aspirations earlier, and challenges 
arising from low-paid and precarious employment.  Additionally, many students experienced 
challenges that hinder their educational opportunities, such as living in unsafe home environments, 
domestic violence, health issues including mental health and poverty.  
 
4. The Leaving Certificate as a means to certify the end of Secondary School: Lessons on 

Educational Inclusion from Adult and Community Education. 

The formal school system can take lessons from good practice across the tertiary education system, 
especially adult and community education which has a proven ability to be the most inclusive part of 
the education system. This section outlines how community education, effectively engages 
marginalised learners3, who are the dominant cohort (AONTAS, 2021).  

4.1 Setting Students up for Success 
Community education offers a package of services to people participating in learning. Community 
education is particularly successful at engaging people within socioeconomically disadvantaged 
areas. Integrated support services help learners overcome barriers to access which enables 
participation and progression. Services in many cases include: childcare facilities, one-to-one 
counselling, family support services, domestic violence supports, mentoring, one-to-one and small 
group educational supports, technology-enhanced learning, and access to career guidance. Such 
tailored supports for students undertaking the Leaving Certificate should be considered (either 
onsite or through effective engagement with local services). 
 
4.2 Pedagogic Process 
At national level pedagogic practice has gained greater prominence in higher education policy as a 
tool to overcome barriers to participation (NFTL 2019; HEA 2015). A focus on process, not product 

 
2  The National FET Learner Forum is a large-scale project designed to ensure FET is actively engaging learner 
voice and creating policy that is responsive to learner needs. In collaboration with ETBs, over 1000 FET learners 
share their FET Learning experiences annually.  
3 The unemployed; socio-economically disadvantaged learners; people with a disability; lone parents; 
migrants; Travellers and Roma communities; people experiencing homelessness; women; substance misusers; 
people living in Direct Provision; and ex-prisoners. 
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that fosters a sense of belonging, is becoming a central theme to good teaching and learning 
practice. This approach is embedded in adult education practice and is especially common in 
community education which is underpinned by an educational philosophy based on dialogue and 
empowerment (Freire, 1970). The approach builds on a learner’s lived experience through a 
pedagogic process that recognises their knowledge and fosters individual capacity and confidence. 
The impact of which is the high rate of participation and retention in community education by early 
school leavers and target groups. 
 
5. Leaving Certificate as a means to allocate places for Third Level Education: Equitable Access to 

Higher Education based on the Leaving Certificate  

The Leaving Certificate acts as a mechanism to determine who gains entry to higher education, 
especially universities, perpetuating the dominant social class as the majority group resulting in 
under participation by cohorts of society including lower socio-economic groups who are the focus 
of access policy (e.g. HEA, 2018) 
 
Diversity in pathways after secondary school are welcome, and the range of FET options should be 
promoted effectively as a valued option to school leavers. However, there is a fundamental issue 
that working class students must navigate a range of options post-Leaving Cert, such as additional 
courses, PLCs4, and extended study time in order to attain access to higher education, in part due to 
a highly competitive points system which favours students with access to private education, 
educational grinds, and access to additional learning resources. 
 
Adult learners describe the challenges of progressing to higher education, but there are also issues 
regarding access to Post Leaving Certificate courses for those without an upper second level 
education.  
 
There is a reserved place system used for both mature students and those with NFQ Level 5 and 6 
qualifications gained in the Further Education (FE) sector, however the number is small, limits 
meaningful access (Fleming et al., 2017), and this cohort only makes up 6.6 per cent (or 2,985) of the 
42,464 new entrants (p.75)  

The modes of progression for non-traditional students into HE are:  
• In-house access or foundation programmes operated and accredited by individual HEIs;  
• Stand-alone access or foundation programmes outside of HEIs in the form of PLC courses run 

mainly by ETBs at Level 5 on the NFQ;  
• Direct access via HEAR and DARE through Leaving Certificate points for those under 23 years 

of age;  
• Mature student entry routes;  
• Progression via NFQ Level 5 or 6 qualifications, also referred to as the FET route. 

(Fleming et al., 2017, p.90) 
 

 
4 Working class students and women were found to be more likely to engage in PLC programme provision 
(ESRI, 2018) 

https://hea.ie/policy/access-policy/progress-review-of-the-national-access-plan-and-priorities-to-2021/
https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9781137569738
https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9781137569738
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS61.pdf
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6. Recommendations for Review of the Leaving Certificate based on Learner Feedback and 
AONTAS Member Consultations. 

 
Access, Equality and Well Being Supports (including assessment) 

1. Meeting Basic Needs 
Student supports including, travel costs, food costs, financial costs of all materials covered. 

2. Support to Navigate the Education System 
Guidance must be a core foundation/support for all learners. It should be a core stand-alone 
structure that supports learners from a much younger age and include all pathway options 
including FET  

3. Fostering Social Capital, Connection and Belonging 
Inclusive curricula and pedagogy that draws on good practice in adult education and 
recognises the lived experiences of all learners and fosters critical thinking This must move 
away from the ‘banking-model’ of rote learning 

4. Supporting Wellness to Learn 
Mental health and wellbeing supports 

5. Encouraging New Learners to Engage 
Re-engage students who left school early through outreach, guidance and a range of options 
to achieve the Leaving Certificate  

6. Curricula, Terminal Exam and Continuous Assessment  
- Continuous assessment should be considered as an option for students following a clear 

review of the most equitable practices to achieve consistent, unbiased, inclusive assessment 
processes 

- Review the optimal number of Leaving Certificate subjects, and the availability and 
weighting of subjects to ensure fairness 

- Focus on contextual learning, representative of the lived experience of all learners, that 
fosters a love of learning throughout life 

- Include broader learning e.g. service-learning and volunteering as contributing merit to the 
Leaving Certificate results  

- Consider the value of the Leaving Certificate Applied and Leaving Certificate Vocational 
Programme to the student in terms of accreditation that offers meaningful progression 
options and does not stigmatise learners.  
 

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 
7. Recognition for Prior Learning as a tool for access to HE (including a national policy to 

ensure fairness across all HEIs) 
8. Higher Education Links Scheme (HELS) scoring of FET awards for accessing higher education. 

The NFQ Level 5/6 qualifications do not have the same weighting as the Leaving Certificate. 
The maximum of 120 credits for these awards results in a total of 390 points. This needs to 
be rectified for fairness 

9. Connected and formalise pathways to HE in all ETBs 
10. Strengthen formalised relationships between HE sector and school 
11. Leaving Certificate is no longer the sole entry route option in HE.  

 
Further Information 
Dr Niamh O’Reilly, CEO, noreilly@aontas.com & Dearbháil Lawless, Head of Advocacy 
AONTAS, The National Adult Learning Organisation 
2nd Floor, 83-87 Main Street, Ranelagh, Dublin 6, D06 E0H1, www.aontas.com 

https://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/HIgher-Education-Links-Scheme-(HELS).aspx
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1.  Introduction: 

1.1 
Since 2016, the Association of Community and Comprehensive Schools has been engaged actively in 
the comprehensive review of senior cycle which has been carried out by the National Council for 
Curriculum & Assessment. ACCS is represented on the NCCA Council and on the NCCA Board for 
Senior Cycle. Stakeholders from community and comprehensive schools have participated in both 
school based reviews and in national seminars on this topic as part of the consultation process 
facilitated by the NCCA. The school reviews which took place over 2017/2019 facilitated discussions 
between teachers, parents and students on the purpose of senior cycle education and also focused 
on pathways, programmes and flexibility for senior cycle going forward.  
1.2 
The Purpose: Senior cycle education aims to help every student towards fulfilling their potential. Every 
student is empowered to deepen their knowledge and skills throughout senior cycle as they mature 
and develop intellectually, personally and socially. The educational experience at senior cycle equips 
students for diverse and sustainable futures so that they can embrace full, active citizenship and 
participation in society and the economy as they learn and as they make the transition to life beyond 
school. 
(NCCA Senior Cycle Consultation Document July 2019) 
1.3 
This vision for senior cycle is one which ACCS supports wholeheartedly. However we also recognise 
that the current assessment model of formal examinations at the end of the two year cycle scheduled 
over three weeks in June has a powerful backwash effect on the way senior cycle is experienced by 
all stakeholders. The Leaving Certificate provides certification but is also the only means to 
advancement to opportunities for further study (CAO and other) and into the world of work. ACCS 
believes there is great scope for change and reform of the assessment model which will meet the 
needs, aptitudes and abilities of more learners engaged in this journey. ACCS challenges the notion 
that the current system is a fair one.  
1.4 
ACCS supports the approach adopted by the NCCA which seeks to preserve what is still relevant and 
useful in senior cycle while at the same time considering what changes might be necessary to effect 
positive developments in the teaching, learning, assessment and reporting (TLAR) experience. 
1.5 
Curriculum reform is on the agenda across the globe as countries engage in discussions on climate 
change, effects of globalisation and migration and an increasing dependence on technology. These 
debates raise questions about the kinds of key competencies young people need for their future and 
where these fit into the curriculum they study in senior cycle. The structure of senior cycle has 
remained unchanged since the mid-1990s when the stand-alone Leaving Certificate Applied 
Programme was first introduced as an alternative programme. At this time, the Transition Year 
Programme was introduced as an optional three-year programme and the Leaving Certificate 
Vocational Programme was made available as part of the Leaving Certificate Established 
Programme. 
1.6 
Fundamentally since the introduction of the Framework for Junior Cycle, 2015, significant change has 
taken place at junior cycle in terms of content, pedagogical approaches, assessment and reporting. 
The change in the approach to curriculum design towards a key competency approach as evident in 
the Framework for Junior Cycle, 2015 reflects the increasing trend in this direction across Europe. 
The Framework also places a renewed emphasis on wellbeing, improved provision for students with 
Special Educational Needs and a more comprehensive approach to the reporting of 
achievement. Given these significant changes in junior cycle, there exists a worrying disconnect 
between both cycles as they are implemented currently. Stakeholders report inconsistencies between 
junior and senior cycles which impact negatively on the learning experience of students in school. 
 
2.      Assessment Options: 
 
2.1 
In considering assessment options at senior cycle, it is important to interrogate how assessment, both 
formative and summative can support learning when balanced correctly across a continuum of 
assessment practices. 
2.2 
There is an acceptance that state examinations have had a serious backwash effect on the way that 
the curriculum is experienced by students across second level education in Ireland at both senior and 
junior cycle. While there is an increasing dissatisfaction with this impact at senior cycle, there is also a 
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recognition that Leaving Certificate examinations as set and administered by the State Examinations 
Commission (SEC) have widespread trust and support from stakeholders and the general public. 
2.3 
The influence of the CAO system on assessments at senior cycle is a critical one. Where entry into 
Higher Education continues to be provided on the basis of assessments at senior cycle, this should 
take account of a broader range of components appropriately spaced over the two-year cycle in 
module format rather than on three weeks of examinations at the end of the cycle. The current focus 
on the high impact, intensive examination timetable scheduled over the first three weeks in June 
impacts negatively on students and their wellbeing leading to high levels of stress and anxiety.  
2.4 
The final assessment model often highlights the conflict between recall and understanding. The 
immediate access to knowledge banks through ICT and the promotion of lifelong learning questions 
the validity of the final assessment model. The access to and management of information / knowledge 
has become the expectation in so many areas. 
2.5 
Similarly, there is scope for different types of assessment which will allow students to display a wider 
range of learning and for different weightings to be placed on individual assessment events which will 
align more easily with a redeveloped senior cycle. In this regard, the place of technology and its 
potential to support greater diversity in approaches to assessment across senior cycle should be 
explored fully. 
2.6 
The RACE (Reasonable Accommodations at Certificate Examinations) scheme is designed to remove 
the impact of a disability on a candidate’s performance and enable the candidate to access the state 
examinations on an equal basis with other students. This scheme is one which is designed to modify 
examinations focussed on promoting academic rigour. The existence of such a scheme raises 
questions about the examination model and its focus. ACCS argues that in reforming the system, 
there should be research into assessment techniques which do not necessitate the existence of such 
a scheme which is used widely at both junior cycle and senior cycle in order to enable candidates 
equal access to state exams.  
2.7 
Reports from stakeholders who engaged in the Oral examination process in 2021 show the 
importance of the relationship between student and teacher as many students reported feeling less 
anxious and performing to a better standard when the oral exam was facilitated by their own teacher. 
In truth, language competency is best assessed by the class teacher across the two years of senior 
cycle rather than in standalone oral examinations which can become formulaic and can create undue 
stress and anxiety for students.  
2.8 
ACCS welcomes the changes to assessment which have been a feature of curriculum development at 
senior cycle over the past number of years and which include second and third components 
designed to promote critical thinking and analysis, problem solving and information processing, 
independent and collaborative learning, creativity and innovation, and skills in the areas of research, 
writing, communication, presentation and digital technologies. 
 
3.    Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning: 
 
3.1 
ACCS welcomes the introduction of new subjects e.g. Computer Science, SCPE, LCPE and Politics 
and Society and the revision of existing subject specifications at senior cycle including the changes in 
assessment noted above.  
3.2 
There exists an absolute lack of parity in esteem across the four programmes on offer at senior 
cycle currently. ACCS is concerned that the LCA programme in its current iteration has few 
progression options and this impacts on its value negatively. In redeveloping the senior cycle, ACCS 
hopes that the ring fencing of the LCA programme and the requirement for the study of Vocational 
Subject Groupings which limit access to LCVP would no longer feature. It is hoped that the strengths 
and most effective aspects of the programmes could be integrated into a single senior cycle with 
flexibility at school level to take account of context and setting where this could impact positively on a 
variety of curriculum components. The credit system as operated in LCA is a useful one and one 
which could be explored in terms of application across the wider system. ACCS believes that building 
in this kind of adaptability and flexibility at school level for schools, teachers, and programmes to 
respond to student needs and capabilities is important. Furthermore, this approach speaks to student 
and teacher agency and the potential for co-construction of a more meaningful and relevant learning 
experience by those engaged in that experience.  The opportunity for students to engage in some 
subjects/modules and also to have access to relevant and appropriate work experience 
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/apprenticeship experience during their time in senior cycle and for this to be managed in an 
integrated way with other students on different pathways would lead to a more meaningful learning 
experience for many students.  
3.3 
ACCS recognises that Transition Year represents a valuable opportunity for students. However in the 
context of the implementation of the Framework for Junior Cycle, this requires significant review. The 
programme is developed at a school level and experiences vary widely from school to school and 
across the entire system. Access to this programme can carry a significant financial burden for 
families and can be a prohibitive factor for many students. 
3.4 
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted many weaknesses of the current system and has forced us 
to think differently about many aspects of school life. The impacts of the school closures include the 
promotion of the digitalisation of education particularly in remote learning and the use of digital 
resources. We have advanced beyond the notion that technology is merely a vehicle for delivery and 
have come to recognise its potential for collaboration and social connectedness.   
3.5 
ACCS believes that the key competencies will need to be widened to include digital skills, self-
regulated learning and others related to managing successful blended learning. This area of learning 
will require substantial funding and the establishment of effective procurement processes across the 
system so that schools are supported in managing digital infrastructure and devices.  
3.6 
Teachers and students require access to high quality equipment and infrastructure and access to 
training in the efficient and productive use of such equipment if technology enhanced learning is to 
become embedded in our schools. The devices must facilitate and support easy creation of 
content/materials. (Neither stakeholder can act as a passive recipient any longer - more is required) 
This functionality of these devices will become more and more important going forward and will need 
to be available across the entire suite of subject areas. 
3.7 
ACCS believes that the redevelopment of the senior cycle and Leaving Certificate represents an 
opportunity to normalise technologies in our schools. There is no doubt that school communities 
which reported the greatest success during COVID-19 lockdown were those where the social element 
and the development of social and emotional connections online (use of technology to reduce 
isolation/bring people together/break out rooms etc.) were prioritised and embedded as part of the 
normal school day. The competencies, skills and dispositions required for young people to participate 
fully and to thrive in, and indeed to shape a changing society and economy including digital literacy 
should underpin the proposed reform. ACCS believes that it is critical to acknowledge the evidence in 
the system of the willingness to upskill teachers working with their peers in school and across 
schools. This should now be harnessed and supported through the sharing of best practices in 
pedagogy, assessment and reporting which create greater efficiencies in the system. 
 
4.  Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports:  
 
4.1 
Curriculum and assessment options at senior cycle should take account of and align with changes in 
approaches to assessment in junior cycle. Currently the students who engage in Level One and Level 
Two Learning Programmes at junior cycle have limited options for progression within the current 
senior cycle. 
 
See note on RACE in Assessment Options. 
 
4.2 
Closing the digital “divide” must be a priority in redeveloping the senior cycle. At the same time, 
ACCS recognises that the digital divide is not always simply about advantage and disadvantage, 
rather it is often shown to be more about a values divide. (Young people will spend inordinate 
amounts on mobile phones – research has found these are just not suitable for the kind of work 
required in schools, managing files and document sharing not to mind content creation. ACCS 
Student Voice surveys have shown that having access to actual laptops/devices can be a game 
changer for these students in terms of meaningful engagement. For example, students without access 
to appropriate digital devices etc. are at a distinct disadvantage to those who have full access to 
online resources when completing any kind of research required for 2nd and 3rd components.  
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4.3 
Across many countries there is a growing awareness of the need for holistic education beyond 
traditional learning. In particular, the acknowledgement that wellbeing is a critical precondition for 
learning has been highlighted in the past two years. 
4.4 
Life skills and the learning gained in engaging with work experience and voluntary work is relevant 
and useful for all students in preparing for the transition to further education, training, higher education 
and the world of work. As more and more changes are introduced at senior cycle, the requirement for 
clear and properly structured Career Guidance will be key to supporting students in making informed 
choices about their options while in senior cycle and beyond second level school. 
4.5 
Wellbeing and the life skills included in physical education, civic education, intercultural education 
along with education for sustainable and ethical living, creativity, the arts, and culture should be 
available to all students to support their holistic development and changing needs as they move 
through second level school. Every student in senior cycle should have access to an age and needs 
appropriate relationships and sexuality education through the school SPHE programme which builds 
on the programme offered in junior cycle. 
 
5.  Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths:  
 
5.1 
See ref above to the influence of the CAO and how this impacts the senior cycle experience 
currently.  
5.2 
The current focus on the Leaving Certificate Examination as the only pathway does not serve all 
students nor all abilities and does not support the development of a wide range of skills which are 
required for the successful navigation of the world of work or even 3rd level education. (See dropout 
rates in 3rd level as students struggle with different approaches and expectations at this phase of 
education). Greater flexibility/permeability between pathways during this phase of education is 
required if a wider range of skills is to be embedded in the senior cycle experience. These skills in 
turn require appropriate recognition beyond senior cycle by the relevant organisations in the next 
phase of learning. 
 
6.  Irish Language and Irish Medium Education:   
 
6.1 
ACCS has engaged in the consultation process being conducted by the NCCA currently and 
recognises the complexity of creating an Irish language curriculum  that meets the needs of all 
learners. Students come with a very diverse experience of Gaeilge; from those for whom Gaeilge is a 
first language to those who have no connection with Gaeilge beyond the classroom. The challenge 
will be to create a curriculum that recognises the diversity of the learners, acknowledging the capacity 
and limitations of each grouping and yet allowing each diverse group experience success in senior 
cycle Gaeilge,  MFL methodologies, recognising the primacy of oral language skills must be a core 
component of senior cycle Gaeilge. 
6.2 
Central to the delivery of the curriculum will be the availability of an adequate supply of qualified 
teachers. Currently schools are experiencing particular difficulties in recruitment  of Irish 
teachers. The delivery of an Irish language curriculum at both junior and senior level risks being 
negatively impacted unless the supply issue can be addressed. Irish Medium Education is 
experiencing similar difficulties, with schools reporting an inability to recruit general subject teachers 
with the capacity to teach through the medium of Irish.     
6.3 
The early enactment of the review of junior cycle is to be welcomed; the student and teacher 
experience of junior cycle Gaeilge will be especially insightful.   
 
7.  International Evidence and Best Practice:  
 
7.1 
How can we prepare students for jobs that have not yet been created, to tackle societal challenges 
that we can’t yet imagine, and to use technologies that have not yet been invented? How can we 
equip them to thrive in an interconnected world where they need to understand and appreciate 
different perspectives and worldviews, interact respectfully with others, and take responsible action 
towards sustainability and collective well-being?  Andreas Scheicher, OECD 
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7.2 
In 2015 the OECD launched the Future of Education and Skills 2030 project in recognition of the need 
to commence a global discussion about education. The project aims to create a conceptual 
framework for learning 2030 and focuses on curriculum design and implementation while also 
developing a common language for teaching and learning. The focus is one which supports lifelong 
learning and developing a range of skills which support this approach. 
7.3 
The challenges being faced in the Irish context are common ones being experienced across OECD 
countries including:  

• Managing the time lag between today’s curriculum and future needs 

• Addressing curriculum overload 

• Ensuring equity through curriculum innovations      

• Realising curriculum flexibility and autonomy    

• Embedding values in the curriculum  
7.4 
In the early phase of the senior cycle reform, (2017) in Ireland, the NCCA commissioned desk study 
research into upper secondary education (15-18 year olds) across nine jurisdictions. (England, 
Finland, France, Ireland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Ontario (Canada), Queensland (Australia) 
and Sweden) The overview report focussed on a thematic approach exploring areas such as 
curriculum, inclusion and supports, reform, aim and purpose of upper secondary education, pathways, 
flexibility and assessment and reporting arrangements.  
7.5 
While the report acknowledged the importance of individual country context, its findings clearly 
indicate a need to move away from a ‘one size fits all’ approach to one that provides students with a 
range of options which enable all students to reach their potential. There remains a demand for the 
traditional academic pathway. However there is an acknowledgement that environments outside of 
school e.g. work based learning make a key contribution to the learning experience in this 
phase/cycle. Internal assessment arrangements have a key place in this phase of learning particularly 
in the vocational pathways and in credit based systems. In all of these systems there is an emphasis 
on young people’s physical and mental wellbeing. Continuity between this phase, previous phases 
and future phases of the student’s education and career paths is crucial.   

 
8.  Executive Summary: 

8.1 
When considering the topic of Leaving Certificate reform it cannot be considered outside the wider 
consideration of senior cycle reform. ACCS supports the vision for senior cycle captured in the NCCA 
Senior Cycle Consultation Document July 2019 with the stated aims “to help every student toward 
fulfilling their potential……. The educational experience at senior cycle equips students for diverse 
and sustainable futures so that they can embrace full active citizenship and participation in society”.  
This must be considered in the context of international research which clearly indicates a move away 
from the ‘one size fits all’ approach to one that provides students with a range of options which 

enables all students to reach their potential. 
8.2 
ACCS welcomes the additional second and third components introduced in subject specifications in 

recent years but the ‘backwash’ effect of the formal examinations held over three weeks in June has a 

significant influence on the way senior cycle is experienced by all stakeholders. Assessment at senior 

cycle should take account of a broader range of components scheduled over the two year cycle 

allowing students demonstrate different forms of learning. 

In this submission we considered each of the areas: 

• Assessment Options 

• Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

• Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports 

• Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

• Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

• International Evidence and Best Practice 
8.3 
We seek a fairer system of assessment at senior cycle which allows all students demonstrate their 

skills and competencies in a broad range of areas. There is a need for greater continuity and 

connectivity between Junior Cycle, Senior Cycle, Further and Higher Education and progression into 

the workplace. We appreciate the opportunity to engage in these most important deliberations.  
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Background  

The Yellow Flag Programme was founded by the Irish Traveller Movement as an innovative, intercultural solution 

to tackle racism at a social and institutional level, and equip schools with the tools to cultivate an inclusive learning 

environment, where diversity of ethnicities, cultures and religions is valued and celebrated. 

The Yellow Flag Programme recognises that an insecure connection within the school environment, and associated 

negative identity-based experiences, render Black Minority and Ethnic (BME) students, including Travellers and 

Roma, vulnerable to adverse psychosocial impacts, early school leaving, and reduced education and employment 

outcomes. Despite Government efforts to promote migrant integration, and policy intended to ensure Traveller 

inclusion, those groups are not achieving the same educational outcomes as their settled, Irish peers. (1)  

In light of this, the Yellow Flag Programme welcomes the opportunity to submit to the Committee’s examination 

of Leaving Certificate Reform. Informed by insights of having worked with over 103 schools, 41,472 students and 

3,292 teachers, we offer our recommendations and considerations around the following key areas:  

 

1) Assessment Options  

2) Key Subject Areas  

3) Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports 

4) International Evidence and Best Practice 

 

 

(1) Assessment Options 
 

Recommendations: 

 

➢ Final proposal for Leaving Certificate assessment methods to be submitted to a panel of minority 

representatives for approval  
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➢ Introduce greater variety of assessment approaches, for example, project or practical work, with flexible 

language supports, to cater to the range of skills in the diverse student population  

 

An intercultural approach to assessment  

● Research in educational psychology evidences the link between culture and learning styles, indicating that a child’s 

early life experiences, and the values, customs and traditions they are surrounded by, influence their style of 

learning. (2)  

● The study of the Senior Cycle undertaken by the ESRI revealed a consensus between students, parents and 

teachers on the need for a greater variety of assessment approaches for final certification. (3)  Students in particular 

did not believe that the Leaving Certificate was inclusive of all students, valuing memorisation of materials over 

other skills, such as communication and presentation. This reflects a monocultural approach to education and 

assessment, that does not accommodate the diversity of skills present within an intercultural classroom – in 

Yellow Flag schools, this diversity has surpassed 83 ethnicities and nationalities since 2009.  

● With the exception of English, written Leaving Certificate exam papers in most subjects do not reward critical, or 

higher-order thinking, focusing instead on recall and procedural knowledge. (4) Rote learning favours a certain type 

of student, from a certain cultural background, but also encourages the utilisation of “grind” services, only 

available to those with sufficient economic means.  

● The NCCA Intercultural Guidelines emphasise the importance of a migrant child’s first language for linguistic, social 

and cognitive development. (5) The reliance of assessment on long, written exams, combined with the lack of 

assessment tools in languages other than English and Irish, make it difficult for migrant students to demonstrate 

understanding independent of their English-language competence. (6)   

 

 

(2) Key Subject Areas  
 

Recommendations: 

 

➢ Embed intercultural education across all Leaving Certificate subjects  

➢ Reduce ring-fencing of existing programmes, so that regardless of subject choices, all students learn about culture, 

racial justice and further key human rights concepts 

➢ Conduct a diversity audit of Leaving Certificate learning materials for key subjects to ensure that they accurately reflect 

the demographic composition of Ireland  

➢ Amend the curriculum to include Traveller culture and history, as mandated by the Traveller Culture and History in 

Education Bill 2018, and equip teachers with the knowledge and cultural skills to deliver this education in a culturally 

sensitive manner 

 

The need for Intercultural Education across Leaving Certificate Subjects 

● Opportunities for anti-racism and intercultural learning within the Leaving Certificate curriculum are not 

mandatory across all subject areas and remain at the discretion of the individual teacher.  



3 
 

● Young people do not believe that the Leaving Certificate prepares them well for adult life (7) and eight in ten 

parents want to see life skills embedded in the senior cycle, including interpersonal skills (8). In an increasingly 

diverse Ireland, intercultural education equips young people with the language and tools to navigate difference, 

and to contribute towards a culturally competent society.  

● Ireland is a signatory to international human rights conventions and treaties, including the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and Convention 

on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD). These bodies have called on the Irish State to: 

○ Take effective measures to combat stereotypes of people of African descent, including education about 

their history and culture, and encourage diversity and tolerance of other faiths and beliefs in the education 

system, and monitor incidents of discrimination based on belief; (9) and 

○ Reduce prejudice against the most vulnerable and targeted communities, including Travellers, Roma, 

migrants and Muslims. (10) 

● A students’ choice of subject must not eliminate them from accessing human rights and intercultural education. 

Introducing flexibility to the structure of subjects, modules and units of learning, and teaching through an 

intercultural lens, allows all students to access key human rights concepts, such as racial justice and equality.  

 

Embedding Traveller Culture and History into the Leaving Certificate Curriculum  

● It is widely acknowledged that there is limited understanding among the general population about Traveller 

culture and history. (11) Given that the senior cycle is the most prescribed part of the curriculum, it provides ample 

opportunity for incorporation of relevant Traveller-related learning inclusions to build knowledge and intercultural 

competence, while also enabling Traveller students to see their culture from a position of strength. 

 

 

(3) Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports 

Recommendations:  

➢ Require all schools to develop and implement an anti-racism policy and a whole-school strategy to combat racism 
➢ Review Initial Teacher Training (ITE) and Continuing Professional Development (CPD) to incorporate anti-

racist and intercultural elements 

➢ Introduce positive action initiatives to encourage members of ethnic minority groups to enter the teaching 

force  

 

Identity-based Bullying and Exclusion in schools 

● As a site of cultural and socio-political learning, the experience of a young person in school impacts their 

social, personal and intellectual development, and will inevitably shape how they see and interact with 

society into the future. The creation of an inclusive learning environment and school community is pivotal 

to the wellbeing of a student, and their eventual success at Leaving Certificate level.  

● IHREC highlighted the occurrence of school-located identity-based bullying saying: “Both Traveller and 

Roma children are significantly more likely to have negative experiences in school, including experiences 
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of bullying, racism, and discrimination, and this can result in them hiding their identity or leaving school 

early. (12)  

● Make Minority a Priority (13) highlighted the pervasive nature of racism in the lives of young people from 

Black Minority and Ethnic BME communities in Ireland, and cited consistent findings in education, that 

basic cultural competency (for students and teachers) was currently inadequate. 

● Currently, where identity-based bullying and racism occurs in schools, there is no incident management 

framework. This lack of institutional protection means that racism, which may even have been expressed 

directly or indirectly by teaching staff, is not managed, recorded or remedied. This, coupled with identity-

based bullying between peers, is a continuing cause of poor outcomes for affected groups. 

 

Areas for Development within the Teaching Force  

● A 2014 DEIS study found that 92% of Traveller children were estimated by their teachers to be in the 

“below average ability” category, which the author asserts is “a clear indicator of structurally embedded 

patterns of inequality”. (14) It is vital that educators are given the opportunity to address unconscious bias, 

so that teaching practice does not intentionally or unintentionally exclude or discriminate. 

● The Initial Teacher Education (ITE) and Continuing Professional Development (CPE) courses for educators 

are devoid of mandatory intercultural awareness and anti-racism practice. An assessment of teacher 

capacity at entrant level across YF schools found that 90% reported not having received any form of 

previous equality training. A review of the Initial Teacher Education programme guidelines was 

undertaken in November 2020 and resulted in the Céim - Standards for ITE. This was intended to increase 

the prominence of diversity and anti-racism in teacher education, however, new guidelines focus primarily 

on diversity of learning ability, and do not explicitly address, or even name, racism.  

● Over 99% of entrants to primary teacher education identified as ‘White Irish Settled’, (15) and only 2% of 

secondary school teachers come from minority ethnic backgrounds. (16)  

 

 

(4) Best Practice 
 

Recommendations: 

➢ Ensure key components of the Yellow Flag Programme are available to all schools and ring-fenced within 

National Education policy, and the Yellow Flag Programme is resourced as a key partner in delivering 

intercultural education commitments within the Senior Cycle  

➢ Establish an advisory group comprising Traveller and BME interests to support the implementation of 

recommendations for Leaving Certificate reform  

 

The Yellow Flag Programme - A Whole-School Approach to Tackle Racism  

● The Yellow Flag Programme is regarded by the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) and the Irish 

Network Against Racism (INAR) as ‘best practice’ in building inclusive school communities, and a model 
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of excellence in integration by the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) of the European 

Commission. 

● Modelled on the Department of Education’s School Self-Evaluation (SSE) process of collaborative self-

reflection, the framework is highly flexible, and designed to fit into the rhythm of the academic year. 

● Having worked with over 103 schools, 41,472 students and 3,292 teachers, the Yellow Flag Programme 

is a proven transformative model, and an independent evaluation in 2019 rated the programme very 

highly for supporting schools with interculturalism and racist incidents, while revealing the following 

impact in school communities: 

○ 70% of teachers had a better understanding of racism; 

○ 78% of schools integrated intercultural education into the formal curriculum; and  

○ 50% of schools involved parents of ethnic minority groups in the roll-out of the programme, who 

cited feeling empowered, valued and heard.  
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Background 
In existence for over two decades and the largest representative body for home educators (HE) in 
Ireland, HEN is uniquely placed at the intersection of traditional schooling, family life and alternative 
pathways to education in Ireland today. Our members are keenly aware of what does not work, 
indeed what has not been working for a long time. Our combined experience gives us considerable 
insight into both the limitations of and the possibilities offered by the Irish education system as a 
whole. 
 

In a survey undertaken by HEN in 2020 (Pre covid), 56% of those surveyed 
had removed children from school. 18% of people who removed children 

from school felt this was not by choice, they had been let down by the school 
system. 

 
 

 
   
 
The membership of HEN has grown year on year and since the onset of the covid19 pandemic the 
number of enquiries has increased exponentially. 10 years ago there were just less than 700 
children registered compared to 1722 in 2021, these figures do not include those choosing to HE 
due to covid, there is a wait list of over 1400 hundred children also.  

2021/453(i)
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Leaving Cert reform in the context of home based 
education 
We feel it is important to make clear from the outset, that in considering any reform of the Leaving 
Certificate, we at HEN believe the school system in Ireland to be seriously out of step with the 
needs of young people in a rapidly changing world. That said however, HEN recognises the key 
role that senior cycle education plays in supporting students, within the mainstream school system 
and supports any commitment to improve on what is being offered to a majority of families in 
Ireland.  
 
It should be noted by the committee the number of home educated young people choosing the 
Leaving Certificate route tends to be low each year. Currently, HE young people tend to follow 
alternative routes to further and higher education and into their chosen fields of work. They do this 
via education centres offering QQI awards, access courses, GCSE/A level online classes, 
apprenticeships and part time or evening classes. 
 
The reasons for taking part in the leaving cert exams include the lack of any other options in 
their area; the need to fulfil matriculation requirements and attain CAO points; some young people 
find they are well enough suited to rote learning for the purposes of taking terminal exams as a 
means to access university. 
The reasons for avoiding the senior cycle altogether include; The rigidity of the school system 
with a clear lack of flexibility in programmes or assessment modes to be truly inclusive of all 
students, especially those with additional & learning needs; lack of subject choice in the local 
schools/Youthreach or ETB centres; inaccessibility of subjects where a teacher is required to sign 
off on project work throughout the school year e.g Art, Building Construction, Engineering etc.; The 
requirement to spend two years preparing for terminal exams in up to seven content heavy subjects 
including the three mandatory subjects; The perception of large portions of their time being wasted 
when they wish to be engaged in more fulfilling and purposeful pursuits;  
 

 40% of survey respondents felt their child had additional needs, 80% said 
this factored in their reasons to home educate their child. 

 

Catholic Home Educating groups were also consulted and confirmed our findings, that in 
the past they have resorted to setting up independent centers for GCSE and A level exams 
here in Ireland as an option for students to obtain Junior and Senior Level Certificates. 
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Recommendations from the Home Education Network 

1. Assessment Options 
a. While the improvements for school going children, as a result of the reforms to the Junior 

Cycle are certainly welcome, the impact on the home educating community has been one 
of further exclusion, and we would not like this to be continued with the Leaving Cert reform. 

b. Home educating Students have a constitutional right to access and we would like to see this 
reflected in the assessment process. 

c. A way to include home educated students in obtaining a Senior Cycle Certificate must be 
devised, therefore, any changes must offer alternatives to the current requirement for a 
teacher to sign off on classroom based assessment work. 

d. Assessment practices should have the potential to showcase student talents not only in the 
summative pen and paper, terminal, exam but in other forms such as portfolios, e-portfolios, 
interviews, task completion, presentations, volunteer/work experience, accumulation of 
credits, modular studies and group projects etc.  

e. Allow students to register with a teacher / school locally(or nationally-online etc) to have 
work graded - this would remove obstacles for young people in rural/gaeltacht regions to 
access subjects not currently offered at their nearest schools 

f. Implement a process that will support a more diversified education model, and provides 
students with valuable skills they can take with them in their life journey as young adults. 

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 
a. We do not support mandatory subjects, greater flexibility is needed. Allow students to 

select relevant subjects, personal to their ambitions, rather than subjects that will benefit 
them most in the terminal exam.  

b. The pursuit of knowledge is enriched by an environment that encourages critical thinking 
and problem solving, communication, collaboration, creativity and innovation 

c. Classes should be available online, from anywhere in the country. Equality and 
consistency in subjects that students can access online from anywhere in the country. 

d. Classes that are provided in modules so students can complete a basic level of the subject 
and have an option to move on to different subjects or dive deeper into an area of interest. 

e. The natural approach of home educators is to work in a cross curricular way, provide 
opportunities to deep dive into their chosen areas of study  

f. More scope to explore further and more flexible pathways for young people who wish to 
develop a career in the arts and creative industries, dance etc 

 

Survey participants said following the child's interests and allowing for 
learning styles was the major reason families chose Home Education 
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3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 
Our community values the role of relationships in the education process. All of the most 
up to date neuroscience supports what we as parents have known all along; that the 
relationship between the child and the educator plays a crucial role in the ability to absorb 
information. The parent as the primary educator sees themselves as a facilitator not a 
teacher and students are empowered in their learning. We feel that there needs to be a 
greater focus on students with additional needs (diagnosed or undiagnosed). If we get it 
right for them, we get it right for everyone. A more inclusive assessment system for neuro 
- diverse learners. The principles of universal design for learning (and assessment) 
should underpin all elements of the senior cycle. Currently supports within mainstream 
schools are there to support the learner in changing to fit the system, the system should 
be changeable and fit the learner. A student’s right to access the curriculum, including all 
their textbooks in alternative formats (e.g. e-books, pdf, daisy format etc.), must be 
enshrined and be in one easy to access central location. This access must also be 
available to all students at the time of exams and assessments.  

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

a. Home educated young people have been finding alternative routes to their chosen fields of 
study and careers for many years. We would like to see the availability of this choice made 
much more accessible to all young people; both in school and out. A cultural shift is required 
to move away from the belief that one pathway has more value than any of the others. 

b. Overcome the obstacle of lack of provision (wide ranging subject areas/location specific 
challenges) by pulling various institutions together into learning hubs. These could comprise 
secondary schools, further education centres, youthreach, vtos, ETBs, NALA etc. 

c. Remove/reduction of age barriers for those students wanting to access the above 
institutions 

d. Make many more options available online - this is particularly relevant to the needs of us 
who do not live in major cities and would also help reduce the accommodation needs in 
urban areas. 

e. Flexible pathways are inclusive of all students. A modular approach is key to enabling this 
to happen. Expanding provision and credits to summer schools, part-time courses and night 
classes 

f. Successful pathways also rely on a fit-for-purpose careers guidance service being 
supported, resourced and delivered to support students to make informed and meaningful 
choices for their next stage in life.  
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  In the survey our community stated the most pressing need was support in 
accessing information on routes to qualifications. 

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
a. While keeping a central ethos of non-coercive methods to learning, we agree with the 

general philosophy presented by Conradh na Gaeilge that “Instead of focusing on the Irish 
language as a ‘challenging, stressful’ subject, we have a duty to focus on the strategies to 
mitigate any challenges, including: teaching the value of the language to students (and to 
teachers); strategies for differentiated teaching; strategies for motivating the student to 
seek opportunities to speak it outside the classroom and above all, having a supportive 
social infrastructure” for the enjoyment of lived experiences through our native Irish 
language, and wider cultural heritage. 

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 
a. The 2018 OECD Education at a Glance report once again demonstrated that Ireland was 

at the bottom of the global ranking for investment in education: Ireland ranked last out of 
34 countries for investment in education as a percentage of GDP: 1.2% of GDP compared 
to the OECD average of 2% and the EU average of 1.9%.  

b. In many other countries educational settings other than schools are open to those under 
the age of 18 and without a post primary certification. These are already being attended by 
home educators living in border regions. FETAC colleges should be a resource for all 
students, not just post primary. Australia has a long track record of distance education and 
could be a possible source of information sharing 

Conclusion 
Our community values the role of fostering critical thinking and the rote learning nature of the 
Leaving Certificate is one of the main reasons so many home educators do not view it a 
worthwhile investment of their time. We would like to see a change of focus from the ability to 
recall information to the ability to assess information/think critically. The current Leaving Cert has 
too much content and little depth.  
 
The natural approach of home educators is to work in a cross curricular way and this should be 
the aim for school going students as well; they have no opportunity to deep dive into their chosen 
areas of study with the result that even subjects of interest become a mere collection of 
memorised ‘facts’; the opportunity for rich learning experiences is missed - consider the option of 
having exams in fewer subjects to allow more time for in depth work. The views of our community 
on this issue can be seen expressed in a large number of the submissions already made to the 
reform process. 
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It is very apparent that we in HEN are not the only voices expressing a need for innovative action 
and it is also apparent that the expertise already exists here; we are not suggesting anything that 
is not already being provided; there is no need to reinvent the wheel; look around at what 
innovative thinkers are already offering, both at home and abroad. 
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1. This submission is in response to a direct invitation to Professor Sylvia Draper, to contribute to the 
Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, as part 
of the Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate (LC) Reform. 
 
2. The above has worked in the higher education sector in Ireland in Trinity College Dublin for nearly 
30 years. She is a full Professor of Chemistry and holds the position of Dean of Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics in that institution. 
 
3.  In the brief it was proposed that the submission might wish to include comments on Leaving 
Certificate Reform in general but also on all or any of the following key areas: 
(a) Assessment Options 
(b) Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 
(c) Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 
(d) Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 
(e) Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
(f) International Evidence and Best Practice 
 
4. In this submission I have taken a broad interpretation of the above from a scientific perspective 
which is reflective of my area of expertise. 
 
5. Before making a series of more detailed recommendations it is important to consider what we 
believe the Leaving Certificate (LC) course aims to achieve. This programme of study, over a period of 
two years should produce social-minded, scientifically-literate individuals with an appreciation of their 
own unique strengths and those of others. It should provide participants with a sense of how they might 
contribute to the world, and a palette of skills that will service and build their future careers. These 
should include the ability to organise and prioritise, to express themselves and their ideas clearly 
(verbally, graphically, pictorially, visually and/or in written form), to communicate in a social, 
professional and/or practical setting, to use digital and traditional media, and to analyse data and 
extract meaning from information. Each discipline has course-specific objectives that are built around 
subject vocabularies and skillsets, but in principle each LC subject should empower its participants to 
pursue, appreciate and understand that subject at a deeper level than previously and to continue to do 
so should they choose to. 
 
6. I have framed my considerations and recommendations within the above objectives and attempted 
to seek examples of where these are achieved and, if not, how they might be achieved. In particular this 
submission speaks concisely to the following 
 
(i) Applications of cross-cutting, multi-disciplinary skills and concepts  
(ii) Preparations for changing career landscapes and the world of work 
(iii) The implementation and evaluation of reform 
(iv) Higher-order thinking and the process of discovery 
(v) Digital, e-learning and alternative pedagogical teaching methods 
(vi) Alternative examination processes 
(vii) Preparing for the unseen  
(viii) Consideration of pervasive issues e.g. pseudoscience, ethics, risk, climate action 
(ix) Continual assessment  
(x) Educational transitions and lifelong learning 
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7. The need to measure and evaluate change is the ‘bread and butter’ of all STEM disciplines. This is 
the universality that connects each of them. It is important to emphasise such cross-cutting themes in 
the construction of curricula such that there is a degree of overlap between LC courses and students are 
exposed to the borders of each subject more than once – from different perspectives. It is at the 
boundaries of our disciplines where the innovation happens most frequently, and reinforcing the 
overlaps pushes students to make connections and to recognise that disciplinary boundaries are a 
human construct. 
  
8. The significant challenges of our time are multi-phenomena requiring inter- and cross-disciplinary 
thinking e.g. alternative energy solutions, loss of biodiversity, climate resilience and change, the carbon 
cycle, land use, resource management, modelling large and dynamic datasets, and the development of 
new technologies. Each of these challenges needs a balanced solution that considers multiple impacts 
and mitigations, adaptation, application and adoption. We need to train students early to be able to 
approach a topic or problem from multiple perspectives and this includes social, scientific and data-
driven perspectives. Students are expressing a desire to understand the relevance of what they are 
being taught [1] and the need to put this in the context of the world’s global challenges and UN 
Sustainable Development Goals [2]. 
 
9. The LC student of tomorrow faces a much less certain career path. Many new skills will be needed 
by our workforce as current industries and occupations adapt, evolve or decline in a post-COVID, 
energy-conscious, circular economy [3]. New occupations might be energy auditors or carbon analysts, 
new industries might be eco-tourism or eco-sales and traditional industries needing to transform are the 
retail sector, construction and building services, agriculture and forestry, transportation, extraction 
industries and manufacturing. The world of work will not remain static in the lifetime of the next 
generation. We are facing a seismic period of transition which is as significant as the industrial or 
technical revolution but with a climatic and human imperative that is unprecedented [4]. Changes to the 
LC programme therefore must take the needs of the future workforce into consideration, the changing 
global demographic and they must face uncertainty. The pandemic has demonstrated that we all need 
choices, to understand personal responsibility and to evaluate risk. 
 
10. The radical implementation of change can be problematic. From a pragmatic viewpoint there are 
multiple layers and levels of stakeholder engagement and all are necessary in making sure change is 
meaningful and lasting. The major criticism of the LC process is that it has become a ‘points race’ for 
entry into third level, and a competitive process that is so stressful for participants that it undermines all 
the objectives set out earlier in this submission. It is the structure of the LC examination process that 
ultimately underpins the manner in which teachers prepare their students and the manner in which 
students engage in that process. This submission therefore gives greatest consideration to the 
examination/assessment aspects of the LC; these are the primary drivers in terms of modifying 
behaviour. The LC is one cog in a very large educational eco-system and it is important to understand 
how changes in it affect the bigger picture. The teaching of problem-based mathematics has created 
issues for students entering third level mathematics courses [5]. LC change, when it happens, can occur 
in leaps, but it should never happen once and for all time. It should be subjected to a considered and 
iterative process of review, refinement and improvement.  
 
11. There are core skills and vocabularies that need to be taught at LC level. The balance between 
disciplinary depth and multi-disciplinary training is delicate but in general the curricula of LC courses 
may be appropriate, but the volume of descriptive material is too large. The content of the curricula 
therefore needs to scraped back to the essential skills and layered on top of this should be the 
deliberate exposure to important areas of future disciplinary development and research. Where 
descriptive, repetitive material is retained within the curriculum it should be taught in innovative ways, 
so that for this aspect of the course the content is not key; it is the manner in which students are 
exposed to it that is really the underlying learning objective. The important aspect here is that students 
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need room in the curriculum to experience ‘discovery’ for themselves e.g. through a choice of 
experiments. 
 
12. There are multiple ways of interacting with the world and of learning through those interactions. 
Although at LC level some students will have selected options that best align to their perceived 
strengths (ordinary rather than higher level Mathematics for instance, Woodwork rather than History) 
the onus is still on the course matter to be presented and assessed in a manner that caters for all 
learners e.g. in Mathematics 3D digital modelling can help to visualise a problem and its solution. Not 
everything should or needs to be done first with pen and pencil. There are excellent digital and e-
learning resources available and multiple approaches to teaching (e.g. Dragon box an early tool for 
algebra [6]). These do not have to be add-ons to traditional methods, they can replace them and indeed 
should do so for specific topics and elements of the course [6]. This will challenge students to learn 
differently and assist them in retaining this new knowledge. Students will either require access to a 
personal device or teachers will need to act as the enabler/presenter/compere etc.  
 
13. Given the variety of teaching methods available, power-point presentations and verbatim 
notetaking or dictation should be the exception not the norm. This traditional form of teaching persists 
and leaves the student as a passive learner. In particular it encourages them to ‘learn things off’ at home 
and ‘in their own time’. It downgrades higher levels of understanding [7] and is a significant ‘bad habit’ 
which 3rd level institutions have to spend time trying to eradicate in early college years. Variety in the 
teaching methodology is key and I would strongly advocate for greater team-working and group 
problem-solving; setting each team a challenge to address (e.g. balancing of an equation, purification of 
a water sample etc) and then presenting the findings in different formats. This aids peer-to-peer 
learning (which is actually the dominant method of learning for teenagers outside of the classroom) [8]. 
 
14. In the languages, oral and aural exams are practical and remove some stress from written exams by 
reducing the weighing of the written exams. In Construction Studies, Art and Engineering, students 
create pieces for evaluation. In Chemistry and Physics students should be able to do likewise, this would 
benefit future laboratory technicians as well as research scientists. Currently, there is the LC Applied 
pathway, but this is generally seen as a lesser version of the LC. This is a case where a segregation of 
pathways is problematic. 

 
15. If adapting to the types of learner and learning disabilities in the classroom is critical, then so too is 
catering for their different needs in the assessment process. Oral examinations can be beneficial for 
higher-level students [9] they are highly effective and widespread across central Europe. They could 
provide an opt-in alternative form of assessment for some elements of a course e.g. written submission 
or recorded oral discussion. The emphasis in oral examinations is not on the solution but the method of 
engagement and the choice of approach. I would also advocate for a degree of electronic assessment in 
each course. If the theory test for new learner drivers can be done on-line in specific centres, so too can 
multiple-choice at LC be delivered on-line in computer laboratories in schools or universities. The 
number and variety of questions is key to avoiding plagiarism. The advantage to this approach is that 
the answers need to be recognised, calculated or ruled-out, not learnt-off; and the entirety of the core 
course can be covered. This type of assessment can be mandatory and pass/fail, providing students and 
teachers with the option for multiple attempts during the course of the programme. 
 
16. In my ten years as a LC university observer, I have been shocked at the slow pace of reform in the 
layout of the papers. Until recently it was justified (problematic for dyslexic readers), single point 
spaced, with small and inappropriate font, and the questions remain crowded (because students and 
teachers expect to see question X on page Y). There are very well-established rules for presenting 
written material to accommodate students with reading or learning difficulties. Students are not being 
encouraged to read the entire paper and make an informed choice based on their preparedness and 
skills if, as appears to be the case, they are being trained in advance to seek out ‘the familiar on page Y’. 
‘Chance favours the prepared mind’; let us prepare the minds of our students for the unknown [10]. 
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17. In science I would strongly advocate for a ‘comprehension/analysis’ question to be introduced on 
the papers. It could use an extract from a public source e.g. newspaper or general article. It could ask 
students to respond in different ways e.g. explore the scientific method, propose and plot an alternative 
choice of data presentation, comment or convert the units of measurement, consider the accuracy or 
balance of the article, the target audience and the sources quoted, the ability to come to a definitive 
conclusion, “further experimentation required” etc. Responses would demonstrate an understanding of 
the scientific process. The preparation for this question would change the emphasis of the teaching and 
serve to counter the serious issue pervading social media of ‘pseudo or false science’ [11]. Another 
approach would be to present a media piece much like the taped aural in languages. This could be a 
video clip of an experiment for instance with questions on what they observed, how it was performed 
(safety/risk) and its purpose. Future citizens need to be scientifically literate and able to find and analyse 
information for themselves; to recognise rigour, objectivity and reliability. As it stands, evaluations of 
the marking system for both LC Biology and Chemistry papers would indicate that lower-level thinking is 
rewarded disproportionately highly [12] compared to higher levels of analysis, evaluation, and 
creativity.   
 
18. Continual assessment is an important element of any course. It provides opportunities for 
individual endeavour and reduces the ‘high stakes’ stress of the LC evaluation process [13]. In my view 
all LC subjects should have a minimum of 25% continual assessment spread over the two years of the 
course and far more where appropriate e.g. where a practical exam is present. It must be structured by 
the teacher e.g. fieldtrips work well as all students have equal opportunity to participate and an 
individual opportunity to present their findings in a report. The ideal time to bring a fieldtrip element 
into the two-year science programme is early in 5th year. It provides a future safety net for 6th year, 
reducing the dependency on performance in a short space of time, and promotes personal commitment 
and interest. One suggestion would be to combine this with a ‘Science in the Community’ activity to the 
LC courses in STEM. Students might first identify the ‘scientist in their community’ and interview them. 
This does not require a high-level of subject specific knowledge but provides cross-disciplinarily 
elements of social science practice into the science curriculum. I anticipate that this would be attractive 
to a variety of different students and might appeal to what are considered ‘female’ characteristics. 
Female representation in STEM structures is still very discipline-specific and uneven. Future 
scientists/citizens need to be able to value science, its contribution to their community and its breadth 
of application. Scientists in your Community include the beautician, pharmacist, doctor, nurse, 
construction worker, water/gas/electricity reader, farmer, teacher, chef, gardener, research student etc. 
A fieldtrip, an interview, video capture etc all require students to think ‘outside the box’. They require 
planning and preparation e.g. considering carbon neutrality in the mode of transport to an activity, or 
the ethical communication of your findings [14].  
 
19. There are significant periods of transition in students’ lives. For some, the progression from school 
to university or technical university is one of these. It is incredibly important that students at second 
level have set foot in their local third level institution and have encountered a university graduate other 
than their teacher. There are extraordinary resources (laboratories, libraries, computer resources, 
equipment, staff) which should be accessible to second level, and extraordinary opportunities to 
connect 2nd and 3rd level education establishments and practitioners. Establishing the connections and 
ensuring that those introductions have happened for all students can yield lifelong dividends, 
particularly those ‘scared’ by the effects of the pandemic. Universities are anxious to broaden 
participation and in particular are investing in more upskilling and micro-credentialing offerings to 
accommodate the multiple steps in any career journey [15]. The opportunities are there, what is needed 
is to find space in the overly full curricula of second level students and staff, and the pressurized 
professional lives of others. Change is rarely embraced unless doing nothing fails to be a viable option. 
In terms of LC reform that moment is now. 
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20. Executive Summary: 
 
LC reform should ensure that all its participants remain lifelong advocates of formal education.  
It must be restructured so to be fit-for-purpose and cognizant of the need  
• to prepare students and citizens for the changing world of work 
• to promote and reward, higher level thinking of analysis, creativity and discovery 
• to apply a range of teaching methodologies and assessment practices 
• to recognize diversity in the student body  
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SOLAS Submission and Opening Statement to the Joint Committee on 
Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

 
Leaving Certificate Reform  

October 2021  
 
1.0 Overview 
 
1.1 The National Further Education and Training Strategy 2020-2024: Future FET 

Transforming Learning provides a strong and collaborative structure to support 
system and national transformation. The Strategy, in parallel with connected policy 
and overall strategic ambition across the tertiary education landscape presents an 
opportunity to drive positive and tangible change in terms of Leaving Certificate 
reform. 

 
1.2 Our short submission provides detail on key areas for action and further discussion, 

including opportunities presented through strategic partnerships, enhanced all of 
system career guidance, curricular development, as well as short and longer term 
infrastructural and system transformation. 

 
1.3 The evidence is clear, over 70% of students in Ireland choose to enter higher 

education directly as their future pathway. This is out of step with other countries 
across the EU and indeed on the island of Ireland and the UK. Leaving Certificate 
reform should include a focus on all opportunities available for students, with the 
outcomes for all students front and centre. 

 
1.4 Whereas the impacts of the pandemic are fully acknowledged in terms of the real 

detriment and distress caused to students, their families, their teachers and the 
myriad of issues to tackle across the entire system; it is also clear from the solution 
focused commitment of all stakeholders that there is an environment to progress 
innovative decisions in terms of overall Senior Cycle senior cycle reform.  

 
1.5 SOLAS welcomes the Government commitment to reform of Senior Cycle, and with 

that the focus on the Leaving Certificate. We have already commenced 
engagement to advance this agenda, in partnership with key agencies such as the 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. Details of this are included in this 
submission.  

 
2.0  Strategic Context 

 
2.1 SOLAS is an agency within the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) and is the statutory authority for 
Further Education and Training (FET). SOLAS has responsibility for funding, co-
ordinating and monitoring of FET provision across Ireland and is also the statutory 
authority for apprenticeships. SOLAS is tasked with the responsibility of 
implementation of the ambitious Further Education and Training Strategy, Future 
FET; Transforming Learning 2020 – 2024 (the FET Strategy). 
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2.2 The FET Strategy sets out a clear strategic roadmap for the FET system which 
centres on the three core pillars of Building Skills, Fostering Inclusion and 
Creating Pathways. In addition, the Strategy includes a core group of enabling 
themes to support and underpin the vision and strategic targets of the Future FET 
agenda. The Strategy has the capacity to both enhance and transform what is 
already a very exciting system, supporting around 200,000 unique learners on an 
annual basis, primarily through the network of 16 Education and Training Boards 
(ETBs) across Ireland. The FET system is already delivering substantial positive 
outcomes for learners, apprentices, employees and employers.  

 
2.3 Within the pillar of Creating Pathways in the FET Strategy it is acknowledged that 

one of the impediments to developing interest in FET options for school leavers is 
the lack of exposure to vocational learning, and vocational options or pathways 
during the junior and senior cycles in many schools. This view was further 
reinforced through our engagement with the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) and in our formal submission to the public consultation on the 
reform of Senior Cycle. In the NCCA Senior Cycle Review Consultation Document 
and subsequent consultation report, it was noted that ‘…in the discussions held 
there was broad agreement that there is a need for more flexible, diverse 
pathways through senior cycle that allow students to access a variety of 
progression routes and to combine different types of learning, including technical, 
professional, vocational, creative and academic. The feedback tended to focus 
particularly on the need to develop vocational pathways and a desire for these 
pathways to have equal status with other pathways students might take through 
and beyond senior cycle’  

 
2.4 These aspects align closely with the vision for future FET. We can report that 

already very positive progress is well underway, in partnership with the DFHERIS, 
and though our strategic partnerships with the NCCA, the Central Applications 
Office (CAO), Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), the ETBs and ETBI, and with 
key stakeholders across the tertiary landscape. Certain aspects to strengthen and 
enhance pathways from school to FET are already gaining traction as well as 
potential wider work in terms of Leaving Certificate reform.  

 
2.5 Infrastructural and system innovation is a core element for progression however 

effective communications and access to information is of equal importance. 
Ensuring this concept is placed at the heart of reform, alongside an all-of-system 
career guidance component is key to this.  

 
3.0  The Current Environment  
 
3.1 SOLAS, in partnership with the Central Statistics Office conducted analysis to 

determine the percentage of school leavers choosing FET as a first option. This 
focused on Post Leaving Certificate provision in 2018 and evidenced that 21% of 
school leavers at Senior Cycle progressed to FET in 2018. We know this figure is an 
underestimate, for example it does not include the approx. 7,000 young people 
from age 16 who progress from school to Youthreach annually. It does however 
present the rationale for one of the key system outcomes in the FET Strategy, to 
increase the share of school leavers who choose FET as their 1st choice. This 
ambition is being supported through initiatives identified in this submission. It 
should also be noted that Ireland is acknowledged by the OECD as a country with 
higher than average third level attainment and progression. Departmental data 
reports evidence commencement of full time undergraduate HE programmes 
included 30,515 2nd level school leavers progressing straight to HE in the academic 
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year 2018/19 – equivalent to 71.3% with 31,085 2nd level students in the academic 
year 2019/20, maintaining the 71.3% allocation of school leavers. This is out of step 
with other countries across the EU and indeed on the island of Ireland and the UK. 
Leaving Certificate reform should include a focus on all opportunities available for 
students, with the outcomes for all students front and centre. 

 
3.2 SOLAS has recently established a formal partnership with the NCCA to progress a 

number of actions and opportunities identified in the FET Strategy in terms of 
pathways from school to FET. This builds on our research and analysis to date and 
takes account of current progression routes of school leavers and international 
practice. This suggested a potential role for FET in offering modules and tasters of 
vocational courses to second-level students where existing teaching resources do 
not have the required technical experience available. The positive impacts 
recorded by students provided with opportunities to engage with skills areas such 
as apprenticeship during Transition Year was also a key factor that shaped the 
strategic dialogue.  

 
3.3 The strategic partnership with the NCCA provides a platform on which to consider 

the introduction of offerings of Level 5 and Level 6 modules as an integrated part 
of the Senior Cycle alongside other options and components as implementation of 
the review progresses. This would actively build on the good practice examples of 
vocational skills and taster sessions, established at Transition Year (TY). The 
potential for apprenticeship taster offerings as a core part of TY is also currently 
being tested with some schools, with a month of the TY dedicated to this purpose. 
The scale of this collaborative practice has the potential to be further expanded, 
due to the significant advantage of the ETBs operating many second-level schools. 
This could facilitate piloting of any new approaches and perhaps support even 
earlier interventions to inform future potential pathways to FET.  

 
3.4 In tandem, SOLAS is engaging closely with the DFHERIS, the Central Applications 

Office, ETBI and ETBs to deliver on the requirement by Government to reform the 
CAO process. This policy, closely interlinked with the Senior Cycle reform, will 
enable students and their parents, career guidance practitioners and the wider 
Senior Cycle system to participate in a more equitable and informed process to 
support future choices. This will be achieved by integrating higher education 
options with further education and training routes, while also offering information 
on progression to apprenticeship. The initial phase of development for this reform 
is expected to commence in November this year, in time for the opening of the 
new CAO round. Students will be able to select initial progression options in further 
education and training alongside higher education choices, for the first time. There 
is also the potential, through use of wider system data and functionality which can 
prioritise key skills areas, leading to strong employment outcomes, such as in 
construction, or climate action to accompany this reform. 

 
3.5 The role of an all-of-system career guidance component is key to success for 

reform. The FET Strategy references the need for this, building on the independent 
report commissioned by Government on career guidance. In terms of 
communications, SOLAS has committed to national campaigns in the last number of 
years to improve the standing of FET and apprenticeship, and we have evidence 
this has made an impact; however, we acknowledge there is more to do. Promotion 
of the outcomes of study and engagement with FET and apprenticeship need 
further exposure and dissemination. For example, we can now evidence significant 
positive outcomes for learners who participate in Post Leaving Certificate 
provision, in terms of employment, and in progression to higher education, yet this 
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information needs to be more formally embedded within Senior Cycle guidance. A 
new platform to promote FET outcomes as well as provide enhanced accessibility 
to national labour market information will be made available later this year, with 
the aim to also support the CAO reform activities detailed above. This platform 
which will focus on #SmartChoices will be further developed across the tertiary 
education and skills system, in partnership over the coming months. This will 
ensure it is a practical and accessible tool for students, guidance practitioners, 
education and training boards and other stakeholders where the information and 
enhanced functionality can be of benefit. 

 
3.6  The Further Education and Training system, in response to the Pandemic undertook 

successfully, in consultation with QQI a number of initiatives in terms of 
assessment, for example this included the introduction of alternative assessments 
for apprenticeship. Timelines for submissions, particularly where accessibility or 
inclusion elements for learners were clearly demonstrated were also enabled. In 
addition to this, SOLAS expanded the online eCollege learning platform in order to 
provide free training to everyone, reaching over 30,000 people in 2020. The 
success of this outreach has been maintained with a similar number of learners 
enrolling on eCollege again this year. The pace of online and blended learning has 
been accelerated across the system, and with this we can all acknowledge the 
substantial benefits and innovations this could yield. However, what is also evident 
is a decrease in enrolments from learners in the FET system from more 
marginalised communities. And although indications, at this early stage is that DEIS 
schools may be benefiting from the recent decisions in Leaving Certificate 
assessments and the changes introduced for access to HE, we all need to be 
mindful that any future reforms, mainstreamed innovations, or practice need to 
take account of all students and learners, 

 
4.0  Points for consideration and discussion 
 
4.1 Continuing to strengthen pathways from school to FET is a key strategic objective 

which needs to be further explored. This builds on our points above, in terms of 
linkages with the NCCA, the CAO and the role of career guidance, promotion and 
access to information.  

 
4.2 Good practice across the tertiary education landscape should be embedded, 

ensuring practical experience of vocational pathways, and raising school awareness 
of FET and apprenticeship options is a given. This should be augmented by 
provision of accurate and accessible information on FET progression outcomes to 
influence and support school leaver choices. Significant promotional campaigns on 
FET and apprenticeship are vital to ensure that ETBs can compete on an equal 
footing in terms of choices for progression by school leavers with the campaigns for 
other pathways to higher education. 

 
4.3 It is also important that FET continues to support early school leavers by offering 

them routes back into education and training and potential careers through 
Youthreach provision for example. While a recent evaluation found clear value 
from this provision, there is a need to more closely link it to pathways within FET 
and beyond, building on the opportunity to reform the Leaving Certificate to 
ensure that it continues to evolve to meet the changing and more complex needs 
of participating learners. All of this should facilitate and contribute to a wider 
debate on the overall balance between FET and HE as a school leaver destination in 
the future, with FET ready to take on a greater share. Recent work completed on 
exploring transitions within FET and onwards to HE, provides a framework for 
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further opportunities and may also be of interest in terms of a future roadmap for 
reform of the Leaving Certificate. 

 
4.4 An integrated and inclusive system, where there is consistent learner support is 

one of the strategic aims of the FET Strategy. It is acknowledged by SOLAS that 
these principles are of equal footing across the tertiary education landscape and 
must be considered in terms of reform of the Leaving Certificate. A curriculum that 
can both serve the learning needs of students, including provision for the future 
world of work and society as whole, delivered on a fair and inclusive basis is a clear 
foundation on which to proceed. Significant progress has already been made in 
terms of the Fostering Inclusion pillar of the FET Strategy. This includes the launch 
of the all-of-Government 10-year Adult Literacy for Life Strategy and the 
development of the new universal design for learning in further education and 
training framework and associated guidance. 

 
4.5 In terms of innovation already underway, SOLAS is a stakeholder member of the 

working group to support the roll out of Computer Science to Post-Primary schools. 
The introduction of Computer Science as a Leaving Certificate subject as part of 
the Government’s overall commitment to embed digital technology in teaching and 
learning is welcomed by SOLAS. 

 
4,6 Whereas SOLAS have outlined many of the relevant strategic aspects in terms of 

matters pertinent to the reform of the Leaving Certificate, we fully support the 
views put forward by the Education and Training Boards and Education and Training 
Board Ireland (ETBI) that relate to specific components of delivery and reform. 
Views from the system providers’ perspective speak more directly to some of the 
areas of interest to Committee members, including options for assessment, key 
subject areas and digital learning and the Irish language and Irish medium 
education. 

 
5.0  Conclusion  
 
5.1 In summary SOLAS welcomes the opportunity given to us by the Joint Committee to 

provide a submission on matters related to the reform of the Leaving Certificate. 
We look forward to further engagement in this area, particularly in the context of 
the implementation of the national Further Education and Training Strategy. 



 

1 
Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, c/o Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Kildare Street, Dublin 2 Email: info@egfsn.ie 
Website: www.egfsn.ie  

 
 
Re: Expert Group on Future Skills Needs submission to Joint Committee on Education, Further 
and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science- Examination of Leaving Certificate 
Reform 
 
To whom it may concern 
The Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (EGFSN) has been requested to make a submission to the 
Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science, as it conducts its examination of Leaving Certificate Reform. 
 
As you will be aware, the EGFSN is the independent body, established in 1997, tasked with advising 
the Government on the current and future skills needs of the Irish economy. In making its 
recommendations on how these skills needs can be addressed, the secondary education system- and in 
particular the formative influence subject choices and guidance at leaving certificate level can have on 
future career choices- plays an integral role in ensuring a future pipeline of skills across the economy.  
 
Ensuring a leaving certificate cycle that is as responsive as possible to current and future labour 
market trends, that maximises awareness of the wide range of potential career opportunities, and 
which effectively prepares students for initial Higher Education, Further Education and Training and 
subsequent Lifelong Learning progression pathways, will be crucial for a number of reasons- to the 
economy’s capacity for dealing with change, to students’ future resilience in the labour market, and to 
providing a pipeline of the skills necessary to facilitate the change the economy will experience in the 
next decade and beyond. 
 
In this submission the Group responds to the interest, in a composite manner, posed by the Committee 
in the areas that are closest to the EGFSN’s remit. 
 
Drivers of change and Future Skills Needs in the Irish economy 
Overall, there will be a number of drivers of change for skills development policy over the coming 
decade. These drivers are:  

1. Digital transformation across all sectors of the economy. This is one that has been accelerated 
by the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic; 

2. Decarbonisation of the Irish economy, in order to meet Ireland’s climate action commitments;  
3. The need to support the diversification of Ireland’s trade with non-UK markets, and advance 

Ireland’s global interests; and 
4. The continuing emphasis these drivers will place on the facilitation of lifelong learning across 

Ireland’s workforce, including workforce transition through the provision of reskilling and 
upskilling pathways, and the development of transversal or soft skills that support 
employability and the ability to transition within or across job roles and sectors 
 

1) Transversal and Soft Skills, the Lifelong Learning Agenda and Enterprise Sector 
engagement 

The senior cycle should play a key role in supporting the future resilience of students in the labour 
market, through the embedding of transversal or softer skills that will enhance their employability and 
support their adaptation to changes in job roles or the need to transition within the labour market. The 
pace of technological change and the transition to a zero-carbon economy is generating sectoral and 
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occupational shifts that are placing a greater and continual emphasis on reskilling and upskilling 
across Ireland’s workforce- and will continue to do so over the course of the next decade. 
 
Employability and the work readiness of graduates is an issue that is being increasingly emphasised 
by employers (see publications such as the National Employer Survey, jointly commissioned by the 
HEA and SOLAS)- who point to the importance of soft skills over narrower technical expertise in a 
specific discipline. This includes the capacity for critical thinking and analysis, problem solving, 
communications, management and resilience. These are attributes that are critical in a constantly 
evolving and increasingly blended working environment, where teamwork and communication are 
key. The ability to develop these attributes, which will also support worker upskilling or reskilling as 
the labour market and skills needs evolve, should be embedded as far as possible in senior cycle 
learning. The enterprise sector will also have to contribute to this process, however, through proactive 
engagement with the student cohort across second level, in particular through work experience or 
‘taster’ courses. This will enhance awareness of workplace requirements, as well as the range of 
career opportunities available across the economy. 
 
The EGFSN most explicitly recognised the potential of transversal skills in supporting workplace 
adaptation and resilience in its 2018 Digital Transformation study. This study identified a number of 
transversal or soft skills critical to facilitating the successful adoption of digital technologies across 
the economy, and to coping with the continual evolution technological change brings. These included: 

• Leadership skills, which entail innovative thinking on how technology can be used to 
improve processes and business activities; 

• Interpersonal skills, to facilitate change management and content presentation, facilitation 
and conflict resolution. These skills are vital in implementing technology while maintaining a 
positive and productive culture within an organisation; and 

• Business skills, to enhance project manager effectiveness, or the business analysis skills to 
understand new approaches to programme management. 

 
Creativity is also a core transversal skill that will support innovation and growth, and the scope for its 
development should be maximised within senior cycle learning. With regard to Ireland’s goods and 
services trade, product and service innovation will also be key to advancing Ireland’s trade 
diversification agenda- especially as Irish based enterprise seeks to engage to an even greater extent 
with non-traditional markets. Besides science and engineering skills, with the rise of a more 
sophisticated consumer base internationally and demands- underpinned by technological advances- 
for more product and service personalisation, strategic design has been identified as the EGFSN as a 
key creative discipline and an important skills area for focus going forward. This is an area that the 
EGFSN had devoted two studies to over the last four years. 
 
Strategic design thinking is an approach to innovation that uses empathy and problem framing, 
combined with deep customer understanding, to develop implementable concepts that address user 
needs. Building upon the analysis outlined in the EGFSN’s latest 2020 Together for Design report, a 
Design Skills Implementation Group is progressing a number of recommendations- including 
engagement by the design community with the Institute of Guidance Counsellors to ensure that the 
career opportunities arising from design are well communicated to students, and exploration of the 
development of a Transition Year Design Programme to promote the uptake of design as a career. To 
complement these efforts, the scope for enhancing the role of creativity within senior cycle learning 
should be examined. 
 
From an assessment perspective, the dominance of the Leaving Certificate examination and so-called 
‘points race’ poses a challenge in terms of providing the integrated education experience required to 
develop higher order skills. There is growing recognition that concentration on rote learning to 
maximise points limits students’ education experience- meaning many students leave second level 
without developing the ability to self-manage their learning and become autonomous learners. The 
example provided by alternative methods of assessment during the Covid-19 pandemic, including 
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school-based assessment, should therefore be taken into account in the Committee’s deliberations. 
The Leaving Certificate process should use a wider variety of sources to provide evidence of learning 
and produce a qualification- such as the combination of examination results with continuous 
assessment by teachers, portfolios of achievement and learning journals. 
 
It has been suggested that standards may fall as a result of introducing school-based assessment. 
There is, however, no evidence connecting reliance on external exams with maintaining or improving 
standards. Instead, international evidence points to the greater involvement of teachers in assessment 
practice in classrooms and schools, and supporting them in this, is a key way of improving standards. 
McKinsey have highlighted how ‘the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its 
teachers’.1 Teachers should be seen as professionals who have the space for innovation to improve 
learning. The success of Leaving Certificate reform will therefore depend upon the flexibility of 
teachers and the allocation of adequate resources to support their continuing professional 
development. The reform should also provide schools with more scope to customise the curriculum to 
respond to their local needs.  
 

2) Digital Transformation 
The emergence of the digital economy will require a particular focus on helping embed digital 
skillsets, which are or will increasingly become prerequisites for integration into the workforce. From 
a digital skills perspective, in order to facilitate the transition to the digital economy, the European 
Union has set as a target 80% of the EU population having at least basic digital skills by 2030. The 
importance of digital skills as a core competency for workforce and social inclusion has been reflected 
in their inclusion, alongside general literacy and numeracy, in the Government’s recently launched 
Adult Literacy for Life- A 10 year Adult Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy. 
 
From a second level perspective, the EGFSN acknowledges the work that has been ongoing at 
embedding digital skillsets across the school going cohort, through the implementation of the 
Department of Education’s Digital Strategy for Schools, the introduction as part of the Junior Cycle 
curriculum of Digital Literacy, and, crucially, the phased introduction of Computer Science as part of 
the Leaving Certificate curriculum.   
 
A major component of this digital transformation process will be the deployment of artificial 
intelligence across Ireland’s economy and society. The roadmap for this has been set out in the 
Government’s Artificial Intelligence strategy, AI- Here for Good- National AI Strategy. In this 
strategy the Department of Education is committed to considering how AI can be incorporated into 
future policy for digital learning. The EGFSN is also currently examining the skills implications of 
AI’s rollout- specifically the non-technical (i.e. non-High level ICT) skills necessary for the safe, 
ethical and trustworthy deployment, management and regulation of AI in the medium to long term. 
The findings of this analysis, which should be published in early 2022, should also be a key 
consideration in leaving certificate content going forward. 
 
Underpinning this process of cross sectoral digital transformation are of course the advanced or 
higher-level ICT skills required to design, build, implement and maintain the integrity of high-level 
ICT systems driving this transformation- in areas including Artificial Intelligence, Data Analytics, the 
Internet of Things, Cloud Computing, Distributed Ledger Technologies and Cybersecurity. As 
identified in the 2019 National Employer Survey, commissioned by the Higher Education Authority 
and SOLAS, and the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs own 2019 report, Forecasting the Future 
Demand for High Level ICT Skills in Ireland, the output of high-level ICT skills from the education 
and training system is failing to keep pace with demand across the economy.  
 
As has been borne out by the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, digital transformation was in 2019 
expected to increase this demand even further- at a time when domestic supply and competition for 
international ICT talent is already acute. As an issue now impacting on the competitiveness of all 

 
1 www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-insights/how-the-worlds-best-performing-school-systems-come-out-on-top 
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sectors, this is no longer solely a sectoral issue for the Technology industry, but a national economic 
priority.  
 
The Government is seeking to respond to this ever increasing demand for high level ICT skills 
through the actions set out in Technology Skills 2022- Ireland’s Third ICT Skills Action Plan, which 
rest largely on the Further Education and Training and Higher Education sectors, as well as enhancing 
Ireland’s status as a location of choice for international ICT talent. Over the course of the Plan, 
Government, industry and the education and training system have been seeking to increase annual 
domestic supply of high-level ICT graduates to 12,500 by 2022, from a 2018 baseline of 7,500.  
 
The secondary education system has a key role to play in helping deliver on these targets, through the 
implementation and realisation of the ambitions- in particular those around female participation- in 
the STEM Education Policy Statement, 20170-2026, and the broader rollout and resourcing of the 
Computer Science leaving certificate programme. This should include the better resourcing of girls’ 
schools to facilitate STEM and computer science programme provision. This will help boost the 
pipeline and diversity of students into related technology or ICT courses at third level, and therefore 
graduate supply in this critical area for the Irish economy.  
 
This expansion of Computer Science provision, however, along with other key disciplines within 
STEM, could be frustrated by the difficulties currently being experienced in the recruitment of 
teachers for these subjects. In common with the staffing experience at tertiary level, competition from 
the private sector and its associated financial rewards can serve to reduce the pool of specialists 
willing to enter teaching roles. The current requirements for Teaching Council registration are also 
onerous and inflexible for those seeking to convert to a teaching career- with a 2-year Masters in 
Education a prerequisite. For the moment, this has limited efforts to expand the computer science 
teaching pool to the upskilling of current qualified teachers.  
 

3) Environmental sustainability and the Built Environment 
From an environmental sustainability perspective, related skills- either technical decarbonisation 
skills or environmental awareness- will also need to be embedded across leaving certificate provision 
(e.g. Construction Studies, Engineering, Business Studies, Accountancy) to secure a flow of new 
entrants into the activities identified as necessary in the Government’s Climate Action Plan in helping 
deliver on carbon emissions reduction across all sectors of the economy. These include increases in 
Wind and Solar energy generation, the energy efficient retrofit of Ireland’s residential, commercial 
and public sector building stock, and the wider deployment of electric vehicles.  
 
The Expert Group on Future Skills Needs will shortly be publishing its study on the skills required to 
deliver on these Climate Action ambitions.2 The Government’s climate action commitments will drive 
demand for a range of engineering, environmental, and construction skillsets over the next decade and 
beyond. The requirement for construction skills in particular will be a crucial driver of Government 
ambitions over the next ten years, with a range of ambitious targets set across the climate action 
agenda, infrastructure (through Project Ireland 2040), and the new Housing for All strategy.  
 
The EGFSN has forecast that residential retrofit commitments alone will require an additional 13,000 
workers each year from 2023 until the end of the decade, and that the 40,000 workers involved in 
residential new builds will need to double to 80,000 by 2028. In order to deliver on these targets, 
construction and its associated occupations (engineering, architecture, surveying) will need to form a 
core part of leaving certificate reform. In this respect, the commitment in the Action Plan for 
Apprenticeship, 2021-2025, to explore the development of apprenticeship taster courses as part of 
Transition Year and Senior Cycle reform is welcome in securing the subsequent pipeline of 
construction related students in Further and Higher Education. 
 

 
2 Skills for Zero Carbon- The Demand for Renewable Energy, Residential Retrofit and Electric Vehicle Deployment Skills to 2030 
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Addressing gender imbalance within built environment activities will also need to be supported in the 
context of Leaving Certificate reform, in order to inform career choices and expand the potential skills 
pipeline. As reflected in the EGFSN’s 2020 Built Environment report, Building Future Skills, female 
Junior and Senior cycle students should be afforded greater access to Built Environment subjects and 
facilities- a lack of exposure at second level is a critical barrier to future female participation in the 
sector. Schools within a region could work together to provide access to additional subjects and 
facilities. There could also be greater investment in facilities in girls’ schools to provide courses in 
design and communication graphics (technical drawing), technology, engineering, applied maths and 
construction studies. 
 

4) Trade Diversification and advancing Ireland’s global interests 
The UK’s departure from the European Union has meanwhile reinforced the Government’s trade 
diversification agenda, in particular amongst indigenous firms ordinarily reliant on the UK market. 
From a goods trade perspective, Ireland’s status as an “island off an island” has further increased the 
demand for logistics and supply chain management skillsets, to ensure the orderly and competitive 
distribution of goods trade between Ireland and overseas markets. Ireland’s increasing status as a 
centre of excellence for Multinational Supply Chain operations will also drive demand for these 
skillsets.  
 
Arising from previous analysis undertaken by the EGFSN (2018’s Addressing the Skills Needs Arising 
from the Potential Trade Implications of Brexit), the Department of Transport now chairs a Logistics 
and Supply Chain skills group, composed of Government, Industry and education and training 
representatives. Despite its importance, one of the issues the group is working to address is the 
negative perception and lack of awareness of logistics and supply chain management activities, as 
well as their associated career opportunities, amongst school leavers. This is impacting on the 
potential skills pool, with demand for new entrants running at c.3,000 per year. This should be 
addressed through greater incorporation of logistics and supply chain content within the leaving 
certificate curriculum. 
 
A further support to this trade diversification agenda, as well as the ability of graduates, and Ireland 
more generally, to operate and advance its interests in an increasingly globalised world, is the 
languages agenda and the greater cultural awareness skills that accompany it. The importance of 
enhancing Ireland’s pool of language skills from a comparatively low base was emphasised in two 
EGFSN studies over the past decade- and this directly resulted in the development of Languages 
Connect, Ireland’s strategy for foreign languages over the period 2017-2026, which in itself is 
targeting an enhanced pool of skills in 12 key languages.   
 
Much of this increase in the supply of language skills- which will ultimately be reflected first at 
Higher Education level and then the pool of language skills at the disposal of the enterprise sector- 
must be driven through the primary and post-primary sectors, as reflected in the actions laid down in 
Languages Connect. The strategy sets out ambitious targets for increasing the number of candidates 
sitting foreign language exams at Junior and Senior cycle by 2026.3 Properly promoting and 
resourcing foreign language learning at senior cycle level will be crucial in advancing this languages 
agenda. As with STEM and Computer Science, however, there have also been difficulties around 
recruiting the teaching staff necessary to facilitate the expansion and diversity of language learning at 
secondary level, across target languages such as German, Spanish, Italian, Russian, Japanese and 
Arabic. 
 

Expert Group on Future Skills Needs 
6th October 2021 

 
3 Increasing the number of students sitting an exam at Junior Cycle to 100%, the percentage of schools offering two or more foreign 
languages as part of Transition Year to 100%, and the percentage of students presenting for a Foreign Language for leaving certificate to 
79% (from 69% in 2016). 
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1. Introduction 
The Higher Education Colleges Association (HECA) welcomes the opportunity to submit to the Joint 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
(JCEFHERIS) on the Leaving Certificate Reform. HECA is the representative body for the majority of 
private higher education institutions in Ireland.  HECA members offer quality assured, flexible, cost-
effective programmes (between Levels 6-9 on the National framework of Qualifications) which are 
both validated and awarded by Quality & Qualifications Ireland (QQI).   In the last academic year, 
HECA member HEIs had 27,000 enrolled students representing approximately 12% of the total 
higher education student population in Ireland.  
 

2. Executive Summary 
The Irish Leaving Certificate was established in 1924 and has had minimal reform over the last 
century. Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Ireland had two Leaving Certificate cycles where 
continuous assessment was an option along with the traditional terminal exam. This was a welcome 
initiative by students and parents who have found that the traditional terminal exam 
disproportionately rewards those who are good at recall and memorising sections of the curriculum 
without engaging in critical thinking, problem solving, or other skills required for successful 
participation in the post school 21st century social, educational and labour environment.  
 
While the Leaving Certificate reform should have a strong focus on alternative and more inclusive 
assessment options other than the current terminal exam, it should also address the overwhelming 
focus of the Leaving Certificate on access to higher education. It is essential that all reforms should 
promote equality and inclusion for the diverse range of learners participating in the senior cycle. 
 
 

3. Assessment Options 
The Leaving Certificate/Senior Cycle needs to prepare students with the skills to be successful global 
and national citizens and able to adapt to the rapidly changing labour market. New curricula and 
periodic cycles for curriculum review have been developed in many countries which focus on 
developing not only knowledge, but also skills, values, attitudes and interpersonal awareness which 
are required for fully engaging in the 21st century (OECD, 20181). HECA welcomes the curricula 
changes in the Senior Cycle which begin to address these 21st century needs and the introduction of 
Leaving Certificate class-based assessments/course work and components to promote critical 
analysis, problem solving, creativity and collaborative learning. However, we suggest that this has 
not gone far enough and needs to consider the limitations of the Senior Cycle curriculum if there is 
significant focus on rote learning and recall for the current terminal written exams rather than the 
interrogation and critical evaluation of information and ideas.  
 
A further concern is how the Leaving Certificate appears to primarily focus on CAO points and 
gaining entrance to higher education. The Leaving Certificate reform should consider that while 
exams and assessments would provide a basis for selection to higher education, it should consider 
access to a range of other pathways in the post school world, i.e., foundation courses, 
apprenticeships, internships, work placements and further education rather than being the sole 
pathway to higher education for young people.  
 

 
1 Education in Ireland: An OECD Assessment of the Senior Cycle Review 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/7b915e09-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/7b915e09-en
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Going forward, HECA, advocates the following points with respect to assessment options: 
 

● The restructuring of the Leaving Certificate should not be solely as a mechanism for higher 
education.  

● The  assessment  of  learning  for  senior-cycle students  should  reflect  student  voice  and  
capture  the  wide  range  of  their  abilities  and knowledge. 

● Staggering exams and assessments throughout the senior-cycle rather than focusing on a 
three-week window at the end of fourteen years of education. Staggering and pacing 
assessments will also provide a fairer distribution of results and self-awareness of learning 
needs. 

● Providing different ways to measure educational performance which supports the varied 
styles of learners. A terminal written exam is not as supportive or inclusive for all students. 

● Broadening the Leaving Certificate and the CAO points system. 
● Increasing focus on formative learning, with multiple and more creative assessment options, 

progression paths and with a high value on experiential learning. 
● Having an inclusive curriculum that includes options for senior-cycle students such as 

increasing specialisations, apprenticeships, voluntary work and life skills.  
● The traditional Leaving Certificate exams rewards students from a more affluent background 

who have the support of private tutoring services in preparation for their exams. The extra 
tutoring provides the opportunity to obtain higher CAO points and further discriminate 
against students of lower economic means in gaining access to their preferred higher 
education programme. It is important that the Leaving Certificate reform results in a fair, 
equitable and inclusive exam that does not favour those who have access to these services.  

● Students experience high levels of stress and anxiety with respect to the terminal Leaving 
Certificate exams. During COVID-19, it was noted that students’  anxiety  and  stress  were  
significantly  reduced  when  they  had Leaving Certificate options.    

● The Leaving Certification needs to be aligned with the newly reformed junior cycle and other 
education levels. Assessments should consider the variety of assessment methods used  in  
the  Junior Cycle and apprenticeships/traineeships, as well as in further and higher 
education.  

● A continuation and broadening of the criteria of the Department of Education 2019 pilot 
scheme which allowed for an alternative setting of the Leaving Certificate, for students who 
through no fault of their own missed out on the terminal Leaving Certificate exam(s).  

● The turnaround of results from the terminal Leaving Certificate should be reduced so that 
students (and parents) have more time to prepare for the next steps/educational path. 

● The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated that teachers can professionally assess their 
students albeit with challenges. The Reform should consider the following with respect to 
school-based or continuous assessment: 

o Implement different forms of continuous and school-based assessment. Continuous 
assessment by way of assignments, tasks and interviews promotes independent 
learning and offers students better preparation for further education.  

o Alternatives to exams such as project work, oral  presentations,  performance,  
design  tasks  and  written  texts  are  already  included  as assessment methods in 
our Established Leaving Certificate and the Leaving Certificate Applied programmes. 
However, these assessments are effectively overshadowed by an exam process 
condensed into a stressful three weeks at the end of fourteen years of schooling. 

o Consider a model of external moderation of school-based assessments and 
coursework representing continuous assessment e.g., Portfolios.  

● Smaller national assessment instruments  (e.g., the current digital badge model) could be 
used to assess particular competencies. 
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● The time is right now to develop a rich, multi-faceted assessment process for the senior-
cycle that is not dependent on performance over a short window in time.  

● To reduce the ‘predict and memorise’ emphasis and reliance on 100% summative exam, 
include more novel assessment instruments – group work, presentations, multimedia 
project work (podcasts, video, reflective writing (blogging). Consider a portfolio component 
(worth % of total grades) that demonstrates the attainment of practical soft skills across 
different subjects – communication, teamwork, analytical reasoning and critical thinking. 

● Studying the 16-19 age cohort and tailoring assessment to meet their needs (Burns et al 
20182). 

● Consideration should be given towards credit for achievements outside the classroom, 
community activities, sporting achievements and personal achievements. 

 

4. Key Subjects and Digital Learning 
The use of digital technology to support teaching and learning in secondary schools has increased 
over the last decade but it is the COVID-19 pandemic which has brought approaches to digital 
learning, literacy and competencies to the forefront. The traditional Leaving Certificate exam does 
not prepare students sufficiently to use technology to improve their learning, nor does it prepare 
students for digital literacy or core e-safety skills. Focused use of digital technology and digital 
learning environments (DLE) would increase the teaching and assessment options (both formative 
and summative) for teachers as well as promote more novel ways of interaction, which are already 
familiar to digital natives. Learning technology professionals could be employed in schools to 
implement and support these activities.  
 
Digital learning tools and technology combined with core e-safety skills enable students to develop 
effective self-directed learning skills, sharpen critical thinking skills, accommodate different learning 
styles and promote online safety and ethics, which are vital preparation for developing safe, 
independent and digital literate learners. In reality, to prepare students for the modern world, digital 
literacy should be considered as the fourth pillar of education alongside reading, writing and maths. 
 
COVID-19 has also highlighted the digital divide which has resulted in thousands of students unable 
or struggling to access digital teaching and learning because of the lack of digital resources i.e., lack 
of internet connectivity or a laptop. Closing the digital divide should be a key target when 
considering incorporating digital learning into the senior cycle curriculum.  
 
HECA welcomes the senior cycle introduction of Politics and Society, Physical Education, and 
Computer Science as the initial new subjects of the Leaving Certificate reforms; further curriculum 
expansion to cover well-being, citizenship, emerging technologies, etc. as well as more flexible 
options for delivery are recommended.   
 

5. Access, Equality and Well-being Supports 
HECA believes that we need to implement assessments which capture, and reward students' diverse 
learning abilities rather than the current Leaving Certificate which rewards learners who excel in 
memory recall. To have inclusiveness, the Leaving Certificate reform needs to accommodate 
different learning styles and help students to understand their preferences. Therefore, curriculum 

 
2 Denise Burns, Ann Devitt, Gerry McNamara, Joe O'Hara & Martin Brown 
(2018) Is it all memory recall? An empirical investigation of intellectual skill requirements in 
Leaving Certificate examination papers in Ireland, Irish Educational Studies, 37:3, 351-372, DOI: 
10.1080/03323315.2018.1484300 
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and assessment options at senior cycle should allow for sufficient distinction between students of 
different abilities and to support this objective, an emphasis on the principles of Universal Design in 
the classroom and on the DLE is warranted. 

Overall, schools make every effort to create an inclusive environment for all learners, regardless of 
the backgrounds or aptitude, however, student teacher ratios need to be addressed and reducing 
the class sizes would be a major move forward in giving more flexibility in any evolution of the senior 
cycle reform. Of special consideration are large class sizes in disadvantaged areas which are further 
reinforcing the disadvantage. More teachers would greatly reduce class size and improve the 
teaching and learning experience. 

Curriculum and assessment options at senior cycle and access routes to further and higher 
education require improved consideration of the challenges faced by learners with disabilities and 
also learners from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

We should continue to explore and expand the support options provided to disadvantaged learners 
working closely with related advocacy groups.  
 
A dedicated taskforce should be created to identify initiatives that will increase the participation 
rates in further and higher education participation rates in areas such as Dublin 1, 2, 13 and similarly 
under-represented districts in Limerick, Cork and nationally.  
 

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

We have listed some potentials to explore as follows: 

• Consideration needs to be given on CAO and in career guidance to present options as an 
integrated set within each discipline e.g. 

o Engineering guidance should show all programmes including apprentices, further 
education and higher education.  

o Such guidance should also highlight characteristics such as payment during learning, 
focus of the learning being applied or academic and future potential roles for the 
learner. 

o Such guidance should also reduce the almost explicit focus on the NFQ level number  

• Have flexibility between programmes so transitioning is facilitated and lateral moves 
possible.   

• Consider the establishment of alumni groups to support students with post-education 
decision making. Alumni could discuss their experiences of school and describe their 
progression after school (apprenticeships, college, work, volunteering or travelling). 

• Introduce students to career development and how it has evolved from a more employer-
led concept to a more individual and lifelong responsibility. 

• Explore alternative career options (apprenticeships) and enlist the support of the Regional 
Skills Fora, SOLAS, Intreo and the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs to provide user-
friendly and accessible information for students, parents and guidance counsellors. 

• Reintroduce one-to-one career guidance rather than group guidance sessions in second 
level. 
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• Develop multi-channel, innovative and technological solutions (web portal) to deliver 
appropriate and flexible support for students. See more recommendations in IBEC campaign 
– Smarter World, Smarter Work in 2018.    
 

7. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
The Irish language should be promoted as a living language with a focus on oral Irish and learning to 
use the Irish language in daily life. The success of the Gael Scoileanna shows us what is needed.  Irish 
should not be a ‘subject’ but a means of communication and the Irish language curriculum should 
focus on the spoken word from primary and secondary school to the senior cycle.  

Some possibilities to explore are as follows:  
● Those who wish to continue with the language towards fluency do so on an elective basis, 

allowing those who don’t to advance other interests. 
● Provide a numeric national measurement scale as in English (TOEFL, IELTS) in addition to the 

CEFR scheme of A1 to C2 
● Require a certain proficiency (e.g., 4/5 on a scale of 1 to 10 in spoken Irish) 
● Language competency is best assessed by the class teacher over a continuous period rather 

than in standalone exams. 
● Leaving Certificate oral exams should be replaced with the continuous assessment of pupils 

by their own language teachers over the two years of senior cycle. 
 

8. International Evidence and Best Practice 
In the past, the Leaving Certificate has maintained a relatively good international reputation for high 
academic standards, however concerns are now voiced on whether the traditional Leaving 
Certificate exam represents the fairest or most satisfactory way of assessing student’s abilities and 
aptitudes and whether it sufficiently prepares learners for the 21st century post school environment.  
 
Some considerations from international practice are as follows: 
 

• Some of the European models (France/Netherlands) take the pressure off secondary 
education with lower points requirements for higher education institutions and by allowing 
greater numbers access to programmes.   

• First year as a general broad study year, allowing learners to specialise in later years. 
• There are many models of education and consideration of the use of technology to allow for 

personalized learning pathways. 
• Reducing class sizes indicates better performance. 

 

 

 

Contact 
Patricia O Sullivan, HECA Executive Director. Email: patriciaosullivan@heca.ie 

https://www.smartfutures.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Informed-Choices-Career-Guidance.pdf
https://www.smartfutures.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Informed-Choices-Career-Guidance.pdf
mailto:patriciaosullivan@heca.ie


October 2021

AsIAm’s Submission to the Joint Oireachtas
Committee on Education, Further and Higher
Education, Research, Innovation and Science

on proposed reforms to the Senior Cycle,
including the Leaving Certificate

Examinations

AsIAm warmly welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Joint Oireachtas

Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and

Science on the subject of proposed reforms to the Senior Cycle, including the Leaving

Certificate examinations and assessments. It is our ambition that the proposed reforms

to the Leaving Certificate take steps to proactively and inclusively address the barriers to

education that many Autistic students experience, which can range from negative

experiences at school, to unmet educational support needs, to added stress and anxiety

around the examinations and assessment process. As Ireland’s National Charity for the

Autism Community, we see that the Leaving Certificate’s format and rigid focus on rote

learning and the ‘points race’ has a disproportionate impact on our community, we have

continuously advocated for an examination process that takes into consideration the

strengths and differences that Autistic students possess; that is flexible enough to

accommodate neurodiverse ways of learning and absorbing information, as well as for

more tailored, consistent and continuous support for students who are going through

the examination process. We have, through our Training Department, sought to bring

about a greater understanding of autism and the barriers that might present at

secondary school and at University by providing online and in-person training, as well as

through our Autism-Friendly Schools and Autism-Friendly Universities programmes.
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Executive Summary

● Ensure that the autism community, including Autistic students, are actively

consulted and can proactively contribute towards the design and production

of all future changes to the Senior Cycle, including the Leaving Certificate

examinations;

● Ensure that future reforms to the Senior Cycle are designed in accordance

with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and on the

Principles of Universal Design for Learning, so that all aspects of the Leaving

Certificate are accessible to all Autistic students;

● Develop soft skills programmes, employment support programmes and

increase access to career guidance advice and counselling services to ensure

that all Autistic people, across a diversity of support needs, can access

employment and higher and further education opportunities.

● Increase further and vocational education options, including access to

apprenticeships, so that more Autistic people have more options when they

leave school;

● Provide more choice and flexibility in all ways in how students are assessed

to meet the diverse needs of all students, including Autistic students, to be

fully accessible to Autistic students and students with disabilities across the

diversity of strengths and support needs.

● Ensure that the voices and experiences Autistic students are taken on board

when making future reforms to the Leaving Cert which impact students’

wellbeing, and increase mental health supports for Autistic students.

● Mainstream autism and disability into all future policy decisions around the

Senior Cycle.

This opportunity to reexamine the Senior Cycle comes at a timely moment given that we

have an opportunity, post-COVID-19, to make significant reforms to our education

system which will benefit all students. This also provides an opportunity for the State to

mainstream autism and disability across the wider education system in line with the

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. These include

reshaping the systems used to determine entry into third-level to meet the expanding

diversity of strengths and access needs of Senior Cycle students, but also to offer a wider

range of post-Leaving Certificate options by expanding opportunities for students to

2



pursue apprenticeships and further education opportunities. AsIAm anticipates that this

should offer more career pathways for students, and challenge the stigma that may be

associated with apprenticeships and further and vocational education,1 particularly the

perception that everybody has to go to University to get into their chosen career.

A national conversation around how best to reform the Leaving Certificate has been

taking place for some time2. This has been informed by the experiences of students who

were given the choice to use calculated grades to form part or all of their overall exam

results.3 Indeed, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students has sparked a wider

public debate around Leaving Cert reforms, and whether the current Leaving Certificate

and the ‘points race’ for third-level places have on young people’s wellbeing, and if it

reflects our values as a society, particularly towards education. Indeed, the aftermath of

COVID-19 has presented an opportunity for Ireland to create the kind of substantive

reforms needed to ensure that our education system both meets the skills needed for

our economy, and build a more equal, inclusive society.  Such reforms should, as the

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) notes, “help equip

Irish children and youth with the skills to face the challenges of the 21st century, succeed

in higher education, enter and progress successfully in the labour market, access a range

of alternative education pathways, and exercise a responsible global citizenship.”

Reforms to the Senior Cycle should offer students a wide range of choice and flexibility,

for increased opportunities for students to pursue subjects that match their interests

and be fully accessible and inclusive to students across the full diversity of abilities and

support needs, in line with Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities. It should also align with the Principles of Universal Design for

Learning, which allows the curriculum to be flexible and be designed to ensure that all

students have equitable opportunities to engage in learning by introducing more

3 O’Connor, A., ‘Let the pandemic's silver lining be Leaving Cert reform’, The Irish Examiner (Cork, 19 Feb 2021),
https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/columnists/arid-40229495.html, accessed 01 Oct 2021.

2 Donnelly, K., ‘Lessons from the pandemic: principals call for Leaving Cert reform’, The Irish Independent, (Dublin, 02
Jun 2021),
https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/education/lessons-from-the-pandemicprincipals-call-for-leavingcert-reform-
40492973.html, accessed 05 Oct 2021.

1 O’Brien, C., ‘Trainee mechanic says more school-leavers should consider apprenticeships’, The Irish Times (Dublin, 19
Apr 2021),
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/trainee-mechanic-says-more-school-leavers-should-consider-apprentice
ships-1.4540754, accessed 05 Oct 2021.
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flexible means of teaching, assessment and support which meet the diversity of

students, and their constituent strengths and support needs.4

The Senior Cycle’s current format disadvantages Autistic students

The current format of the Leaving Certificate, and what it expects of students, poses

significant and often disproportionate barriers to many Autistic people fulfilling their

potential5, particularly those with additional educational support needs, as well as those

with other forms of neurodiversity, disabled students and students who experience other

forms of educational disadvantage. The current system’s near singular focus on rote

learning and its ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to assessing students, with much of the

curriculum dedicated to preparing students to sit the Leaving Certificate exams and as

an entry system into third-level, the workforce and adult life with few opportunities for

students to pursue their non-curricular or particularly their focused interests, fails to

meet the diversity of learning styles, academic strengths and needs of our student

population, particularly Autistic students. Furthermore, the focus on rote learning can

have substantial impacts on an Autistic person’s, and indeed people with disabilities’,

employment outcomes when they leave school, and may be seen as one of the many

contributing factors towards Ireland’s dismal record on employing disabled people.

Recent EUROSTAT statistics showed that just 32.2% of people with disabilities were in

employment in 2017, when compared to the EU average (50.6%)6 - the worst in western

Europe. Employment outcomes being particularly poor for Autistic people and people

with intellectual disabilities - over 80% of Autistic people are unemployed or

underemployed7. This stresses the need for developing soft skills and for employment

support programmes, in conjunction with improved access to career guidance and

counselling supports, to be a part of the Senior Cycle programme, particularly for Autistic

students who are in special schools and in autism classes in mainstream schools.

7 The UK National Autistic Society, ‘The autism employment gap: Too Much Information in the workplace’, p. 5,
https://www.autism.org.uk/~/media/nas/get-involved/tmi/tmi%20employment%20report%2024pp%20web.ashx?la=en
-gb, accessed 06 Oct 2021.

6 Moloney, C., Academic Network of European Disability Experts, ‘2018/2019 country fiche on disability’, p. 34.
https://www.disability-europe.net/downloads/945-country-report-on-the-european-semester-ireland. Accessed: 6th
August 2020

5 Horgan, J. ‘Irish Teacher: The Leaving Cert just isn't fair’, The Irish Examiner (Cork, 16 Sep 2021),
https://www.irishexaminer.com/lifestyle/people/arid-40698593.html, accessed 06 Oct 2021.

4 AHEAD, ‘Universal Design for Learning’ https://www.ahead.ie/udl, accessed 05 Oct 2021.
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What does the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

and General Comment 4 outline the right to education for Autistic children and

children with disabilities in Ireland?

Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

states that people with disabilities have the same right to inclusive education as their

non-disabled peers, to develop their human potential, dignity, personality, respect for

human rights and diversity, fully develop their talents, personality and abilities and fully

participate in a free society.8 For secondary school students, this obliges States to:

● ensure that students are not excluded from their local secondary school on

disability grounds,

● have equal access to the same inclusive secondary education in their local

community,

● access reasonable accommodations for their support needs,

● receive effective and person-centred support and the need for not just developing

an inclusive education system, but also ensuring that the design of curricula can

be accessed by everyone, including Autistic students across the breadth of

support needs.

General Comment 4, which covers Inclusive Education, provides additional guidance on

how the Department of Education can make the Senior Cycle more inclusive for Autistic

students. It highlights the need for all teachers and support staff to receive training to

support Autistic people to be inclusively educated in their local school, where possible,

and to support Autistic students, particularly Autistic students who are in mainstream

schools, according to their level of support needs.9 Such training should: “address a basic

understanding of human diversity, growth and development, the human rights model of

disability, and inclusive pedagogy including how to identify students’ functional abilities

-strengths, abilities and learning styles- to ensure their participation in inclusive

educational environments.”10 It also states that teachers should receive additional

training about the use of appropriate augmentative and alternative modes, means and

formats of communication, including large print, accessible multimedia, Easy-to-Read,

and plain language,  education techniques and materials to support persons with

10 Ibid., p. 23.

9 United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, General Comment 4 on Inclusive Education,
p.22 https://www.refworld.org/docid/57c977e34.html

8 Article 24, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-24-ed
ucation.html, accessed 04 Oct 2021
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disabilities.11 It also states that teachers need practical guidance and support in providing

an education tailored to meet the learning styles and abilities of every student, including

Autistic students.12

Impact of the Senior Cycle on the Mental Health of Students

The current format of the Senior Cycle has a significant impact on the mental health of

students, particularly Autistic students. According to the Irish Second-Level Students

Union, over 71% of Senior Cycle students have experiences with their mental health13,

which was particularly pronounced among girls and non-binary students.14 This was

often attributed to the academic workload at school and/or the prospect of examinations

during the Senior Cycle, which nearly 80% of students experienced at some point in their

time at school,15 particularly during exam season. Many students also highlighted that

there are significant barriers to accessing mental health support at school16, and that the

Senior Cycle has a disproportionate focus on grades and study as opposed to physical

and mental wellbeing, and does not give adequate consideration for their personal

circumstances or their mental health.17 Moreover, many Autistic students, particularly

Autistic girls, may find themselves having to mask, camouflage or hide their Autistic

traits at school and are more likely to experience ‘Autistic burnout’, which can be

pervasive and have real and damaging long-term consequences on their mental health

and wellbeing18.  This is something that should be kept in mind when reforms to the

Leaving Certificate are considered by the Department of Education, the Joint Oireachtas

Committee on Education, as well as key stakeholders in the education system, such as

parents, Boards of Management, teachers, and teachers unions.

This augurs the need for students, including Autistic students, to have input into any

future reforms, to be involved in such reform’s design and implementation, and to be

18 Winegarner, B., ‘‘The Battery’s Dead’: Burnout Looks Different in Autistic Adults’, The New York Times (New York, 3
Sep 2021), https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/03/well/live/Autistic-burnout-advice.html, accessed 06 Oct 2021.

17 Ibid., p. 40.

16 Ibid., p. 36.

15 Ibid., p. 34.

14 Irish Second-Level Students Union, ‘ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report 2021’
https://www.issu.ie/news2/senior-cycle-reform-report, p. 34, accessed 28 Sep 2021.

13 Irish Second-Level Students Union, ‘ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report 2021’
https://www.issu.ie/news2/senior-cycle-reform-report, p. 34, accessed 28 Sep 2021.

12 Ibid., p.23.

11 United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, General Comment 4 on Inclusive Education,
p. 23.
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included in any future reforms aimed at protecting the mental health and wellbeing of

all secondary school students.

The experiences of Autistic students and neurodivergent students

Autistic students and for neurodivergent students have a wide diversity of experiences of

both going through Senior Cycle and sitting the Leaving Certificate exams.  An example

of this is the disparate experiences in getting reasonable accommodations - whilst some

students are able to get the supports they need, such as access to a separate room or

extra time, this isn’t always the case for many Autistic students, and the often

prescriptive way of getting supports may mean that the supports may not always match

their needs or be consistently applied.

This is particularly the case with schools that are situated in highly competitive areas

such as Dublin and Cork, where academic achievement is often prioritised over personal

development. In these schools, AsIAm notes that there is often a reluctance in these

schools to open autism classes, which can often come from outdated perceptions that

the inclusion of Autistic students, as well as other disabled students, would have a

negative impact on the academic prospects of non-disabled students. This fear of a

backlash from parents of non-disabled students can also have a chilling effect on schools

opening autism classes and including the autism community. This has a particularly

pernicious impact on Autistic students and their families, particularly those with

complex support needs, where reduced timetables and refusal of school places is

all-too-often the reality19, and this is a significant contributing factor to the academic and

employment disadvantages the autism community experiences as a whole. This can

greatly exacerbate the anxiety and uncertainty that families may have over their child’s

future prospects when they leave school and reach adulthood.

Whilst the Leaving Certificate exams are a very difficult and stressful period for all

students, they can be particularly difficult and traumatic experiences for many Autistic

students, which can be compounded by any negative or traumatic experiences that may

have happened at school. For some Autistic students, the essay-based formats of many

19 Ward, T., ‘Basic rights denied: Our education system needs a radical overhaul’, The Irish Times (Dublin, 07 Jul 2021)
https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/basic-rights-denied-our-education-system-needs-a-radical-overhaul-1.4613293?
mode=sample&auth-failed=1&pw-origin=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.irishtimes.com%2Fopinion%2Fbasic-rights-denied-o
ur-education-system-needs-a-radical-overhaul-1.4613293, accessed 05 Oct 2021.
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exams can cause a great deal of anxiety, particularly if they are naturally anxious and

have a tendency to overthink or worry about how exams may go, which can be

exacerbated if they don’t believe the exam or question is going the way they expected.

Executive functioning differences may mean that it can be more difficult for an Autistic

person to plan or structure questions, or to know how much time they need to give to

each question. Autistic students with executive functioning differences may have a

harder time trying to stay on task, directly answer the question asked or interpret

questions in a way that allows them to answer a question within a given time frame.

Because a person might only receive a limited amount of time to structure and answer a

question, many Autistic students feel that they don’t have enough time to research and

answer the question, and if they might have perfectionist tendencies, become

considerably more stressed if they feel they did not answer the question in the right way.

Many Autistic students may also feel the need to move around or to ‘stim’ when they’re

sitting an exam and may feel frustrated or uncomfortable if they’re expected to sit still

for extended periods of time. This can be further exacerbated if Autistic students are

sitting exams in crowded exam halls, and if they may be sensitive to lights, sounds or

smells or crowds that go with sitting exams in these settings, and which may add to any

anxiety that Autistic students may be experiencing.  Equally, some Autistic students,

particularly those with executive functioning differences may have difficulties in keeping

up with the demands and expectations of assignments and continuous assessment. This

is particularly evident in the experiences of Junior Cycle students, where some students

particularly struggled with keeping up with the demands placed by the increased

emphasis on group work and continuous assessments, which shows the diversity of

experiences, strengths and support of Autistic students.

Lessons should be learned from the reforms to the Junior Cycle, and this both

demonstrates the need for increased flexibility in how students are assessed to meet the

diverse needs of Autistic students, and for all methods of assessing students, be it exams,

continuous assessments, or group or individual projects or assignments to be fully

accessible to Autistic students and students with disabilities across the diversity of

strengths and support needs.

The need for students to do compulsory subjects, such as Irish, English and

Mathematics, particularly disadvantages not just Autistic students, but also those with
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other neurotypes such as dyslexia or dyscalculia, and people with intellectual disabilities.

Whilst there are indeed exemptions and waivers in place for these cohorts of students,

from the outset the way these waivers are obtained can put students at a disadvantage,

and can also discourage students who have an interest in languages from taking up

these subjects. This is because such waivers can be very difficult to obtain, are not always

consistently applied as it places an onus on the student and their family to get an official

diagnosis to the exemption, and not on making these subjects more engaging and

accessible to this cohort of students. This leaves many Autistic students who haven’t had

an official diagnosis, though not having the means to obtain a diagnosis or through

biases inherent in the diagnostic criteria, at a considerable disadvantage.

This is symptomatic of a wider issue where a significant number of students have fewer

opportunities to study the subjects that they want to do, and that outside pressure plays

a key part in informing subject choices.20

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) observed when

conducting its review of the Senior Cycle, that the Senior Cycle was acting as a filter

towards entering higher education and its vision and purpose was “too narrow and rigid

for Ireland’s aspirations”21, and that the Senior Cycle in its current form was not meeting

the goals of stakeholders, who took a holistic outlook towards educating students. The

OECD noted that “With a robust emphasis on knowledge and testing, and the

embedding of skills in the curriculum in 2009, it is not clear how senior cycle is at present

preparing students for the future beyond sitting the Leaving Certificate.”22 These

observations are also broadly reflected in the views of many students, including Autistic

students. In its study into possible options for Senior Cycle Report, the National

Association of Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) found that as many as 83% of

students “do not feel the Leaving Cert is the best way to assess educational achievement,

or that it prepares them for the world of work or life outside of education.”23 51% of

23 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, p. 11, accessed 30 Sep 2021.

22 Ibid.

21 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, ‘Education in Ireland : An OECD Assessment of the
Senior Cycle Review’,
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/636bc6c1-en/1/3/1/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/636bc6c1-en&_csp_=742
2916350b1276caccd145a9f2ca0a2&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book, accessed 01 Oct 2021.

20 Irish Second-Level Students Union, ‘ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report 2021’
https://www.issu.ie/news2/senior-cycle-reform-report, p. 16, accessed 28 Sep 2021.
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students found the Leaving Cert difficult, and had particular difficulties in coping with

the pressure and stress resulting from the realisation that everything rested on one final

exam.24 The absence of practical and continuous assessments was highlighted by a

significant number of students who would like the opportunity to apply these skills.25

This is because many students, particularly Autistic and neurodiverse students, have

multiple ways of learning, or whose ways of learning or processing information may

always not lend themselves so easily to the Senior Cycle’s current format.

The Leaving Certificate also puts significant financial pressure on families to pay

significant fees for private schools, for grinds through schools or for private tutors, as this

can give students a greater chance of getting into the course they want. This highlights

some of the socio-economic biases within the system which can reinforce, and

sometimes widen, educational inequality for many students. This can particularly be the

case for Autistic students given the additional costs of accessing supports for autistic

students26, and the often intrinsic link between disabilities like autism, and

socio-economic disadvantage27 and social exclusion.28

The rigid focus on academic outcomes and on the ‘points race’ highlights some of the

extent that socio-economic barriers to education, particularly within the Senior Cycle,

has on many young people’s education, particularly Autistic students, and the need for

Senior Cycle reforms to proactively address these barriers. For example, it undermines

the right to education of Autistic people who may be as academically inclined, or prefer

to seek other opportunities into their chosen career such as apprenticeships or PLC

courses. This is symptomatic of a wider issue within the education system which

28 European Disability Forum, ‘European Human Rights Report 2020 - Poverty and Social Exclusion of Persons with
Disabilities’,
https://mcusercontent.com/865a5bbea1086c57a41cc876d/files/ad60807b-a923-4a7e-ac84-559c4a5212a8/EDF_HR_Re
port_final_tagged_interactive_v2_accessible.pdf, p. 18, accessed 05 Oct 2021

27 Inclusion Ireland, ‘Poverty and Disability: A public-friendly guide to economic inequality and the cost of disability.’
http://www.inclusionireland.ie/sites/default/files/attach/basic-page/1695/poverty-and-disability-plain-english.pdf
accessed 05 Oct 2021.

26 O’Brien, C., ‘Parents of children with autism face extra €28,000 bill annually’ The Irish Times, (Dublin,
03 Oct 2018),
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/parents-of-children-with-autism-face-extra-28-000-bill-ann
ually-1.3650625?mode=sample&auth-failed=1&pw-origin=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.irishtimes.com%2Fnew
s%2Feducation%2Fparents-of-children-with-autism-face-extra-28-000-bill-annually-1.3650625, accessed
06 Oct 2021.

25 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,, p. 13-14., accessed 30 Sep 2021.

24 Ibid., p. 12.
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expresses that the State wishes that all students be included in mainstream schools,

where possible, but the curriculum’s design is geared towards those whose strengths

allow them to pursue the opportunity to go to college, and not students whose support

needs may necessitate pursuing other opportunities, such as further or vocational

education or pursuing apprenticeships. It is even starker for the cohort of Autistic

students who attend special schools and special classes, where there is not only a lack of

accessible career pathways or post-school opportunities, but also a lack of access to

appropriate career guidance and other support. Often, there are very limited

opportunities for Autistic students with high or complex support needs who attend

special school to pursue higher or further education. Often, people with high or complex

support needs, find themselves with the choice of attending a sheltered workshop or a

day service, which fall far short of meeting their right to employment, including access to

the labour market, and their right to be included as a part of our society.  Stakeholders

involved in developing reforms to Senior Cycle should also promote alternatives to sitting

the Leaving Certificate, to meet the needs of a more diverse society, and neurodiverse

ways of learning, or those who prefer to engage in vocational and practical subjects. It

should also seek to remove any stigma associated with pursuing vocational education,

including apprenticeships.  The NAPD noted that many students expressed a desire to

change from a final written exam to either a system of continuous assessment, or to

have the assessment be a part of an overall system which may also include other forms

of assessment, such as interviews, assignments, or practical assignments.29 This

highlights the need for existing programmes such as the Leaving Certificate Applied and

the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme to both be available at every school, and

for these curricula to be expanded in order to meet the educational needs of the wider

autism community.

Conclusion

COVID-19 has highlighted inequalities within the Irish education system which have

been present long before the pandemic, and which particularly impact Autistic students.

The Pandemic, as well as the public debate around reforms to the Leaving Certificate

presents an unprecedented opportunity to reform the Senior Cycle to make it more

29 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, p. 14, accessed 30 Sep 2021.
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equitable for all students, and meaningfully address barriers to education for Autistic

students. Often Autistic people have been victims of low expectations in terms of their

participation in mainstream schools, special schools and autism classes, and this has a

knock-on impact on the educational and after-school prospects in many in our

community  The reform process provides an opportunity for the Department of

Education to meaningfully address barriers to education experienced by Autistic

students, and the issues discussed in this submission highlight the need for the autism

community to be consulted and to proactively participate in any and all changes to the

Senior Cycle, in accordance with Article 4(3) of the UN Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities, and to have an integral role in designing and implementing

any future reforms to the Senior Cycle programme. This is because the autism

community, and particularly Autistic students and educators, are experts not just by way

of their educational background, but their lived experience can also help to reform the

Leaving Certificate in ways that facilitate Autistic students’ strengths and access needs,

but also to engage in education in ways that best match their needs at school and with

how they may learn. It is important to note that some of the issues experienced by

students are particularly pertinent to Autistic students, particularly around mental health

and in catering to a wider range of learning styles and support needs. For these reasons,

and for the reasons outlined in this submission, it is essential that the Autistic students

and their families’ voices are heard in this process and that autism and disability should

be mainstreamed as a key part of both the wider reform process, and throughout the

second-level education system.

Whilst we recognise that some elements of the traditional exam process will form a part

of the Senior Cycle and the Leaving Certificate in the coming years, this is an opportunity

to take on board the lessons learned during the implementation of the Junior Cycle

reform and integrate these learnings into the Senior Cycle reform. This would also

provide an opportunity to grant a greater degree of agency and flexibility to students in

how they wish to engage with the Senior Cycle. For instance, some in the autism

community prefer that the final examinations in June play a smaller part of the overall

assessment process and a part of a process which includes opportunities for students to

engage with subjects which match their interests and to be assessed in ways that align

with their academic strengths. However, some may find having to keep up with

continuous assessments challenging and may like having the option of having bigger
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assignments, individual projects or assessments less frequently, or have the option to sit

exams at the end of the year as part of their overall grade. This would also mean a shift

away from an emphasis on auditory learning, which the current Senior Cycle is based on,

towards a system that also factors other learning styles such as visual learning,

kinesthetic learning and reading and writing so as to support all students.30 This means

that a future Leaving Certificate should become a more holistic process which will not

just include the final exams in June, but also continuous assessments, practical

assessments, essay-based assignments, individual projects which form a wider picture of

what students have learned over the two years of the Senior Cycle.

30 Irish Second-Level Students Union, ‘ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report 2021’
https://www.issu.ie/news2/senior-cycle-reform-report, p. 44, accessed 28 Sep 2021.
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 Aghlin, Aghacashel, Carrick on Shannon, Co Leitrim 

  secretary@iasta.ie 

          6th October 2021 

Ms Tara Kelly                                                                                                                                                                               
Joint Committee on Education,                                                                                                                                                      
Further and Higher Education,                                                                                                                                   
Research, Innovation and Science,                                                                                                                                   
Leinster House,                                                                                                                                                                     
Dublin 2 

 

Dear Ms Kelly,  

I am writing to you in my role as Hon Secretary of the Irish Agricultural Science Teachers’ Association (IASTA). 
We are aware that the Irish Science Teachers’ Association (ISTA) has been invited to make a submission to the 
Oireachtas committee and we hope you will also accept a submission from the IASTA. 

The Irish Agricultural Science Teachers’ Association is the professional organisation representing teachers of 
Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science in Ireland.  It was founded in 1985 and in excess of 500 teachers are 
members of IASTA. Since the foundation of IASTA, a strong link has been established and maintained with 
numerous agricultural interest groups, including the Agricultural Science Association (A.S.A.), The Farmers 
Journal, AgriAware and  Teagasc.  

In this submission we focus on area 6 (International Evidence and Best Practice) of Leaving Certificate Reform. 
We hope that this submission will be of assistance to your committee in its deliberations on Leaving Certificate 
Reform – particularly in the area of the design of Leaving Certificate syllabi (specifications).  

 

Yours sincerely,  

Michael Domican 

IASTA. Hon Secretary  
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Submission to Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science. 

      Executive Summary 
 
A new Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification (syllabus) was introduced into schools in 
September 2019 and it was examined for the first time in June 2021. From the outset, it was clear to the IASTA 
that the draft specification was a very vague document. It is written using the same template as was used in 
writing the Junior Cycle Science specification, i.e. simply a list of learning outcomes with no depth of 
treatment provided to teachers to enable them to interpret and implement these learning outcomes in the 
classroom. 
 
The Executive of IASTA were promised by NCCA that a Teacher Guidelines document would be provided for 
teachers to accompany the new Agricultural Science specifications No such document has ever been published 
by NCCA. The experience of Agricultural Science teachers over the past two years has clearly shown that the 
template being used by the NCCA to design syllabi (specifications) is deeply flawed. The vague “learning 
outcomes only” approach adopted by the NCCA does not work in the classroom and is not in keeping with 
international best practice in curriculum design. The problem is not unique to Agricultural Science as this same 
flawed template is being used to design all Leaving Certificate subjects.  Given the experience of teachers over 
the past two years trying to implement the new Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification, there is a 
real danger that Senior Cycle Reform will be severely damaged if this experience is replicated across all other 
subjects.  
 
There are nine pages of learning outcomes in the Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification. There 
are errors in the writing of the learning outcomes on seven of these pages. Examples of these errors are given 
in this submission.  
 
It is clear from the NCCA’s publication Report on the consultation of the draft Background Paper and Brief for 
the review of Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology (February 2020) that the NCCA is aware of the 
fact that teachers are most unhappy with the vague learning outcomes used in the Junior Cycle science 
specification and do not wish to have any vagueness about learning outcomes at Leaving Certificate level. 
 
Of 278 teachers that completed a survey circulated by the IASTA in January 2021, only one of the 278 teachers 
rated their level of confidence in delivering the new specification as “very confident”.  
 
The Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification was examined for the first time in June 2021. 
Teachers and students were dismayed at the exam paper as some topics were examined on the examination 
paper which neither teachers nor students recognised as being on the curriculum. 
 
Three recommendations are made by IASTA to address the major problems outlined in this submission.  
 
The IASTA expresses its sincere thanks to the members of the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science for the attention that they have given to this submission.  



 3 



 4 

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 
 
6.1 Introduction 
A new Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification (syllabus) was introduced into schools in 
September 2019 and it was examined for the first time in June 2021. This change was hugely needed and 
welcomed by the teachers of Agricultural Science throughout Ireland. There was clearly a need for a new 
specification and we welcome the greater focus on Scientific Practices and, for the first time, the inclusion of 
twenty mandatory student investigations in the specification. These mandatory student investigations will 
ensure that all students can develop a common set of fundamental laboratory practical skills.  In addition, 
there is deeper emphasis on technology, genetics and genomics along with sustainability and safe working 
practises. All of these are very welcome.  
 
However, we wish to bring to the attention of the Oireachtas Committee serious fundamental problems that 
exist with the “learning outcomes only” template that was used by NCCA to design this specification and also 
with efforts by teachers to implement it in the classroom.  
 
6.2 The problems with the Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification 
From the outset, it was clear to the IASTA that the draft specification was a very vague document. It is written 
using the same template as was used in writing the Junior Cycle Science specification, i.e. simply a list of 
learning outcomes with no depth of treatment provided to teachers to enable them to interpret and 
implement these learning outcomes in the classroom.  
 
The Executive of IASTA met with a representative of NCCA on at our Annual Conference in March 2016 and 
also on 14th March 2016. We were promised by NCCA that a Teacher Guidelines document would be provided 
for teachers to accompany the new Agricultural Science specifications. This Teacher Guidelines document 
would guide and support the teachers in interpreting the depth of treatment of each learning outcome to 
enable us to implement each learning outcome in the classroom as specified in the proposed Teacher 
Guidelines document. We were told by the NCCA representative not to be concerned about the vagueness on 
the learning outcomes as everything would be made clear in the Teacher Guidelines document.                                                                                                                                                                 
 
The draft specification for Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science was completed in 2016 after being 
distributed for consultation by NCCA.  However, without any consultation with our organisation or with the 
subject development group that developed the specification, thirteen new learning outcomes were 
incorporated into the new specification when it was published in 2018. 
 
6.3 Implementing the new specification (syllabus) in the classroom 
 
It is very clear to us as teachers trying to implement the specification in the classroom that there are serious 
flaws in the specification. Among these are: 
 
6.3.1 Specification design. The template used to design the Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science 
specification is identical to that used to design the Junior Cycle Science specification, i.e. simply a list of 
learning outcomes with no additional information accompanying the learning outcomes to help teachers to 
interpret the learning outcomes in terms of depth of treatment regarding what exactly should be covered in 
the classroom.  Research carried out by Professor Áine Hyland (Hyland Report, 2014) has shown that this 
template is deeply flawed and is not in keeping with international best practice in curriculum design. (A short 
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talk given by Professor Áine Hyland outlining these research findings may be viewed at 
https://www.ista.ie/annual-conference-2020/). 
 
In a recent letter to the Irish Times Dr. Peter E. Childs, University of Limerick, described the situation regarding 
the use of this template based only on learning outcomes:  It is like trying to build a house based only on its 
desired features, but without an architectural drawing and detailed plans. Teachers need a detailed syllabus, 
like the ones currently used, in order to teach effectively. He went on to say It is a recipe for disaster when 
teachers do not know what they are supposed to teach and to what depth, where each teacher becomes the 
arbiter of the curriculum.  
See letter at https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/letters/we-need-clarity-on-leaving-cert-science-1.4153036 
 
6.3.2 Flaws in the learning outcomes. There are nine pages of learning outcomes in the Leaving Certificate 
Agricultural Science specification. There are flaws in the writing of the learning outcomes on seven of these 
pages.  It is well documented in the literature that learning outcomes should be written using active verbs.  
Throughout the Agricultural Science specification there is confusion between the language of aims and 
objectives and the language of learning outcomes. Learning outcomes should not be written using words such 
as understand or appreciate as these are not active verbs – they are vague terms which should only be used 
for writing broad aims and objectives.  
 
Examples of incorrectly written learning outcomes in the Agricultural Science specification are:  

• Appreciate the limitations of scientific evidence. (p. 17) 
• Understand the principles of genetic engineering identifying genes in characterised crop genomes and 

understanding how they produce proteins to tackle specific crop diseases. (p. 20) 
• Understand how a variety of soil factors influence productivity (p. 20) 
• Appreciate the role of innovation and biotechnological applications in crop development and management.  (p. 

21) 
• Appreciate the need for compliance in relation to notifiable diseases. (p. 21) 
• Appreciate the challenges of sustainable intensification. (p. 23) 
• Appreciate the impact on farm economics of different animal production systems. (p. 23) 
• Appreciate the role of policies related to traceability and animal welfare and their connection with the food-

supply chain. (p. 24) 
 
These learning outcomes are so vague that we find it impossible to interpret what our students should be able 
to DO in order to demonstrate that they have achieved the learning outcomes. This confusion is compounded 
by the fact that the specification contains a Glossary of Action Verbs in which appreciate and understand are 
listed as action verbs! 
 
Moreover, some learning outcomes in the specification break one of the key rules for writing learning 
outcomes, i.e. that learning outcomes should be short and simple sentences. To maintain clarity in the writing 
of learning outcomes, long and complicated sentences should be avoided when writing learning outcomes.  
 
Examples of learning outcomes in the specification that break this rule are: 

• Discuss the importance of good soil management in terms of drainage, soil health and fertility, soil 
sampling, testing and analysis of results, fertiliser or slurry/manure application, sustainable land use 
and management, impact of animals on the chemical, physical and biological properties of soil, soil 
compaction, pollution and conservation, maintenance of soil organic matter and soil carbon 
sequestration, and impact on water quality, air quality and greenhouse gas emissions.  (p. 19) 

 

https://www.ista.ie/annual-conference-2020/
https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/letters/we-need-clarity-on-leaving-cert-science-1.4153036
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• Evaluate the ethical and economic considerations and arguments arising from biotechnological 
applications as applied to crop management, for example the genetic enhancement of crop varieties 
against pests and diseases using traditional biotechnology and more recent technologies such as 
genome editing. (p. 21) 

 
As the professional body representing teachers of Agricultural Science, we wish to confirm that we have no 
idea how to interpret the above learning outcomes.  
 
Given the many errors in the Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification, it is of serious concern that 
this document carries the official logo of the Department of Education.  
 
6.4  The present situation 
Our Association welcomes the opportunity to make this submission to the Oireachtas Committee as we have 
made no progress in our communications with the NCCA.  
 

• The NCCA has been aware of the problem with the template being used by it for the design of 
curriculum specifications since 2014, when the Hyland Report was published.  

 
• As mentioned above, the IASTA also expressed its concerns to NCCA about the vague nature of the 

Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification in 2016. 
 
• The report Listening to the Voice of Science Teachers (2019) summarised the results of a survey carried 

out by the Irish Science Teachers’ Association of its members. The survey was completed by 762 
teachers and showed that 85% of teachers did not wish to have the same template of specification 
design used at Junior Cycle to be also used at Leaving Certificate level.  

 
• Concerns about the Agricultural Science specification were also voiced at the ISTA Annual Conference 

on 7th February 2020 at which the NCCA were represented. This presentation may be viewed at 
https://www.ista.ie/annual-conference-2020/ 

 
• It is clear from the NCCA’s publication Report on the consultation of the draft Background Paper and 

Brief for the review of Leaving Certificate Physics, Chemistry and Biology (February 2020) that the NCCA 
is aware of the fact that teachers are most unhappy with the vague learning outcomes used in the 
Junior Cycle science specification and do not wish to have any vagueness about learning outcomes at 
Leaving Certificate level. In the NCCA report, the following extract from the ISTA report is quoted: 

 
..it would be intolerable and a source of great stress and anxiety to teachers and their students if teachers 
themselves have to interpret or “unpack” learning outcomes in the new Leaving Certificate biology, 
chemistry and physics specifications to try to work out for themselves the depth of treatment relating to 
each learning outcome (ISTA) (p. 32 NCCA, 2020) 
 
• The IASTA’s concerns were brought to the attention of the NCCA representative who spoke at the 

IASTA Annual Conference on 7th March 2020. The feeling of the meeting was summarised by one 
teacher who spoke from the floor and stated “I am teaching a topic on the Agricultural Science 
specification at the moment and I don’t know if I should be spending two months on the topic, two 
weeks, two days or two hours on it”. 

https://www.ista.ie/annual-conference-2020/
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• Of 278 teachers that completed a survey circulated by the IASTA in January 2021, only one of the 278, 

rated respondents rated their level of confidence in delivering the new specification as “very 
confident”. 

 
However, despite all of the above concerns being expressed to NCCA, no action has been taken by the NCCA 
to address the concerns of teachers of Agricultural Science - a subject that is vital to the economy of Ireland. 
There is a real fear among teachers that this poor quality syllabus could severely impact on the number of 
students choosing to take Agricultural Science as a Leaving Certificate subject. In fact, evidence is already 
emerging from our members of decreasing numbers of fifth year students choosing Agricultural Science due to 
the uncertainty surrounding the vague learning outcomes in the specification.  
 
6.5 Leaving Certificate 2021 Agricultural Science Examination 
The Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science specification was examined for the first time in June 2021. We 
were dismayed at the exam paper as some topics were examined on the paper which we did not even realise 
were on the curriculum. Examples of these are: 

• Machinery and equipment were examined on the exam paper but nowhere in the learning outcomes 
are machinery and equipment even mentioned. 

• Briefly describe a named disorder of the ruminant digestive system under the       following headings: sy
mptoms, treatment and prevention. There is no mention of this in any of the learning outcomes.  

• There is no mention of Biodiversity anywhere in the Learning Outcomes of the specification but this 
topic was examined on the 2021 examination paper.  

 
There are numerous other examples but space does not permit us to include them.  
 
6.6  Recommendations 
Over the past two years, teachers and students of Agricultural Science have endured high levels of anxiety and 
stress as they struggled to interpret a vague and flawed syllabus.  We are deeply distressed at the damage that 
has been done to our subject. We are extremely frustrated that no action has been taken by NCCA or the 
Department of Education to rectify the above problems.  The Oireachtas Committee is our only hope of 
resolving the issues highlighted in this submission. In order to make progress, we wish to make three 
recommendations.  
 
Recommendation 1: The Leaving Certificate Agricultural Science subject development group should be 
reconvened as a matter of urgency so that it can produce Teacher Guidelines to indicate the depth of 
treatment required for each learning outcome to enable teachers to interpret these learning outcomes and 
teach the new specification with confidence and effectiveness in the classroom.   

Recommendation 2: An external, independent quality assurance system needs to be implemented by the Department of 
Education to ensure that syllabi drafted by NCCA are of international standard and in keeping with international best 
practice.  

Recommendation 3: When draft syllabi are sent for consultation by NCCA, analysis of feedback should be carried out by 
an independent organisation and not by NCCA itself.  Before the specifications are finalised, the subject development 
group should be reconvened to assess the feedback received.  
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Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) submission to the Joint 

Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science on “Leaving Certificate Reform” 

6 October 2021 

 

1. Introduction 

Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) welcomes the invitation by the Joint Oireachtas 

Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science to 

contribute to the Committee’s examination on “Leaving Certificate Reform”. 

Education and Training Boards (ETBs), statutorily established on 1 July 2013, have 

responsibility for education and training, youth work and a range of other statutory functions. 

As of February 2021, ETBs are patrons of a twenty-seven Community National Schools (CNS)s, 

and one third of all second level schools in Ireland providing quality multi-denominational 

second level education to over 100,000 students.  

 

2. Background 

As patrons of multidenominational and co-educational schools at both primary and post-

primary level, ETBs pride themselves on welcoming and catering for students from diverse 

backgrounds. All ETB schools, as state schools, are firmly rooted in their local communities 

with an ethos underpinned by the core values of:  

• Excellence in Education  

• Care 

• Respect 

• Equality  

• Community 

 

ETB schools aim to provide quality learning and teaching environments that are inclusive, 

learner-centred, and holistic, and endeavour to support all students reach their full-potential. 
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Central to this philosophy is full access and engagement with the curriculum using approaches 

and methodologies that ensure optimum outcomes for young people. In addition to their 

academic needs, the modern school community endeavours to support students in dealing 

with a range of challenges often resulting in disengagement with the learning process, for 

example mental health issues. 

 

3. Purpose and vision 

ETBI recognises the key role that senior cycle education plays in supporting students to 

realise their potential as learners, as individuals and as members of society in a modern, 

progressive and changing Ireland. For each student, senior cycle should offer continuity from 

Junior Cycle while providing a supportive bridge to the world of life, learning and 

employment beyond post primary education.  

ETBI recognises the strengths of our current senior cycle including the high retention of 

learners to completion of the cycle, strong motivation among students, perceived fairness of 

assessment, breadth of learning on offer and trust in our education system at home and 

further afield. However, we encourage the development of flexibility and choice for students 

in terms of the learning experiences that they are offered and receive recognition for. 

 

4. Key Subject Areas and Learning 

The balance of subjects and areas of learning studied in senior cycle is an expression of the 

vision, purpose, and pathways in action. The current Leaving Certificate    programmes 

(Established Leaving Certificate, Leaving Cert Applied and Leaving Cert Vocational 

Programme) with Transition Year offer a balance that recognises the need for personal, 

vocational, and academic development. It is particularly important that senior cycle 

education better serves the needs of learners who participate at Level 1 or Level 2 in Junior 

Cycle.  

An underlying position for ETBI is that the current leaving certificate does not place enough 

value on vocational learning and does not give full expression to preparation for      a life of 

learning via a vocational pathway, Specifically, the assessment procedures dictate the 

content and style of learning to an extent where preparation for examinations becomes the 
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dominant focus of Senior Cycle and all other forms of assessment are perceived to be of 

lesser value.   

 

Recommendations: 

• Specifications for senior cycle subjects should better reflect the need to engage in 

practical and vocational learning to enrich the more academic based learning practices 

that currently prevail in Leaving Certificate. Much is to be learned from the balance that 

currently exists in subjects like Music, Art, and other practical subjects. 

• We encourage an exploration of more practical modules and options within subjects.  

Designing, teaching, and assessing units of learning that have a vocational focus would 

be welcomed. It is essential that the assessment of practical components carry a 

proportionate weighting when determining overall grades.  

• Beyond a core curriculum of three subjects (English, Irish, Maths), students should align 

subjects and modular areas of study with their chosen “pathway” and should be afforded 

maximum      guidance and support in making choices. 

• Senior cycle should outline a clear approach to promoting health and wellbeing and 

provision should be made for learning in this area on the curriculum. 

5. Digital Learning 

Purposeful use of digital technology has a key role to play in developing safe, independent 

digitally empowered global citizens. The experience of recent years has showed us that access 

to devices and broadband is not shared by all citizens or young people in Ireland and any form 

of digital disadvantage impacts negatively on learning and teaching. ETB schools have already 

proven an ability to extend curricular options by teaching Physics remotely trí Ghaeilge and 

offering Polish language using a hybrid learning model. Post-pandemic restructuring should 

include a sharp focus on digital empowerment and an exploration as to how digital learning 

can be appropriately extended.  

While much has been achieved in the area of digital learning, there are also areas which will 

benefit from attention and improvement. Specifically, there is an inherent mismatch between 

statements of effective/highly effective practice within the current Digital 

Learning Framework, which are heavily influenced by teaching methods which do not align 
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with the style of assessments put forward by the SEC for Junior Cycle and Senior 

Cycle.  Assessment at senior cycle is predominately paper based, which encourages use of 

methodologies which facilitate achievement in this mode.   

There is also a need for more robust models for integrating technology into classroom 

practice and student learning in the post-pandemic world, with a primary focus on teaching 

and learning. During the school closure periods of COVID 19, weaknesses in the system 

became particularly apparent in DEIS schools and the issues of equality, equity and access 

were highlighted on several levels.    

  

Recommendations:  

• Technical support has been a concern and has proven to be expensive and haphazard in 

some contexts. The ETB sector would recommend that the formalisation of this role is 

now required and suggests that schools are provided with an IT technician and/or formal 

technical support.  

• Further exploration of the school curriculum should include additional digital-based 

programmes for the forthcoming Senior Cycle review. Progression of skills 

development from Junior Cycle programmes, should be evident at senior cycle 

level.  Extending some digital learning to remote or small schools should be considered to 

afford maximum access to curricular options.  

• Significant increase in funding for DEIS schools aligned to digital learning should be 

prioritised. COVID-19 increased the learning and access gap for many disadvantaged 

students and spanned issues such as access to devices, broadband access and capacity to 

engage in self-directed learning.   

 

6. Assessment and Reporting 

The experience of senior cycle assessments over the past two years has offered new 

opportunities for student assessment and has reinforced the value that can be reliably 

placed on teacher judgement. ETBI does not see either Calculated Grades of Accredited 

Grades as the model to follow, rather, they demonstrate possibilities for future engagement. 

Assessment at Leaving Certificate level, viewed as a ‘high stakes’ examination, focuses 



JCES-I-2021-[561]    
 

5 
 

mainly on terminal exams, taken in a confined period. There is agreement in the sector that 

the process is unduly stressful for students.  

While ETBI supports the notion that rote learning has a place in assessment, experience to 

date suggests that an over-emphasis on rote learning in preparing for assessment activities, 

leads to a lack of balance in learning styles and favours those with a strong capacity in this 

area, sometimes at the expense of others with other learning strengths.  

Evidence suggests that the learning style in classrooms is characterised by a wide range of 

learning methodologies led by diverse teaching strategies, but that leading up to 

examinations teachers and students revert to a focus on rote learning and memorisation.  

 

Recommendations 

• Review assessment options for senior cycle and that less emphasis be placed on terminal 

examinations with greater weighting attached to a range of appropriate alternative 

assessment methodologies that better capture the rich learning possible in senior cycle.  

• Examine the potential for module/credit-based learning. Where a traditional higher-level 

subject may not be a requirement and/or of interest to a student, students could engage 

in an aligned 90-hour module of work to compliment modules already being undertaken. 

• Further explore the potential of a modular approach to reflect some of the best practices 

of the LCVP and LCA programmes.  

• Introduce a Senior Cycle Profile of Achievement enabling students to demonstrate a 

range of skills and abilities. This should include voluntary work and student participation 

in diverse school activities. 

• Cognisance should be taken in any reform of those students likely to be left behind for 

reasons not always academic. Any reforms should not further burden, by default, an 

already disadvantaged cohort.  

• Assessment of students aligned to Level 1 and Level 2 of the NFQ should be included in 

senior cycle. 
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7. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

Fifty post-primary ETB schools offer Irish medium education. We value the manner in which 

deep engagement with Gaeilge, as a first language of instruction, contributes to the overall 

development of the language. Over the past decade, the increasing number of exemptions 

from studying Gaeilge has meant that a sizeable number of students do not pursue Gaeilge 

as an area of learning. The subject has been waiting a long overdue overhaul at Senior Cycle 

and ETBI is concerned about the length of time it has taken to deliver one or more new 

specifications for Gaeilge.    

Much debate has arisen from the introduction of twin tracked specifications for Gaeilge at 

Junior Cycle. While the Teanga 1 specification is somewhat more challenging and demanding 

of students it does have some merit in terms of its relevance to students who are developing 

rather than acquiring the language. On the other hand, it can act as a deterrent for primary 

school pupils and parents as the more challenging specification may result in fewer students 

opting for Irish-medium education.   

 

Recommendations: 

• A pathway should be found for all students to participate in and receive certification in 

Gaeilge at senior cycle. This will require a fresh approach to certification of the language 

and a number of options being available to students. 

• Robust evaluation of the impact of new specifications at Junior Cycle be conducted to 

inform appropriate pathways at senior cycle.  

• In the event of a customized specification for students studying Gaeilge as a first language 

(Teanga 1), recognition of the level of challenge should be extended to these students in 

the form of additional points for entry to third level.  

• For all students the methodologies for assessing Gaeilge be extended beyond written 

examinations and oral examinations to include projects, presentations and class-based 

assessments. 50% of all available marks should go towards oral proficiency in the 

language. This could be assessed at one or more points in senior cycle.  
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8. International Research 

While many comparative texts have been advanced to compare senior cycle or “upper 

secondary” education in Ireland with other countries, it should be noted that the Irish 

education system has, with solid evidence retained the trust and respect of students, 

parents, academics, teachers and society. Globally, we have one of the highest retention 

rates of students in full time schooling to eighteen years of age.  

Finland, Sweden, and the Netherlands have multiple pathways to achievement at senior 

cycle. In Finland, more than half of all students opt for a vocational pathway. This pathway 

has a strong emphasis on students becoming lifelong learners and developing learning skills 

that will be relevant to apprenticeships and the world of work.  

Initiatives in New Zealand to support Maori students and in Finland to support immigrant 

students and their families demonstrate how targeted interventions can increase levels of 

engagement and equality. Ireland’s DEIS programme is one such initiative that has yielded 

strong results in areas like attendance, attainment, retention, and progression of students.  

All marginalised students in Irish society require unrelenting focus from educators and 

policy makers.  

 

 

Recommendations: 

• Targeted interventions to support vulnerable students are required and more can be 

done to target those most vulnerable. ETBI is conscious of the further disadvantage 

experienced by some of these learners as a result of Covid and lockdowns. Immediate 

priority should be given to supporting these students, building on the recently 

announced CLASS programme for schools.  

• Ireland should be proud of our student attainment and retention of pupils. It is essential 

that any reforms proposed bear in mind these key strengths of our education system and 

set targets for improved performance in these areas.  
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9. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

The ETB sector has long been supportive and encouraging of its post primary student cohort 

to explore and engage with all pathways of progress following the conclusion of their formal 

senior school years. Work has been ongoing to encourage upper second level students to 

consider alternative pathways than Further and Higher Education. The impending 

adjustments to the CAO system will help to raise the profile of viable opportunities for further 

learning, including apprenticeships and further education. Positioning progression options 

within the CAO system will not only serve to highlight their existence, but also demonstrate 

their parity of esteem.  

Many senior cycle components and programmes currently in operation, are noted as having 

valuable aspects and approaches which could be retained. The Leaving Certificate Applied 

programme (LCA) demonstrates its merit through areas of modularisation in learning, work 

experience, self-directed learning and a range of progressive communication skills and 

demonstrate elements which might be adapted and built upon across the senior cycle 

curriculum. However, this adaptation and potential to introduce opportunities to provide 

mixed engagement, will still require a convergence of equal and equitable recognition 

regardless of approach.   

Any change in approach and structure to the current senior cycle and subsequent Leaving 

Certificate Examination, and in turn potential access to Higher, Further Education, 

Vocational and other career paths, will require a robust and comprehensive 

communications strategy.  

 

Recommendations:  

• Provide a more structured approach to career planning at senior cycle, mapping student 

skills with the courses/careers that best match their aptitudes. In doing so consideration 

will have to be given to the preparation and further CPD of guidance personnel in 

schools.  

• All viable choices should be presented with equal status and value regardless of the 

pathway of progress they propose to support. Any final senior cycle certification should 

share a common aligned language which demonstrates the transferability of outcomes.  
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• Reinstate the Guidance Counsellor role as an ex-quota allocation, which would highlight 

the valuable role of support and advice needed in planning viable career progression.  
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Submission on Leaving Certificate Reform 

 

Submitted to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science: October 2021  

 

 

Introduction 

The National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) is a registered charity with 2,300 members. We believe 

literacy is a human right. We are committed to making sure people with unmet literacy, numeracy and 

digital literacy needs can fully take part in society, and have access to quality learning opportunities 

that meet their needs. These skills involve listening, speaking, reading, writing, using numbers and 

everyday technology to communicate, to build relationships, to understand information and make 

informed choices. Literacy, numeracy and digital literacy skills enable people to reach their full 

potential, be active and critical participants in society and help address poverty and social exclusion.  

 

NALA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the examination of Leaving Certificate Reform.  

 

Literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs in Ireland 

 One in six (18%)1 of the adult population struggle with reading and understanding everyday text. 

For example, reading a bus timetable or medicine instructions.  

 One in four Irish adults (25%) has difficulties using maths in everyday life. For example, basic 

addition, working out a bill or calculating averages.2  

 Over half (55%) of the adult population has low digital skills.3 For example, using a smart phone, 

googling and understanding information online. Note that the majority of people who have digital 

literacy needs have underlying literacy issues. 

 

Supporting unmet literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs  

In September 2021, The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science (DFHERIS) published 10-year Adult Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy. In the 

implementation of the new strategy, we hope to see more literacy learning opportunities, including 

intensive options, more blended and distance learning provision and greater access and progression 

routes. We also hope to see the removal of barriers and availability of financial supports for participation 

in adult learning to enable adults to progress their personal and professional development.  

                                                           
1 CSO (2013). PIAAC 2012 (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies) Results from Ireland. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Cedefop (2020). Empowering adults through upskilling and reskilling pathways 
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NALA student work 

Adult literacy students inform NALA’s work. NALA has a Student Subcommittee who gather and 

discuss adult literacy student issues and provide feedback on those issues to NALA’s Board. 

Students sit on the NALA Board, including the Subcommittee Chairperson. We hold annual student 

days where students from different education centres come together to meet each other and learn 

new things. Through our student work over the years, we have had many comments about the 

second level system and the Leaving Certificate. We share them below. 

 

NALA observations 

NALA would like to see a Leaving Certificate curriculum, delivery and assessment that is interesting and 

relevant, innovative, inclusive and attractive, particularly for under-represented groups with traditionally 

low participation rates, which include mature students / adult learners returning to education.  

 

What adult literacy students said about their second level experience? 

 

Adult literacy students have commented that: 

 

 In adult education, they are surprised that they are shown respect – this was not their 

experience in school.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Unfortunately, it is common that adult literacy students were ridiculed, punished, bullied or 

made feel stupid in school. One learner described their experience of school as being left 

behind at schoolwork and wounded by the lack of care. This poor experience of school has had 

a long lasting impact on many people’s confidence and often leaves a feeling of stigma and 

shame that they could not learn like others. In many cases, the school experience has turned 

people off returning to any type of education or training.  

 

 Younger people identified a big barrier in returning to education in later years was teachers and 

their previous experience of school. Some students had experienced conflict in school and felt 

teachers had not listened and would embarrass you in front of the whole class. Younger 

students who had dropped out of, or been expelled, from school felt judged and then found it 

hard to go back.  

“I was put in the corner in 

school. Drawing pictures. 

Couldn’t read or write. I left 

school at aged 15. “ 

“I was afraid because of bad experience in 

school." She said she knows now she is not 

stupid, just not as fast. Never told people that she 

couldn’t read and write.” 
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 Students have great appreciation for their tutors and Adult Literacy Organisers. They really like the 

welcoming and friendly service. The service is different from what they expected and is not like school.   

"I couldn’t read or write. It was not recognised that I had dyslexia at school. I am now learning to 

read and write and how to use my brain more."  
 

“Being left to struggle at school but how positive it was to go back and learn computers.” 
 

“I have learned more now than I did during my school days.” 

 

 Adult education state providers, such as Education and Training Boards (ETBs), recognise the 

failure of the state school system for people who have unmet literacy needs. 

 

 People’s experience in school was often that there was one way of teaching. Now in adult 

literacy education, students see different teaching methods applied. 

 

 Adult literacy students are aware that students are still falling through the cracks in school, 

which is upsetting. It was raised that quiet children can be left behind.  

 

 Many parents have a drive to help their kids in school. This is why we believe family literacy 

and schools have a role to play to support better literacy outcomes for young people and their 

families. Schools need more funding to tackle literacy for children and parents. There should be 

a way to use schools during the day for learning for parents. 

 

 There is a need for plain English and language to be used by teachers. 

“Teachers use words that are too big for us to understand because we don’t have an education. Some 

teachers are nice and will change and use words that we can understand but some of them stay using the big 

words. It’s as if they want to make us feel stupid. They should have to use words everyone can understand.” 

 

 Better supports are needed for non-English speaking students so they can participate fully and 

not rely on sending English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) students to programmes 

such as Youthreach as a fallback position. 

 

 In 2017, it was raised that with the support class for the Junior Certificate gone, there is a big 

step up to the Leaving Certificate. Going from spellings to poetry for example.  

 

 More needs to be done in schools including learning life skills such as form filling and practical maths.  

 

 There should be more effort to ensure students do not leave primary and secondary school with 

unmet literacy and numeracy needs.  
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Comments on Leaving Certificate Reform   

 

The Leaving Certificate is seen as the main validation certificate for young people and as an entry 

system into further and especially higher education. However, we know that many adults return to do 

the Leaving Certificate later in their lives, often choosing to sit only a few subjects.  

 

Our first suggestion is to redefine the purpose of the Leaving Certificate and its audience. This will 

help inform what we want to assess and determine how best to do this.  

 

We offer these other suggestions: 

Assessment Options 

 Based on the changing assessment options due to Covid-19, there should be an independent 

review with meaningful input from upcoming, current and former students especially adults who 

returned to do the Leaving Certificate in later life.   

 

Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

 There should be a full review of all subject areas (to include content relevancy to life skills) 

along with a review of teaching and learning practice. The senior cycle should look at the need 

for “increased specialisation” and offering subjects and modules suited to students’ interests. 

The review should include meaningful input from adult learners.  

 Consider offering learning modules that relate to and support apprenticeships or other 

technical, professional, enterprise or creative areas of learning. 

 Integrate digital learning and skills into all subject areas and upskill teaching staff as needed 

in accordance with the European Digital Competence Framework. 

 

Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

 Remove barriers and provide supports for full participation for people from disadvantaged 

areas, such as exam fees, materials, access to technology, food costs and travel. 

 Re-engage with adults who left school early through targeted outreach, guidance and a range 

of options for participation.  

 Ensure content is delivered in plain language and follows universal design principles. 

 Increase career guidance support at second level and in adult education.  

 Build in personal development classes into the curriculum and include mental health and 

wellbeing support.   

 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/digcomp/digital-competence-framework
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Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

 Develop clear access and progression routes for adult learners.  

 

International Evidence and Best Practice 

In reviewing good teaching and learning practice, look at NALA’s Guidelines for Good Adult Literacy 

Work.4  

 

Some areas to consider for students studying for the Leaving Certificate are:  

 Students should be enabled to explore the methods and materials, which help them to learn 

most effectively and to take an active part in defining their goals and planning the learning 

programme.  

 Students should be actively encouraged to become involved in the learning organisation. 

 We learn best when the environment is supportive, relaxed and friendly. Students are more 

likely to attend regularly and stay in tuition when they see that their needs and concerns are at 

the heart of the organisation, and that good tutoring and resources provide the best possible 

conditions for learning.  

 We learn best when we enjoy the process. Learning provides opportunities for new social 

relationships. Adults and young people often find that their learning benefits from the chance to 

relax informally with other students and tutors. In addition, interaction in a learning group 

contributes to the learning process, and to the development of both the individual students and 

the organisation. 

 

 

 

 

Further information 

Helen Ryan, Policy Officer  

National Adult Literacy Agency       

Sandford Lodge, Sandford Close      

Ranelagh, Dublin 6  

Tel: +353 1 412 7900   Email: hryan@nala.ie   

                                                           
4 NALA (2012). Guidelines for Good Adult Literacy Work 
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Rethink Ireland and Education
Rethink Ireland is serious about supporting learners to progress. We have invested €27 million
in education since 2016 supporting 103 projects which have reached at least 120,000 people.
These projects have supported 6,056 students to achieve a QQI qualification, 567 of whom
achieved a level 3 QQI (Junior Cert Cycle). A further 1,680 reached levels 4 to 5 (Leaving Cert
level). Our current investment in active awardees in Education is €16.4 million.

We back innovative education projects that work with learners facing different types of
educational disadvantage such as a wide range of projects that work with learners from
socio-economically disadvantaged areas, learners facing serious barriers to education
progression, students from minority ethnic and migrant backgrounds, students in poverty,
students who are outside the mainstream school service, and many others. Leaving Senior
Cycle reform is one way to support these learners and we welcome the opportunity to submit.

For more information on Rethink Ireland please visit our website www.rethinkireland.ie

Setting the context of our reponse
The NCCA Senior Cycle Review Interim Report (2019) laid out the purpose, vision and areas for
development of the senior cycle. The eight key sections of the interim report highlight themes
such as lifelong learning, participation, relevance and enjoyment, and wellbeing among others.
Since the release of the report our society and education system have undergone dramatic
changes due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Preliminary reports indicate stress levels for Senior
Cycle students decreased dramatically in 2021 due to the inclusion of continuous assessment,
an important feature when considering the details of wellbeing in the 2019 NCCA report:

“..whilst challenges to wellbeing identified include curriculum overload across seven subjects;
excessive focus on terminal examinations leading to narrowing of teaching and learning; high
stress and/or disengagement; and concerns about the future.”
NCCA Senior Cycle Review: Interim Report (2019) p.9

Rethink Ireland Submission for the Oireachtas Committee Examination of Leaving Certificate Reform, October 2021
1
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In a review of the interim report conducted by the OECD a variety of salient recommendations
emerged to strengthen the reform process. Building on the work of the NCCA, the Irish
Second-Level Students’ Union (ISSU) released its Senior Cycle Reform Report1 in 2021. Its
report highlighted the importance of the objective of the senior cycle to prepare students for
their future lives while more than half (57%) disagreed with the statement ‘the skills I have
learned during Senior Cycle make me feel prepared to leave school’. Over half (51.6%) of
students surveyed felt the Leaving Certificate exams didn’t accurately reflect their work over
5th and 6th year. Other areas of focus in the ISSU report include Mental Health, Discrimination,
Progression and Subject Analysis. Digital literacy is also an area of importance for students
and it is noted that in 2020, Accenture released a report stating that 42% of Irish citizens
describe themselves as below-average for digital literacy, and at least 25% of the population
are “excluded from an increasingly digital society because of socio-economic reasons”.

Rethink Ireland was not surprised to learn that our internal consultation has elicited many of
the same areas for development. We created a consultation process to bring forward the voices,
opinions and evidence from our Awardees in the Education Sector, the Rethink Ireland staff
team, our Education Fund Evaluation team (UNESCO Family Research Centre team at NUI,
Galway) and our volunteer expert advisors on education. We also invited our Public Education
partner,  Children’s Rights Alliance, to contribute.

Broad recommendation:

Reform the education system to ensure that the best interests of children are central to
decision-making and develop a whole of Government approach to fulfil the purpose of
education and to address the impact of Covid-19 on children and young people.

The Senior Cycle reform needs to form part of the development of a coherent public education
system that is values-driven and is supported by a national consensus on the primary purpose
of education. This is a key learning from the Finnish education system. 2020 and 2021 have
interrupted the previous work completed on Senior Cycle reform and has resulted in a focus on
assessment. Although the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) carried out
extensive consultations on the purpose of Senior Cycle, this needs to be revised and aligned
with the realities of our post-Covid world. Students need to focus on attitudes and skills that
will help them to navigate the opportunities and challenges of an increasingly complex,
interconnected world. Empathy and compassion education need to form part of the Senior
Cycle. Decoupling of the Leaving Certificate from access to Higher Education given the

1 ISSU Senior Cycle Reform Report.pdf
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significant distorting effects that this has on the practical implementation of Senior Cycle is of
significant importance.

The forthcoming National Policy Framework for Children and Young People, to follow Better
Outcomes, Better Futures, should provide for a Covid-19 recovery cognisant of the impact the
pandemic has had on all children and young people, and especially those who are
disadvantaged. The new National Policy is an Ireland specific response to the 1992 ratification
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (article 12) and highlights the need
for the education system to ensure that no one is left behind, in keeping with Ireland's
commitment to United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, especially Goal 4: Quality
Education. The Government needs to ensure that children and young people are at the heart
of all decisions and that their voices are heard, particularly in relation to education. As such it
will be important to establish interdepartmental structures for communication/dialogue
together with sustained and adequate funding/investment as an important signal of the
whole of government commitment and a mechanism for ensuring the successful
implementation of the National Policy Framework for Children and Young People.

Immediate needs
We consider it important that we clarify the options for students sitting the 2022 Leaving
Certificate and provide Leaving Certificate students with a choice of sitting a written exam or
receiving calculated grades in a fair manner. We know the Leaving Certificate causes stress and
can have a significant detrimental impact on students’ wellbeing and mental health even in
normal times. The uncertainty for 2022 Leaving Certificate students is exacerbating levels of
stress and mental health concerns. Providing a clear path will help to reduce these concerns for
young people. Overall reform of the Senior Cycle should be done with a view to reducing the
stress caused to children by it in line with the recommendation of the UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child (article 28, (f)).2 An immediate collaborative action is to initiate a Citizens
Assembly for Education in 2022.

Detailed considerations for the committee:

1. Assessment
● There is a need for a greater balance between end-of-cycle examinations and other

forms of assessment over the course of Senior Cycle. The historical focus on terminal
examinations has had detrimental effects on teacher and learner behaviour and

2

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CRC/Shared%20Documents/IRL/CRC_C_IRL_QPR_5-6_43616_E.p
df
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hampered the achievement of curricular goals. There is increasing and compelling
evidence for the importance of strengthening continuous assessment across all
subjects and year groups. A greater range of assessment modes and techniques can be
developed. A greater emphasis on student presentations - oral, digital and portfolio - is
needed across all subjects. The emerging Junior Cycle model where classroom-based
assessments are reflected in the Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement (JCPA), alongside
more traditional assessment modes can be developed at Senior Cycle. However, in the
context of a continuous assessment model, care must be taken to avoid assessment
overload which can actually increase stress on teachers and students alike.

● Assessment options could include;
○ Examination percentage caps - limiting the examination proportion of a subject

from being more than 50% of final grade, for example
○ Inclusion of module-like interventions such as creative writing (catering in an

accessible and enjoyable way for the very real literacy needs of many learners)
with the assessment of these modules drawing on the approaches and methods
the students engage with, rather than the product of their engagement, or
consideration of their own reflections on the results of the creative endeavour
(CPD for teachers to build capacity in facilitating reflection may be helpful)

○ Choice of continuous assessment and/or the terminal examination until such
time as both teachers and students can transition from the terminal examination
system

○ Further examination of pathways for socio-economically disadvantaged students
○ Decoupling of the Leaving Certificate from access to Higher Education given the

significant distorting effects that this has on the practical implementation of
Senior Cycle. Other countries successfully support transition from secondary
education to further or higher education without a ‘points race’.

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning
In 2021, Rethink Ireland published the results of our Education Fund Academic Evaluation
completed by the UNFRC team at NUI, Galway. A core recommendation from this evaluation is
the need for greater subject choice. Our evaluation found that increasing subject choice for
students is important for student motivation and engagement and to ensure curriculum
development continues to respond to the changing needs of learners, society and the economy.
The evaluation recommends that learning institutions:

● Introduce a range of subjects to encourage students’ interest and curiosity (e.g., STEM,
coding, robotics, and also humanities and social science) for students experiencing
socioeconomic disadvantage and people requiring additional support.
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● Assist students’ personal and social development; introduce arts-based courses, such as
drama or poetry, in programmes working with people with intellectual disabilities.

● Ensure equal access to opportunities for digital upskilling to counteract poor broadband
impacting on digital skills and further marginalising rural communities.

● Mainstreaming and adequately resourcing digital teaching and learning strategies.

Additionally our consultation highlighted:
● The Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) & Leaving Cert Vocational Programme (LCVP)

offer alternative models which have supported the learner beneficiaries that Rethink
Ireland prioritises. However, these programmes suffer from a lack of resourcing and a
lack of status in comparison to the Leaving Certificate Established. Opening up the LCA
to allow students to take a selection of courses from the mainstream LC, and vice versa,
would enrich the full suite of offerings to students. LC should remain as a broad general
education rather than too narrow a specialisation

● Digital competence should be a cross-curricular feature. Creative approaches and
critical thinking are highly relevant to digital learning and communication using
short-form media

● Migration of written assessment to online platforms presents a potential pedagogical
opportunity for teachers to provide impactful formative assessment in a timely manner
allowing for more personalised feedback or quality teaching preparation. Programmes
of professional development for teachers examining best practices in digital teaching
strategies are suggested

● Digital learning should be a key performance indicator for DEIS status along with
literacy, mathematics, and STEM

● Cybersecurity for schools and students needs to be addressed
● Student curriculum choices are led by how predictable the exam is, rather than what

they actually want to pursue. There is a need for sustained career guidance from upper
primary onwards. Often in schools career guidance is kicking in during the senior cycle
when important choices around subjects have already been made. This is particularly
relevant for young people who might not be coming from families/community cultures
where the idea of further/higher education courses is valued.

3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports
● Include and value  empathy and compassion education in the Senior Cycle
● The Senior cycle builds on the wellbeing area of learning at junior cycle, which defines

well being as young people being 'healthy, happy and connected' and includes a
recognition of wellbeing as a journey, and the interdependence of individual and
collective wellbeing.
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● Access to educational supports, such as supervised study, extra classes, grinds, and
tuition. Students who can afford these supports outside of school, have higher grades
and progression rates than those who cannot afford it. Collaborate with community
organisations, who are supporting families and students from poorer backgrounds to
progress their education to address unequal social capital

● Consider how Transition Year can help shape education in the Senior Cycle.
● Resourcing:

○ Resource schools with culturally competent supports such as hubs and
designated staff so the onus is not on the student themselves to seek out and
avail of bespoke supports

○ Implementation of the CEIM standards for initial teacher training which include a
set of 7 core components including intercultural education and global citizenship
education 3

○ Resource diversification of provision at Senior Cycle - move away from focus on
Leaving Cert Established and focus on Senior Cycle.

● There are low numbers of students from socially disadvantaged areas or ethnic minority
communities progressing to teacher training courses. Some of the HEA Path II
programmes have hubs that help students from disadvantaged areas with Gaeilge and
Maths (with a view to, but not exclusively, encouraging students to consider teaching as
a career). Build upon this model by actively engaging with community-led groups to
increase representation on teacher training courses, and promoting and actively
supporting initiatives such as Mary Immaculate College’s Centre for Leadership and
Inclusive Education (CLISTE)  in Thurles, Co Tipperary.

● Public funding could be directed at schools providing for disadvantaged learners.
Independent schools, if they receive public funding, should be required to take students
from all backgrounds, including students with disabilities.

4. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths
● Strengthen and increase accreditation of alternative education paths outside of those

solely reliant on LC points. Broaden the definition and potential forms of apprenticeship,
for example, move into digital and technology space

3 (which is defined using the wording of Sustainable Development Goals Target 4.7 and so
includes the contribution of culture to sustainable development)
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● Recognise accreditation of alternative education graduates - like the students of
Raheen Steiner School4 who are completing an ACTS Diploma5 to enable students to
integrate into the formal system as/if they wish to

● Create a forum for mainstream and alternative education providers to exchange
evidence-based knowledge and experiences so as to support all LC learners and address
educational inequality head-on

● More flexible options for mature learners in the Senior Cycle, and the possible
re-classification of a ‘mature student’ to age 20 for higher level courses.

● Specific CPD modules for teachers on creative pedagogy and participatory arts at
Senior Cycle level

● Universities should increase the range of criteria for entry - not rely solely on points.
targeted entry pathways (access routes) should be developed further. Alternative or
supplementary forms of entry - including interviews, personal statements and portfolios
pertaining to specific disciplines - should be introduced. More focus on metacognition
and higher order thinking, transversal skills in higher level access pathways.

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education
● Reiterating links between real-world use (PPLI looking at this with NUI, Maynooth, ) and

ensuring that the Irish exam is proportionate and realistic (currently it is demanding in
a very short window of time).

● The role of Irish in the curriculum needs to be reassessed. Language proficiency tests
could be introduced against the European Framework of Language Competency, this
could link to the Post Primary Languages work in DES that follows CEFR levels. After
achieving a certain grade/level students could opt out of the compulsory aspect.

● Irish medium education needs to be better resourced with subject specific resources
provided ‘as Gaeilge’. Further to this, consideration needs to be given to creating an
assessment that suits Irish medium and English medium schools.

● A modular approach to the Irish Language should be taken (e.g. Culture, Spoken
Language etc.) Two distinct courses, one on oral/communication skills and another on
Irish Literature should be explored.

● A greater understanding of how demanding the Leaving Certificate is needs to be
discussed. There is a huge burden for Gaeilge, as it requires oral, aural, literature and
composition sections.

● The Junior Cycle Gaeilge curriculum with its focus on key skill and a focus on
engendering cultural awareness and understanding could be mirrored in the Senior

5 https://crossfieldsinstitute.com/tag/acts/
4 http://www.alfaproject.org/
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Cycle. Teachers engaging with Fighting Words across Gaeltacht areas indicate that
creative writing techniques significantly add to learning and literacy in Irish for children.

● Ensure the suitability of exams for both Irish medium education and English medium
education and the possible differences therein.

6. International Evidence and Best Practice
● The reliance on a single national programme and certificate, for educational

progression, places Ireland as an outlier.6

● Outcome-based specifications, with the aim of increasing teacher autonomy and
agency, will only be effective with sustained subject-specific support.

● Culturally responsive assessment is key to any educational reform (UNCRC Article 14,
(c)).

● Creativity and the Arts have been outlined by numerous reports as being an integral
principle underpinning the curriculum reform process in Ireland. Further to this there is
evidence for beneficial outcomes for students who engage in creative practices such as
community building, enhancing personal development and engendering a sense of
wellbeing.

● Research7 from the Fighting Words Creative Engagement Programme in schools
highlighted the development of important soft-skills like increased confidence,
empowerment and self-efficacy. It showed further benefit for students who are shy or
with poor language skills. It also showed increased resilience and perseverance among
students.

● Internationally an increased emphasis on creativity in education is emerging, especially
for building young people’s capabilities in creative thinking, innovation and resilience.

● Creativity and the arts are important for students from marginalised communities, in
the education system.

● A more navigable comprehensive bibliography of NCCA research to increase
transparency and open up an opportunity for increased critical engagement from
teachers.

In conclusion, we thank you for your invitation to submit our considerations and
recommendations. As per our opening thoughts we encourage a cross governmental approach
to education with the learner’s voice at its centre, an immediate response to the learnings we

7 https://www.fightingwords.ie/sites/default/files/Fighting-Words-Summary-Report.pdf
6 https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Ireland-2020.pdf
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have from Covid-19, the introduction of evidence based empathy and compassion education
and choices and options for assessment and pathways into further education and skills
development among the many more detailed suggestions herein.

6th October 2021
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Appendix

Written responses
We wrote to awardees and other stakeholders to invite them to share their thoughts on the six
areas relating to Leaving Certificate Reform identified by the Oireachtas Committee,
We received written email correspondence from the following organisations:

● jumpAgrade Foundation
● University College Dublin
● Citywise Education
● Fighting Words
● Engage in Education, Limerick
● Educate Together School Network
● Junior Achievement Ireland
● Children’s Rights Alliance
● An Cosan
● UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre

Consultation online
We invited awardees and other stakeholders to join us for a conversation about the six areas
relating to Leaving Certificate Reform identified by the Oireachtas Committee. The following
organisations/individuals attended our consultation session on Zoom, October 1st 2021. The
session was facilitated by Chris Chapman:

● Dr. Gary Granville (Independent Consultant)
● Dr. Michael Shevlin (TCPID)
● John Roche (Engage in Education, Limerick)
● Fiona Collins (Dublin City University Changemaker Schools Network)
● Alan Dicky (Raheen Wood Steiner Secondary School)
● Colm Ó Cuanacháin (Fighting Words)
● Clodagh Guerin (jumpAgrade Foundation)
● Columba Kelly (An Cosan)
● Colm O’Connor (Principal, Educate Together Second Level School Cork)
● Claire Matthews (Principal, Educate Together)
● Lesley Byrne (Principal, Clogher Road Community College)
● Jennifer Horgan ( Teacher, Author)
● Sandra Irwin-Gowran (Educate Together)
● Martin Hawkes (Burren College of Art)
● Julie Ahern (Children's Rights Alliance)
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● Steven Silke (Children’s Rights Alliance)

Rethink Ireland Staff in attendance;
● Jessica Curtis (Head of Education & Health)
● Jo Malone (Associate Fund Manager, Education)
● Rebecca Winker (Social Impact Analyst, Education & Health)

Additional Resources:
UNFRC animated video outlines the key findings of the Education Fund Evaluation
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Response to the invitation to submit to the Oireachtas 

Committee on Education regarding Leaving Certificate reform 
6th October 2021 

 

1. About Drinkaware 
1.1 Drinkaware is the national registered charity working to prevent and reduce alcohol 

misuse in Ireland and our vision is an Ireland where alcohol is not misused.  Achieving this 

requires independence, ambition, trust, credibility, and collaboration.  

1.2 We are committed to an evidence-based approach, conducting robust research to 
inform our work in three key areas – reducing alcohol misuse, tackling underage drinking 
and supporting alcohol education – and proactively ensure our resources and programmes 
are externally evaluated to assess their efficacy.  

1.3 Drinkaware’s social contract is ‘to provide trusted information on alcohol’ and this is 
supported by 86% public awareness (Barometer 2021). We are a trusted and known 
champion of positive behaviour change through improved health literacy and citizen and 
community empowerment. 

2. Executive Summary – Drinkaware’s position regarding the Leaving Cert 

and Leaving Cert reform  
2.1 Senior Cycle’s purpose is seen as supporting “all students to fulfil their potential, 

whilst developing knowledge and skills throughout the Senior Cycle as they mature and 

develop intellectually, personally and socially.” (Senior Cycle Review consultation 

document, NCCA 2019).     

2.1.1 As it is the culmination of over 14 years of education, any reform of the Leaving 
Cert will benefit from a re-evaluation, through the lens of ‘What knowledge, life 
skills, capacity and memories do we want students to have, do they need to have, 
as they enter into adulthood?’  
 

2.1.2  The Leaving Certificate is viewed as the end goal of the Senior Cycle and the 
measurable output of Ireland’s formal education system.  As such, it should mirror 
the stated objectives of the Senior Cycle, of intellectual, personal and social 
development. No one aspect should take precedence over the other. Intellectual 
ability without personal and social development does not adequately prepare 
students for the challenges they will face beyond school.   Dewey wrote that 
“the ultimate aim of education is nothing other than the creation of human beings 
in the fullness of their capacities” (Dewey 1930/1984, p. 289).  
 

2.1.3 Furthermore, subjects that develop personal and social skills can enhance 
intellectual ability.   

2.1.4 It is important that the students of today have learnt to challenge, to think 
critically, to form opinions, and developed emotional resilience, so they can be the 
capable adults of tomorrow. 
 

2021/463(i)

https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-981-287-588-4_50#CR4355


2.1.5 Any reform of the Leaving Cert must be student-centred.  It therefore must reflect 
the needs of all constituencies of the student cohort and be cognisant of the whole 
school community. It must also be based on best practice and evidence.  

 
2.1.6 If Ireland’s experience of Covid has taught us anything, it is that good mental 

health, resilience and the capacity for emotional intelligence are fundamental to 

our overall wellbeing and success, as individuals and as a society.  Any reform of 

the Leaving Cert must take this into account.  It is vital that those who seek to 

promote high academic standards and those who seek to promote mental, 

emotional and social health realise that they are on the same side, and that 

social and affective education can support academic learning, not simply take 

time away from it. (Weare, 2000)  

2.2 If the Leaving Cert is the key output of our senior cycle education, then we must 

critique and strengthen its impact on the lives of the students it serves. 

2.3 This raises the question ‘What does effective wellbeing education entail?’.  Three 

critical perspectives are worth considering to answer this:  Firstly, consideration of what is 

actually needed (both at this moment in time and looking forward); Secondly, what format 

and framework does the evidence show works; Thirdly, what previous or current 

programmes offer shared learning experiences.  

2.4 As a national charity that delivers awareness and education programmes with a clear 

stated public health objective, Drinkaware draws on evidence and best practice in the 

education environment, along with data and insights on the public’s attitude and 

behaviour, to shape programmes that are effective, as proven through independent 

evaluation.  Our Alcohol Education Programme, delivered by trained teachers to over 

13,000 students so far, is a case in point.  The learnings we have gained through the 

experience of creating and delivering the programme, coupled with the independent 

evaluation conducted by Maynooth University, offer a compelling ‘let’s not re-invent the 

wheel’ opportunity.   

2.5 Our data is open access and our Constitution and modus operandi actively welcome 

knowledge sharing, we openly invite, the committee, government departments and 

mission aligned organisations to access, share and utilise our data.  

 

3 Access and equality  
3.1 Students must be front and centre of any reform if the Leaving Cert is to truly serve 

our young people, ALL of our young people.  “We place the student at the centre of 

education strategy and policy development and value learning as a public good, in light of 

its core role in the development, cohesion and wellbeing of an inclusive society.” (DES 

Strategy 2021-2023)  

3.2 Ownership of your education is crucial and students need to feel valued for all of their 
individual abilities.  The school experience impacts not just a person’s academic ability 
but their sense of self-worth that they take forward into adult society, into the workplace 
and into their communities.  Positive education experiences are important to support our 
young people in becoming citizens that make a positive contribution to Irish society.  
 
3.3 Education must reflect the diversity of our population and embed a sense of belonging 
that empowers students to be ‘the best that they can be’.  “We must strive to deliver an 
education system that is of the highest quality and where every child and young person 



feels valued and nurtured and where a sense of community is aligned with a global vision. 
In helping every student to reach their full potential, we are contributing to social and 
economic development and to the cohesion and well-being of an inclusive society.” (DES 
Strategy 2021-2023)  
 
3.4 Young people need to be facilitators of their education, this is of particular 
importance for vulnerable/marginalised groups. Any reform of the leaving cert must 
consider the additional challenges that face many students in attaining their leaving cert. 
Tailored consultation with students and parents from vulnerable/marginalised groups is 
necessary to address the inequities that they face within the education system. 
 
3.5 “The period of 17/18 years appears to be a vulnerable one in terms of mental health. 

This may reflect the confluence of a number of stressors, including important exams, new 

relationship dynamics and additional responsibilities, together with greater access to 

potentially risky coping mechanisms such as alcohol, drugs and smoking” (Growing up in 

Ireland Cohort 98, 2020).  The Leaving Cert coincides with the transition from adolescence 

to adulthood which has been noted as a particular ‘low’ point in life stages (My World 

Survey, Dooley and Fitzgerald, 2012) this further emphasises the need for the senior cycle 

and the leaving cert encompass a holistic approach to facilitate intellectual, personal and 

social development 

3.6 The impact of Covid-19 has been significant for our young people. The rate of low-

mental wellbeing for 18–24-year-old years is as at 40% (Drinkaware Barometer, B&A 

2021). As a society we need put in place protective factors in our education system that 

build resilience and promote positive mental health.   

 

4 What Wellbeing Supports are Needed 
  
To consider what effective wellbeing education entails, let’s review what is actually 

needed, both at this moment in time and looking forward: 

4.1 What values does and should our education system recognise and reward?   
• We are doing our young people a disservice if we put the spotlight on 

academic and intellectual achievement.  As long as the Leaving Cert focus is 
on academic achievement then the time and effort invested in the senior 
years – by schools, teachers, students (and parents), will be on the 
intellectual.   

• Within all aspects of the education ecosystem, SPHE gets neither the 
respect nor the recognition that it should.  Lip service is too often paid to 
what is viewed as ‘soft’ education by parents, teachers and students 
themselves, yet the SPHE Senior Cycle curriculum (2011) states: “Senior 
Cycle SPHE aims to support learners in making informed choices 
for health and wellbeing now and in the future.”  

• Wellbeing and its education, is our young people’s right. “….wellbeing 
matters not simply because it leads to better educational outcomes or can 
influence young people’s outcomes as adults. Wellbeing matters in the 
here and now. It is important in its own right because all students have a 
right to have their wellbeing supported and to feel cared for in 
school.”(NCCA, 2021)   

4.2 What does the current system prepare our students for?  
• The current Leaving Cert prepares students for further education, not for 

work, citizenship, parenthood or arguably ‘real life’.   Personal and Social 



development during Senior Cycle years cannot be side-lined in favour 
of academia and left to chance.  

• Emotional intelligence and EQ has a growing importance in all aspects of 
today’s world from work, to home to relationships, to families and career 
success. Daniel Goldman ((1997), recognises from his vast working 
experience that intellectual abilities alone were not sufficient to account 
for success in life. Emotional intelligence is therefore needed to achieve 
success both as a student and a worker.  
  

4.3 What are the key skills student really need?  

• Resilience  

• Relationship management   

• Self-awareness  

• Maximise their strengths  

• Fulfil their potential  

• Capabilities  

• Participation   
  

If education is to support the development of our young people into fulfilled, thriving and 
participative citizens, we need to make the Leaving Cert work harder and work 
differently.      
 
 

5 The evidence-based format and framework for effective wellbeing 
education  

5.1 Teacher training - is essential for the effective delivery of SPHE and Wellbeing, 

enabling teachers to be reflective both in their practice and personally, equipping 
them with active learning methodologies which facilitates students to have a voice 
and be heard and enables teachers to offer meaningful support to students so they 

can reach their potential.  

5.2 Shared resources, learning and experiences - Engagement between programme 

developers and teachers themselves during and after training in programme delivery 
enables the sharing of resources, experiences and learning which is a powerful 
professional development action, facilitating teachers to improve subject knowledge, 
teaching strategies and learn new information and concept. Sharing enables teachers 

to learn from each other and transcends to innovative classroom practice.    

5.3 A collaborative approach to the Education Ecosystem –  Collaboration enables the 

building of new relationships and is learner driven, focusing on the needs of learners. 
A holistic Ecosystem approach challenges conventional education systems with 
excessive assessment routines and pressurised students and school communities while 
enabling learners to discover and create their own unique path. 

5.4 Policies translated into practice – School policies are developed to make clear to all 

in the school community their roles, rights and responsibilities but are not worth the 
paper they are written on unless they are put into practice and affect daily life in the 
classroom and school environment. This requires a shared understanding of the 
policies and their implementation and regular review and renewal as the need arises. 

 
  

6 Drinkaware’s AEP – a current programme that offers valuable learning 
experiences   

 



6.1 Drinkaware’s Alcohol Education Programme for Junior Cycle, is based on and informed 
by evidence.  Below is a summary of how the programme is aligned with this evidence, in 
the specific context of the above points regarding effective wellbeing supports. It is 
openly offered as a knowledge and experience sharing opportunity, and Drinkaware is 
open to providing any and all supports and resources that may be helpful to the 
Committee and broader education community. 
  
6.2 Evidence-informed programmes use the best available research and practice 

knowledge to guide their design and implementation. This also allows for innovation while 

incorporating lessons learned from the research literature.  Drinkaware’s Alcohol 

Education Programme was originally informed and shaped by evidence on best practice in 

alcohol education (Morgan 2016) and also by research conducted amongst parents and 

students themselves (Drinkaware 2016).  It was aligned with the curriculum and designed 

to incorporate innovative learning methodologies, and forward-thinking concepts such as a 

whole school approach.   

 

6.3 The programme’s research-based credentials are augmented by the findings from the 

independent longitudinal evaluation by Maynooth University, and most importantly, the 

programme has been further adapted and enhanced by the findings and feedback from the 

students themselves, as well as teachers at each stage throughout the lifetime of the 

research.  

 

6.4 The Programme has many of the key elements that are known contributing factors to 

the effectiveness of wellbeing/alcohol education:  

• It is a manualised programme that supports positive resilient mental health and life 

skills acquisition 

• It involves experiential learning 

• It focuses on the development of personal, social and coping skills, specific 

knowledge and attitudes, and spiral learning 

• It takes a balanced approach: challenging perceptions of risk and beliefs on how 

common use is; discussing expectations and social influences on use; and supporting 

the development of personal and coping skills to analyse and minimize their impact 

• It includes real-time training of the educators 
 
6.5 There is real value in collaboration in education to deliver greater context and utility.  
Drinkaware’s programme avails of several collaborative inputs (liaising with BelongTo, the 
Scottish Police, YouthReach, the Prison Service, an expert Steering Committee, parents, 
etc.) that strengthen its relevance and contribute to its successful outcomes.    
 
6.5 The continuous assessment and evolution of the Programme via lesson reviews and 
feedback ensures it is current and fit-for-purpose.  The addition of new lessons and lesson 
themes on Coping and Influences in 2021, is a case in point.  The piloting of programmes, 
such as the TY sku, also supports listening, feedback and therefore appropriate 
development. 
  
6.6 Effective programmes have to be deliverable at scale.  AEP is designed specifically 
with this in mind.  By being delivered by teachers who receive bespoke Programme 
training, not only is the integrity of the programme’s content assured, but the scalability 
of the programme is made possible. 
  
6.7 The true impact of a programme can only be known if it is measured.  As per the 
previous points regarding Leaving Cert being the Senior Cycle’s main measurable output, it 



is our contention that wellbeing supports can and should have measurable outputs.  
Maynooth University’s evaluation of our programme is a good model of what this entails 
and the value it delivers. 
  
6.8 Finally, the programme is in keeping with the tone and ethos of Healthy Ireland’s 

Strategic Plan regarding capacity building and empowerment through a multi-dimensional 

approach that supports individuals, communities and society. 

  

6.9 In the current climate, with a well-reported health and wellbeing crisis looming, the 

consequences of little or ineffective wellbeing education are far-reaching.  The absence of 

effective wellbeing supports and education will inevitably mean the continuation and 

likely escalation of our young people’s poor wellbeing, and its perpetuation will have a 

negative impact on all aspects of Irish society – work, family, community - in the future.   

In terms of educational consequences, poor personal and social development will impact 

on academic achievement and diminish students’ positive educational experiences.  

 

6.10 Education has a defined role in the social determinants of health and wellbeing, and 

effective and evidence-based/informed educational interventions and preventions are 

critical.  Schools and the school environment provide an appropriate setting for the 

delivery of these.  

 

7. Our recommendation 
7.1 Our concluding recommendation is that discussions on Leaving Cert reform take note 

of the critical value and importance of wellbeing supports as outlined in this submission, 

and that Drinkaware’s programme be considered as an example of effective wellbeing 

supports in practice and an opportunity for shared learning and experiences. 

 

  
   

 
 
 
[i] UNODC, “Education sector responses to use of alcohol” 

 



1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submission to Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher  

Education, Research, Innovation and Science, on the examination 
of Leaving Certificate Reform 

 

 

06th October 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

2021/464(i)



2 
 

Key messages 
1. Inclusive Education has been a policy in Irish education for many 

years now, however many students are still educated in special 
schools and special classes where access to the Leaving Cert is 
limited or non-existent. 

2. The EPSEN ACT 2004 clearly sets out the position that the 
education needs of people with disabilities should, wherever 
possible, take place in inclusive environments and that people 
with disabilities “should have the same right to avail of and 
benefit from appropriate education as do their peers”. It also 
clearly states that children with disabilities need to leave school 
“with the skills necessary to participate, to the level of their 
capacity in an inclusive way in the social and economic activities 
of society”. ( EPSEN ACT 2004)It is a reality ,however ,that 
pupils in special schools to not have the same access to the wide 
range of subjects in the second level curriculum which is offered 
in mainstream settings. They also do not have access to the wide 
ranging supports that their peers avail of. 

3. The reform of the Junior Certificate Cycle in recent years with 
levels 1 and 2 on the National Framework of qualifications has 
enabled all students of all abilities to access the curriculum in a 
way that suits them. A similar reform with varying levels of 
differentiation will be necessary and very beneficial for students 
with educational needs accessing the Leaving Certificate..  

4. Reasonable accommodations for the Leaving Cert are mainly for 
people with physical and sensory needs but few accommodations 
exist to enable and empower people with intellectual disabilities 
to take state exams in an alternative way. More flexibility in 
accommodations need to be available with a focus on the broad 
range of support needs an individual may have. 

5. Lack of career guidance in schools leads to a lack of planning for 
post school options. Career guidance is needed in all special 
schools. Provision of career guidance in special schools would 
send a very clear signal to individual students about their worth, 
their capacity and capability to live a life fully participating in 
society, 

6. There is a significant lack of creative post school options for 
students with special education needs, particularly outside of HSE 
funded disability services. 
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7. We need a more inclusive model of education which offers more 
opportunities for students with special educational needs to 
assess, participate and flourish all the way to Leaving Cert. level 
so every young person can realise their right to education and 
reach their full potential 

About Inclusion Ireland  
8. Established in 1961, Inclusion Ireland is a national, rights-based 

advocacy organisation that works to promote the rights of people 
with an intellectual disability.  

9. The vision of Inclusion Ireland is that of people with an intellectual 
disability living and participating in the community with equal 
rights. 

10. Inclusion Ireland’s work is underpinned by the values of 
dignity, inclusion, social justice, democracy and autonomy and we 
use the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD) to guide our work.  

Our vision of inclusive education  
 

11. Inclusion Ireland believes as the UNCRPD Committee 
recommends, that all children of a similar age should have the right 
to go to school and to learn together. Inclusive schools would pave 
the way for a more inclusive society that embraces diversity and 
enables everyone to reach their fullest potential.  

12. The process to achieve this goal will be long and complex but 
the journey needs to begin. This process needs to engage with and 
enable all stakeholders to get onboard: children, parents of pupils 
with and without additional educational support needs, educators 
and their representative organisations, schools boards, teachers 
training colleges and policymakers. All would be involved at 
different stages of the process through co-production: design, 
creation, and monitoring. 

13. Inclusive schools must be accessible for all and provide 
tailored, individual support for pupils who need it, this includes 
young people with the very highest support needs. If schools are 
resourced to welcome all pupils, no one will have to travel long 
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distances to go to a special school out of their own locality and 
away from their community and natural supports. 

14. Part of providing inclusive education includes providing 
appropriate access to the curriculum for all students so that they 
can reach their potential in our education system, in whatever way 
that is right for them. Inclusive education at second level will also 
provide opportunities in further and higher education as well as 
pathways to employment. By providing  inclusive education for 
children early on in life, a pathway towards citizenship and 
participation is formed .  

 

Assessment Options  
15. In recent years the reform of the Junior Certificate saw the 

introduction of levels 1 and 2 on the National Framework of 
Qualifications. There is less of a focus on traditional examinations 
and more emphasis on participation and continuous assessment 
through Specific Learning Objectives rather than an examination 
framework alone. This approach has meant that students with 
Special Educational Needs can now achieve recognition for their 
work and achievement on the National Qualification Framework just 
like their peers. This can now happen in a special school or 
mainstream education setting. This model is working well and 
should be expanded and developed for the Leaving Certificate 
Curriculum.  

 
16. It is understandable that such reform of the entire curriculum 

will take time so in the meantime  where examination is an option, 
more reasonable accommodations need to be offered for students 
with intellectual disabilities in particular to have more time and 
support to engage in examination if it is something they wish to do.  

 
17. The crux of the assessment matter is that there needs to be a 

suite of flexible, accessible options available so that all students can 
engage in the  curriculum and attain a qualification. 
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Access, Equality and Wellbeing 
Supports 

18. Access and equality are closely linked when it comes to 
education and where inclusive education comes into its own, when 
students with and without special educational needs are educated 
together, everyone does better and it is important to provide equal 
opportunity for all. Currently, there is no career guidance in special 
schools which causes a specific inequality to students at Leaving 
Cert. stage and needs to be rectified urgently. Career planning also 
impacts on the wellbeing of students and it is very clear that 
transition points are critical for students with Special Educational 
Needs and such transitions and opportunities for higher and further 
education need to be fully supported and resourced appropriately. 

 

Digital Learning  
19. School closures throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic taught us 

a lot about the opportunities and also the pitfalls of digital learning. 
Through our advocacy work we know that access to and 
engagement in online learning was a significant challenge for many 
and impossible for some. For others, they flourished when they 
could engage online. This tells us that there is a need for flexible 
and blended learning tailored to the needs of each student. Each 
student must be treated as an individual with a unique education 
plan.  

 

Conclusion 
20. Students with Special Educational Needs, must be 

remembered in all Leaving Certificate reform and we must provide 
inclusive education for all by  providing, access, engagement and 
individual assessment for all. A rights-based approach to education, 
where each child is meaningfully included and given equal 
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opportunity to participate is critical. Creative solutions will be 
necessary for many students and no two students with an 
intellectual disability are the same. A suite of options will be 
necessary so all students can reach their potential in Education and 
beyond as citizens of the state.  How the state provides for children 
with special education needs tells them early on about their worth 
and their capacity to lead full lives as equal citizens. Encouraging, 
enabling and supporting individuals with intellectual disability to 
access education on an equal footing with their peers enables a 
lifetime of self-worth and full participation.  

 

 
For further information, contact Julie Helen Interim 
Communications Officer    
01 855 98 91 / julie@inclusionireland.ie      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inclusion Ireland receives support from the Scheme to Support National 

Organisations (SSNO) for this work. The SSNO is government funding 

administered by Pobal. 
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1. Fundamental issues related to the Leaving Certificate 

The Leaving Certificate has lost its purpose. It should be the capstone or final assessment of a 
student’s entire second level learning experience. Instead, it has been hijacked for determining 
access to third level. Students know they are competing in what is rightly dubbed the ‘point’s 
race’.  

In a fundamental review of the role of the Leaving Certificate, the members of the Oireachtas 
Committee could usefully ask the following questions: 

What is at stake in Leaving Certificate results? 

Answer: An education voucher worth more than €250,000 (6 years medical education) available 
to one student and a voucher worth €3,000 to another. (A PLC course?). 

Are all students treated equally in access to the €250,000 prize? 

Answer: No. Some students get their €250,000 on the winning toss of a roulette wheel (random 
selection) while other students performing equally well in the Leaving Certificate suffer the losing 
toss of that same roulette wheel. 

What do students do to win the €250,000 prize? 

Answer: Learn how to game the system. Some years ago a former Minister of Education when 
asked by a student at a parent teacher meeting: “How did you find the Leaving Certificate?” 
responded: “I was lucky the essay topic I prepared came up”. 

What pressures does this place on the Leaving Certificate? 

Answer: There is a resulting necessity for absolute precision in the awarding of marks in the 
Leaving Certificate to ensure apparently fair and objective allocation of hugely diverging 
resources between students. This increases the predictability of the Leaving Certificate, which 
makes it easier to game. 

Do the resulting pressures on students subvert the true purpose of the Leaving Certificate? 

Answer: We believe yes. Students are under pressure to narrow their focus on what will give 
them maximum entry points. Sports, the arts, cultural and social activities that lead to personal 
development are all too often jettisoned as students try to ‘game’ the system to best effect. 

What alternative approaches to facilitate a fairer allocation of third level places would take the 
pressure off the Leaving Certificate to enable it to address its true purpose, which we submit is as 
the capstone or final assessment of a student’s entire second level learning experience? We 
suggest the following possible approaches: 
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1. Have unrestricted entry to 3rd level and base the 3rd level places allocation 
decision upon performance in first year at 3rd level as in France. 

2. Increase 3rd level places available to meet demand funding this, if necessary, from 
student loans. 

3. Create alternative pathways for students who do not get their first choice. 
4. Introduce additional or alternative ways of gaining credit for the purposes of 

winning access to course of choice in 3rd level. 
These would be in addition to deep changes in the Leaving Certificate itself. 

 

2. Reforming the Leaving Certificate  

General Consideration: 

• Consider the LC for its own value – and not exclusively as an entrance mechanism for 
third level and future study. 

• Consider a core set of common modules (life knowledge, skills and competences) that 
all learners would be required to pass satisfactorily to include mathematics, language, 
science, the arts, technology skills, personal development, sport / physical activity, 
interpersonal development, etc. 

• Allow learners to take additional specialised subjects reflecting their own particular 
interests (e.g. physics, mathematics, applied mathematics – for engineering; 
chemistry, biology for medicine; art, technical drawing for design, etc.) 

• Consider alternative ways to gain credit in the LC apart from academic subjects (e.g. 
projects, community work, leadership of a youth club, campaign management, 
sporting activity, etc.)  Being the organiser of the local sports club or as leader in a 
youth club / scouts / club could be recognised, along the lines of the President’s 
Gaisce Awards. 
 

3. Assessment options  

We need to move to formative assessment and away from summative.  Currently it is a ‘big bang’ 
summative assessment across multiple disciplines in a very short time period, usually two-three 
weeks.  How many talented people lose out because the pressure of that is too much? 

The student voice must be heard in deciding how we can be much more creative in terms of 
assessment options which include the following: 

• Assessments could be spread out over a number of years, or indeed be available for 
learners to take at a time of their choosing. 
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• Assessment instruments could be diverse, particularly with new technology e.g. 
podcasts, videos, blogs, graphics/visualisations, portfolios, project work / presentations 
in all forms – e.g. written, audio, video, posters, digital. In addition, not excluding written 
work where it is necessary or the learner’s choice. 

• We could give credit for achievements outside the classroom, community activities, 
sporting achievements, personal achievement. 

• To reduce the ‘predict and memorise’ emphasis and reliance on 100% summative 
examination, include more novel assessment instruments – group work, presentations, 
multimedia project work (podcasts, video, reflective writing (blogging). Consider a 
portfolio component (worth % of total grades) that demonstrates the attainment of 
practical soft skills across different subjects – communication, team work, analytical 
reasoning and critical thinking. 

•  Could continuous assessment replace the written exam format? 

“This evaluation method has a special influence on the daily academic lives of students 
and teachers since, if fully applied, it requires the evaluation of a subject through daily 
class work, course-related projects, and/or practical work(s) instead of a final 
examination system.”  

• Proctored Exams for Accountancy. Examination that are not written, but are more line 
with some of the professional exams by the likes of Pearson. (Perhaps a partnership with 
Schools and Pearson online exams. 

  
4. Key subjects and digital learning  

• Differentiate between knowledge, skills, and competency.  Coder dojo has shown how 
key skills can be taught at any age 

• Use of new technologies as they emerge – covering all considerations – technical how/to; 
suitable use; safe, respectful and ethical use; legal requirements and protection of 
themselves and others. 

• The implementation of Digital Learning Environments (DLEs) would increase the teaching 
and assessment options (both formative and summative) for teachers as well as promote 
more novel ways of interaction, which are already familiar to digital natives. Learning 
technology professionals could be employed in schools to implement and support these 
activities. 

• Key subject areas for consideration: online media literacy and netiquette; professional 
communication; personal financial management; nutrition; inclusion and diversity; 
lifelong learning, Personal identity protection, e-safety, cyber security and digital rights 
literacy. The list could include source citation primer skills, delivered before entry to third 
level.  
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• More flexible options for delivery (Blended options/recorded content/podcasts/online 
quizzes). 
   

5. Access, equality and wellbeing supports 

• Create a dedicated task-force to identify initiatives that will increase the participation 
rates in further and higher education participation rates in areas such as Dublin 1, 2, 
13 and similarly under-represented districts in Limerick, Cork and nationally.  

• Continue to explore and expand the support options provided to disadvantaged 
learners working closely with related advocacy groups.  

• Accommodate different learning styles and help students to understand their 
preferences.  

• Curriculum design should include principles of Universal Design for Learning 
• Emphasise Principles of Universal Design in the classroom and on the Digital Learning 

Environments. 
 
6. Higher and Further Education Requirements, vocational options and career paths 

• Consideration needs to be given on CAO and career guidance to present options as an 
integrated set within each discipline e.g. 

o Such guidance for Engineering should show all programmes including 
apprenticeships Further Education and Higher Education  

o Such guidance should highlight many characteristics – e.g., payment during 
learning, focus of learning applied or academic and future potential roles for the 
learners. 

o Such guidance should reduce the almost exclusive focus on the NFQ level number  
• Have flexibility between programmes so transitioning is facilitated and lateral moves 

made possible.   
• Consider the establishment of alumni groups to support students with post-education 

decision making. Alumni could discuss their experiences of school and describe their 
progression after school (apprenticeships, college, work, volunteering or travelling). 

• Introduce students to career development and how it has evolved from a more employer-
led concept to a more individual and lifelong responsibility. 

• Explore alternative career options (apprenticeships) and enlist the support of the 
Regional Skills Fora, SOLAS, Intreo and the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs to 
provided user-friendly and accessible information for students, parents and guidance 
counsellors. 

• Reintroduce one-to-one career guidance rather than group guidance sessions in second 
level. 
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Develop multi-channel, innovative and technological solutions (web portal) to deliver     
appropriate and flexible support for students.   

7. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education  

• The success of the Gaelscoileanna shows us what is needed.  Irish should not be a 
‘subject’ but a means of communication. 

• Continue to increase the focus of spoken language. 
• Provide a numeric national measurement scale as in English (TOEFL, IELTS) in addition 

to the CEFR scheme of A1 to C2. 
• Require a certain proficiency (e.g. 4/5 on a scale of 1 to 10 in spoken Irish). 
• Allow those who wish to continue with the language towards fluency to do so on an 

elective basis, allowing those who do not to advance other interests. 

8. International evidence and best practice 

In the past, the Leaving Certificate has maintained a relatively good international reputation 
for high academic standards, however concerns are now voiced on whether the traditional 
Leaving Cert exam represents the fairest or most satisfactory way of assessing student’s 
abilities and aptitudes and whether it sufficiently prepares learners for the 21st century post 
school environment.  

Some considerations from international practice are as follows: 

• Some of the European models (France/Netherlands) take the pressure off secondary 
education with lower point’s requirements for higher education institutions and by 
allowing greater numbers access to programmes.   

• First year as a general broad study year, allowing learners to specialise in later years. 
• There are many models of education and consideration of the use of technology to allow 

for personalized learning pathways. 
• Reducing class sizes indicates better performance.  

 

9.   Conclusion  

There is an old joke about a tourist asking for directions from a local and receiving the response 
“if I were going there, I would not start from here”.  The question of looking at the Leaving 
Certificate is a bit like that.  If we did not have the current Leaving Certificate and were creating 
a new model of education would we have a Leaving Certificate?  It is unlikely.  However, like the 
tourist, we are where we are with a Leaving Certificate.  It is time to begin the reforms needed. 
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1. Assessment Options 

Recommendations to maintain what is working and improve the current Senior Cycle structure  

The DES need to evaluate the broader vision underpinning the Junior Cycle before initiating change 

to the Senior Cycle. An area of particular concern is anecdotal accounts from teaching colleagues 

about the stress caused to students by CBAs. It would make sense to have an awareness of what is 

working well and what needs to be reworked from this radical overhaul of the Junior Cycle before 

continuing in the same vein with a re-imagined Senior Cycle. We advise evidence be gathered to 

explore the impact of learning. This is aligned to the basic tenet of Cosán that we need time to 

process, reflect, evaluate and adapt our learning.  

Aspects of current Leaving Certificate system worth protecting: 

The existing integrity of an examination that is anonymous, objective and the same for everyone 

should be preserved. A significant part of the final grade should be attributed to such an exam. Why?  

Because preparing for an exam is an important life skill that replicates and prepares students for 

high stakes tasks they will be required to perform under pressure in their careers and which if they 

fail they will be replaces by peers who can. e.g. Sales representative, pilot, surgeon. Most jobs 

require us to perform to a set standard and to respond to events that we may not expect or be fully 

prepared for. e.g. A critical incident in a school. That life is a competition, that we can learn from 

failure and that it does not cripple us is an essential life skill that all students need to learn. With 

recent changes to grading, we are protecting students from failure. This is neither healthy nor wise 

as, when they leave school they will be unable to cope with failure in the world of work if they have 

never picked themselves up from a disappointment or re-invented themselves after a failure in their 

formative years. People of our generation will tell you that we learned more about ourselves and 

truly developed self- awareness about the full extent of our innate abilities when we failed or faced 

significant threats. This is when real learning occurs.  

Suggestions to improve the Senior Cycle structure  

The work of 5th year and TY should be considered in calculating the overall Senior Cycle grade. In our 

role as guidance counsellors, practically every student we meet at the start of 6th year laments: “I 

wish I had worked harder in 5th year, but I just could not motivate myself after TY”. Incorporating 

elements of 5th and TY years’ work into the overall Senior Cycle grade would focus our students to 

work consistently through TY and 5th year and be better prepared for the workload and stress of 6th 

year. Because teenagers operate predominantly in the present tense and do not have the same 

relationship with future events as adults do, projects or tasks that are graded as part of continuous 

assessment, need to take place within a number of weeks, 8 max. Oral and aural components of 

languages could be assessed in 5th year, likewise presentation, written or practical projects in other 

subjects. We could employ elements of credit-based systems such as those used in Queensland and 

Ontario where students accumulate credits over the course of the upper secondary cycle upon 

completion of modules or coursework. Ideally this would be combined with a terminal examination 

in the final year or a system like in France where written, oral and practical examinations are 

externally set and marked.     
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2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

We have concerns about how you will determine what basic subjects should be taken. There is a 

heavy focus on languages in the current system. More dialogue with SOLAS and the Future Skills 

groups would enhance these options greatly as they are currently out of date and out of synch with 

skill shortages in the Irish labour market. Most Irish students end up choosing 3 languages to allow 

themselves a greater scope of course options in 3rd level. This is because most students are not sure 

which course they wish to pursue until well into 6th year and they want to keep their options open. 

By this time they have made their subject choice. How many of these students would have picked 

languages a year earlier if they knew what they now know? Ironically few of these students will 

pursue languages in their studies in college. More flexibility around subject choice would be 

welcome. Perhaps students could change/shed some of their subjects in 6th year?  

Can we explore the option of allowing students more choice in what they study and how. Can we 

either offer students: 

 The option of choosing an area of interest to them relevant to their subject and completing 

an original piece of work on it, for assessment in a method of their choosing or 

 Replace an entire subject option by one large piece of work as above that focusses on a skill 

instead of a particular subject. This may lead to cross curricular work not unlike the TCD Capstone 

project. 

Skills education urgently needed and work experience opportunities for all students  

The IGC would also welcome some input for students on skills education in Senior Cycle. This is a role 

we could carry if properly resourced, given that most of us deliver guidance classes to one or two of 

the three Senior Cycle year groups. This should take place as early as possible, ideally in the year 

immediately after Junior Cycle.  

We would also love to see an introduction of two distinct and unrelated opportunities for work 

experience/investigation for all students regardless of which Leaving Certificate route they pick (this 

is currently limited to TY, LCA, LCVP).This requires a serious buy in from Industry to step up and 

supply meaningful work experiences for students of all abilities and to forge relationships with their 

local schools. There will be Garda vetting and Child Protection issues in this. This will also create a 

need for school personnel to coordinate this work experience from the school. The guidance 

counsellor is ideally situated to do this given that providing vocational guidance is part of our brief 

and we are the only staff member in the school with a holistic view on each student. We are already 

doing this work in a piecemeal way and lack resources, mainly time, to lay down the scaffolding that 

is required to support this as it could be rolled out. 

3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

Role of guidance counsellor in re-imagined Senior Cycle 
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We cannot over emphasise the importance to adolescents of the one to one appointment. The 

individual appointment with their guidance counsellor affords each individual we meet psychological 

space to process information, to start imagining themselves in different situations and begin the 

journey of making key educational and vocational decisions in a non-judgemental safe space. 

Typically we meet our students on a one to one basis on Senior Cycle, this is already too late as in 

First year they have started shedding subjects which have life altering ramifications for them on 

moving to the next educational cycle of their educational journey. Consider the constraints offered 

by minimum requirements and specific requirements for entry to many courses.   

Provide students with significantly more access to their school guidance counsellor on a one to one 

basis  

Guiding students into the optimum educational or vocational pathway given their unique set of 

aptitudes, abilities, academic history, personality, work values, preferred ways of working and 

individual cocktail of learning styles, requires an individual appointment with a qualified guidance 

counsellor as an absolute prerequisite to making an informed choice about their next step. The 

guidance counsellor is the only person in the school with access to all of this information and with 

the necessary training to guide the learner in a journey of self-awareness with reference to all of the 

above. 

The IGC are calling for enhanced guidance allocations to enable us to meet with students individually 

in Junior Cycle and more frequently in Senior Cycle. For many years now we have called for 

increased allocations to allow us time to access all students on an individual basis starting in Junior 

Cycle, the earlier the better.  

Guidance counsellors are all too cognisant of the lifeline offered by vocational education to a 

significant cohort of our students. Working in schools, Youth and Adult Services we are strategically 

positioned to demonstrate to students of all abilities how choosing FET, apprenticeships, 

traineeships, internships are valid options. We can explain to ambitious students of all abilities, the 

progression pathways proposed in the apprenticeship review, how they work and to what level they 

can progress over their lifetime culminating with a level 9 or 10 qualification or at Master Craftsman 

level if they so wish. The same is true of the FET route to Higher Education or employment and the 

level 6 and 7 options offered in Institutes of Technology nationwide. We meet all of our students on 

a one to one basis in Senior Cycle and in class. We also make presentations to the parents of most 

year groups on an annual basis. 

Students equipped to supply medium and low skills in the labour market need a higher level of 

support and direction from the guidance counsellor than their peers if they are to achieve their full 

potential. These students typically present with low levels of self-confidence and self-awareness, 

they need regular input from their guidance counsellor to work out what their unique skill set is and 

to nurture the fragile process of bolstering a new found self-esteem. For students who are 

predominantly kinaesthetic learners, the traditional learning experience which still dominates 

second level education can be a soul destroying experience, this category of student typically excel 

in hands on, practical learning situations. Regardless of school type a more democratic exposure to 
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practical subjects is needed to appeal to these students, especially in all single sex schools. We agree 

with our students that schools need to provide more access to the kinds of learning which support 

students who wish to access apprenticeships, traineeships and direct employment.  

In the City and Guilds report “Young People and Vocational Choices in Ireland” (June 2013)1 it 

emerged that respondents required more information available in schools to help them judge 

whether vocational education can support their career choices; according to this report students 

currently perceive vocational training to be less challenging and less prestigious than academic 

education. The transferable skills which can be learned in vocational education need to be 

emphasised and the concept of Lifelong Learning must be inculcated in our system. 

“Educational aspirations are formed as early as junior cycle, remaining relatively stable thereafter, 

and are highly predictive of the actual routes taken two or three years later.” (McCoy & Byrne, 2014, 

p61).2 It is not sufficient to merely identify these individuals; they also need regular encouragement 

and guidance which is vocational, educational, social and personal in nature to counteract their low 

self-esteem and lack of supports.   A Guidance Counsellor would also be well placed to deliver a 

couple of modules on giving students the resources and skills to navigate their way after school, be it 

into the world of work or in FET or in Higher Education. 

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

We have concerns about the ramifications of any changes to existing subject and grading practices 

on students who need to meet minimum and specific subject requirements for colleges. Any change 

at the assessment stage needs to be meticulously aligned with all entry points to vocational and 

academic options at the next stage of their educational journey. This will require comprehensive 

collaboration from all of the educational partners and labour market stakeholders. An expansion of 

the current FET system or some similar stepping stone to serve as the foundation year of third level 

for all may offer a solution to this challenge.  

We need to remember in all of this that the welfare of the student is paramount and a more flexible 

system than currently exists would be welcome. e.g. If a student starts one apprenticeship and a few 

weeks in wishes to change to another that should be feasible. If a student wishes to transfer from 

one college course to another there should be some flexibility here other than repeat the year and 

lose several thousand euros worth of fees not to mention one years’ worth of potential earnings in 

the work force. Recognition of Prior Learning at all levels of education would be welcome as our 

system is quite rigid.  In our current system, it is difficult for students to combine different types of 

learning (generally labelled academic, technological, artistic/creative, vocational and professional). It 

would engender creativity and out of the box solutions to policy, economic, cultural and ecological 

                                                           
“Young People and Vocational Choices in Ireland” (City & Guilds, June 2013) 

 

McCoy, et al. (2014) Leaving School in Ireland: A Longitudinal Study Post Leaving Certificate Transitions. Economic and 

Social Research Institute (ESRI) 
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challenges facing us if we could allow flexibility here allowing students to dip into and draw on 

different disciplines. In Finland, the Netherlands, France, Ontario, Queensland and England students 

can pick a variety of course components or vacillate between them, this allows them to change a 

course more suited to emerging interests and careers goals. Is this something we can explore? 

 

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

There is a dearth of guidance resources available through the medium of Irish. Careers Portal 

deserves credit for the Irish version of its website saoloibre.ie, however the complete English site is 

not available through Irish, and it would be desirable if this could be remedied. The site does have 

some useful resources that are not available on the English language version of the site such as 

Deiseanna Gairme le Gaeilge. Guidance counsellors in Irish-language schools have commented on 

the need for more accuracy with regard to grammar and spelling on some sections of the site.   

It is regrettable that Qualifax – the National Learner Database does not have an Irish version of the 

site, considering that it is state funded and part of QQI.  NCGE does an excellent job of providing an 

Irish language version of its magazine Guidance Matters, but there are gaps in provision such as the 

lack of an Irish language version of the popular EuroQuest package. 

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 

The potential value of guidance counselling is well established and it is multifaceted with benefits to 

both the individual and to the wider economy (Indecon 2019; Hooley and Dodd 2015; OECD 2018). 

Indecon (2019)3 has recognised this in their report as they state: 

“Enhanced career guidance also has the potential to reduce exchequer costs by contributing to 

tackling unemployment levels in certain cohorts of the labour force.” (p.72)4 

The holistic approach to guidance counselling encompasses career, personal/social and educational 

guidance, all of which are intertwined and not separable.  

 Career guidance counselling can ultimately increase the person’s employment prospects by 

increasing the students’/clients’ knowledge about the world of work, skills needs and different 

routes to employment; facilitate and encourage employer engagement; and help students/clients to 

develop career management skills which are needed in an uncertain future.  

 Personal/social guidance counselling is an essential aspect of guidance counselling as a 

person’s wellbeing and mental health influence their ability to engage in education and the labour 

market. Students/clients who suffer from mental health issues are often reluctant to seek help from 

                                                           
Indecon (2019) Indecon Review of Career Guidance, available: https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-

Reports/indecon-review-of-career-guidance.pdf  

 
Indecon (2019) Indecon Review of Career Guidance, available: https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-

Reports/indecon-review-of-career-guidance.pdf  

 

http://saoloibre.ie/
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/indecon-review-of-career-guidance.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/indecon-review-of-career-guidance.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/indecon-review-of-career-guidance.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/indecon-review-of-career-guidance.pdf
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public health services, and some studies have found that guidance counsellors are often the only 

professionals they turn to (Dowling and Doyle 2017; Ystgaard et al. 2009).5 

 Educational guidance counselling relates to student retention and attainment and to subject 

choices to match specific career paths for example.  

The OECD (2018)6 states that effective transitions to education and employment depend on intense 

guidance provision. They further describe guidance counselling as a “key tool to help students self-

identify their aspirations and abilities”. Rapidly changing labour market and skills demands, in 

addition to complex transitions, intensify the need for guidance counselling. 

Guidance counsellors work as a bridge between their clients across the lifespan and the world of 

industry. We are uniquely positioned to connect work opportunities with the potential labour force. 

We are a key resource in the labour market with access to the entire potential labour market and 

their parents and are pivotally positioned to communicate labour market openings to potential 

employees. We have asked all of our labour market stakeholders for improved communications 

about these opportunities which we can then impart to our students/clients. Many have answered 

our call by collaborating with us on our recent IGC national baseline LMI (Labour Market 

Information) CPD delivered to all of our members across 16 branches nationwide. 

Both the Action Plan for Education and the Indecon report, emphasise the importance of ‘employer 

engagement’ and the development of apprenticeships and traineeships. IGC is one step ahead with 

our recent CPD on Labour Market Skills Shortages and New Initiatives in the areas of 

Apprenticeships and Traineeships. This up to date CPD was developed by us in collaboration with 

SOLAS, Future Skills, Institutes of Technology, ETBs, local employers and apprenticeship providers, 

such as ESB, CIF, ATI and Bord Fáilte. One of the effects of this CPD has been that guidance 

counsellors from all 16 of the IGC branches are now equipped with cutting edge information about 

labour market skill shortages and new initiatives around apprenticeships and traineeships, 

information they can communicate to their students through one to one appointments, in class and 

to their parents during annual presentations.  

Furthermore, guidance counsellors were afforded the opportunity to network with LM stakeholders 

and to invite them to their schools to present at Careers Events, to work with them to organise 

appropriate work placements for their students. Already, participating apprenticeship providers 

have reported they are visiting schools more frequently at the invitation of the guidance counsellors 

who attended this CPD.  

                                                           
Dowling, S. and Doyle, L. (2017) ‘Responding to self-harm in the school setting: the experience of guidance counsellors and 

teachers in Ireland’, British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 45:5, 583-592, DOI: 10.1080/03069885.2016.1164297  

Ystgaard, M., Arensman, E., Hawton, K., Madge, N., van Heeringen, K., Hewitt, A.,…Fekete, S. (2009) ’Deliberate self-harm 

in adolescents: Comparison between those who receive help following self-harm and those who do not’, Journal of 

Adolescence, 32, 875–891.  

 
OECD (2018) Working it out: Career guidance and employer engagement, available: 
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=EDU/WKP(2018)11&docLanguage=En 

http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=EDU/WKP(2018)11&docLanguage=En
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It is our further recommendation that time would be allotted at these LMI CPD events to present to 

parents and to communicate the facts around apprenticeships to them: 

 The wide range of apprenticeships on offer with almost 60 apprenticeships currently on 

offer ranging from Traditional Craft Apprenticeships to IT, Finance, Auctioneering…  

 How apprentices “earn as they learn” and how much! 

 That apprenticeships suit smart people  

This parental input needs to happen if the government are to meet their targets with reference to 

take up of apprenticeships and badly needed trainees. 

We are also concerned that our entrepreneurial students are not adequately supported in our 

current Senior Cycle. These creative students need mentors in their area of interest to take them on 

and teach them everything they know, champion them as fledgling entrepreneurs. A Dragons Den 

style assessment process would be a very appropriate assessment means for this group of students, 

local employers could sit on this panel using an assessment template provided by NCCA. Guidance 

counsellors are positioned to identify who these students are and Industry could supply appropriate 

mentors. Many companies value these community relations and are actively encouraging their 

employees to give to their local community in different ways. For example, by collaborating with the 

school guidance counsellor, Ernst and Young participate in Mock Interview events in a school local to 

them and train up a number of employees in Interview Techniques for this purpose. This resource 

could be offered in every school in Ireland if different organisations got involved and those 

organisations satisfy their community service obligation. This could be a win win situation.   

(Special Educational Needs)  SEN  

Exceptionally able students are not adequately catered for in this country outside of private schools. 

This calibre of student typically goes overseas to study in 3rd level as they are disenchanted with 2nd 

level having been left to stagnate and thread water for 6 years at second level. This is a huge loss to 

the economy as few of these students return, if any yet most of them will benefit from a SUSI grant 

(funded by Irish taxpayers) which travels with them. Imagine the contribution just one of these 

people could make to solve some of our current economic, political, cultural, ecological challenges to 

name but a few if we could retain them in our labour market? This calibre of student needs 

comprehensive options about what they can study and to what level. Look at the United States 

treatment of these students where they can take modules in college even whilst attending High 

School. These students need to be stimulated, challenged, and given the freedom to choose what 

they pursue, instead we force them to literally thread water and under achieve right through second 

level school. Our current system is failing these students and they vote with their feet the moment 

they complete the all-important Leaving Certificate, usually the flight they book is a one way ticket. 

Guidance counsellors spend significant time meeting with SEN students to support them at times of 

emotional distress, application form filling, DARE and HEAR applications. We would posit that these 

students would benefit from additional time with us for all of the above. We would welcome a less 

complex HEAR and in particular DARE process and can be overwhelmed from a workload perspective 

when supporting upset students writing personal accounts of how they struggle to learn and survive 
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in the current educational system. As their needs, obstacles and situations vary tremendously there 

is not one size fits all and the best remedy is individual time to work through what is upsetting them.  

We would conclude that more phased assessments and different forms of assessment (practicals, 

projects) would suit SEN students better than the current examination system.     
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 CAFE  Support Submission  
 
 Executive summary  
 
The review by the Oireachtas Committee is very timely. The past two 
years have put senior cycle students, their teachers and parents under 
enormous stress. Many but by no means all stakeholders believe that we 
cannot return to the Leaving Certificates of old and that deep reform is 
needed. Public understanding and buy-in will be necessary if changes are 
to be made successfully. The promised Citizens Assembly for Education 
could offer a safe space to discuss reform not just of the Leaving 
Certificate but of education at all levels. The Oireachtas Committee can be 
a powerful advocate for the Assembly, its funding, timing, duration and 
modus operandi. 
 That is why we are asking the Committee to consider including something 
along the following lines in its report on Leaving Certificate reform: 
 
“This Committee believes the forthcoming Citizens Assembly for 
Education (CAFE) will help to raise public awareness and get ‘buy-in’ 
for reform of the education system at all levels including the Leaving 
Certificate. To ensure the success of the Assembly this Committee 
calls on the Government to: 
(a) announce the date of the Assembly 
(b) ensure that sufficient time is given to consider the big questions  on 
purpose and culture at all levels of education from early childhood to 
adult learning including the reform of the Leaving Cert. 
(c) provide sufficient resources for the design of the assembly to 
ensure the voice of young people is central, to ensure the availability of 
experts and to commission surveys or research projects deemed 
necessary for the work of the Assembly 
(d) commit to setting up an implementation committee to activate the 
Assembly’s recommendations as quickly as possible and publish an 
annual report on progress. 
 
 

2021/467(i)
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CAFÉ Support Group submission  
 
 
Timely review 
 
1.The Citizens Assembly for Education (CAFE) support group welcomes 
the invitation to make a written submission to the Oireachtas Committee 
for its examination of Leaving Certificate (LC) reform. The review is very 
timely given the past two difficult years for all senior cycle students, their 
parents and teachers.  
 
2.The outcome of the committee’s deliberations will make a valuable 
contribution to the debate which is already taking place in other fora such 
as the NCCA, the Department of Education, parent, teacher, school 
manager and student organisations, the Houses of the Oireachtas and the 
national media. 
 
3.The pandemic has prompted increased public discussion about the 
general values underlining our education system in terms of access, equity, 
inclusion, on-line learning and has focused in particular on the LC.  
 
 
 
General Observations on the Leaving Certificate 
 
5.The Leaving Certificate concludes 13 or 14 years of primary and second 
level schooling. It is a rite of passage for over 90% of the relevant age 
cohort. The overall participation and retention rate is remarkable although 
the actual rates are lower in some disadvantaged areas.  
 
6.However, many students, parents and teachers are asking why 
assessment of the second level final two years of learning is crammed into 
approximately three weeks? The written exam is an intense and 
disorientating experience for the digital generation who are used to 
working on screen, rather than with pen and paper.  
 
 
 
 
 

2021/467(ii)
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7.Increasing numbers of people believe that the points system which is 
designed to determine who goes to university is driving students to focus 
on the exam rather than enjoy the experience of learning and to regard 
getting a college place as the ultimate determinant of success. 
 
8.While students are increasingly aware that there are other pathways to a 
fulfilling career - including further education and training - the dominant 
culture in Ireland still rates apprenticeships and other avenues to further 
education as second class. For all the talk about increasing the range of 
apprenticeships the fact remains that we have fewer apprentices now – 
around 22,000 – than we had before the collapse of the Celtic Tiger when 
we had 28,500 registered apprentices. The ratio of full-time higher 
education students to apprentices is now worse than it was a decade and a 
half ago. 
 
9.There is a growing view across society that the education system needs 
to embrace contexts outside the formal school setting and to acknowledge 
that learning is much broader than academic learning and to reward it 
accordingly through new forms of assessment. 
 
10.Many, but by no means all, stakeholders believe that a return to the LC 
of 2019 is not acceptable and that decisions on a different way forward 
will have to be taken and implemented quickly.  
 
11.However trying to fix the LC exam in isolation from the rest of the 
educational experience is like applying a sticking plaster to a wound 
without considering the underlying reasons as to why the wound is there in 
the first place. The LC can only be fixed in the context of examining the 
whole system. 
 
12.Unfortunately we have a long tradition of dealing with aspects of 
education in silos which can lead to uncoordinated and disjointed changes 
in the system. The stages of education from cradle to grave need to be 
considered as a whole and not as separate segments in the learning cycle 
 
 
 
 
The Citizens Assembly for Education (CAFÉ) 
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13.It is recognised that reforms and change are more readily implemented 
when there is broad public consensus, not just backing from politicians 
and ’insider’ interested parties. The Government’s decision to hold a 
Citizens Assembly for education (CAFE) is very welcome. The 
commitment is to support “the development of a shared understanding of 
the value of education which addresses how education can prepare people 
of all ages to meet new societal, environmental, technological and 
economic challenges which face us all” through the establishment of a 
Citizens Assembly on the future of Education “ensuring that the voices of 
young people and those being educated are central”. 
 
14.The Assembly should be designed to allow citizens to address inter 
alia, the question of what kinds of schooling and education do our young 
people need to survive and thrive now and in the coming decades of the 
21st Century? While the Terms of Reference of the Citizens’Assembly 
have yet to be determined it seems likely that the LC will emerge as one of 
the themes to be explored. It is hoped that the Assembly will raise public 
awareness, build consensus and get buy-in for change across education. It 
will most likely make recommendations to Government which will take 
the final decisions. It is accepted that there is little or no point in being 
unrealistic by producing a long expensive ‘shopping list’ of desired 
changes.  
 
15.The hope is that the assembly will offer space and time for deep 
listening, reflection, relationship building, respect and compassion. Their 
work should offer an inspiring vision for what education needs to be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Origins of CAFE 
 
16.The idea of a Citizens Assembly for Education arose at a symposium in 
the Burren College of Art in November 2018.  A group of about 50 
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educators, parents, students, Department of Education (DE) officials, 
policy makers, artists and others met to discuss creativity in education.  
From this fertile ground two ideas developed which have since flourished.  
The first was the BEACONS( Bringing Education Alive for Communities 
On a National Scale) process which engages students, parents and teachers 
in their local communities in new forms of open and creative conversation 
about what they feel is important in Education. This initiative is sponsored 
by the Teaching Council and supported by the EU and the OECD. 
The second was the proposal to campaign for a Citizens Assembly. There 
was a groundswell of support for this idea. Participants felt there was a 
need for a safe space to have a national conversation about the future of 
education. 
 
17.After the symposium a smaller number of the participants began to 
meet informally on a regular basis to see how they could progress the 
Assembly idea. They grew increasingly enthused by the positive response 
to the proposal from various quarters and began talking to the political 
parties about including it in their elections manifestos. The result was that 
the Citizens Assembly for Education (CAFE) ended up as a firm 
commitment in the PfG.  
 
18.Over the last number of months  we have shared the results of our 
consultation processes with the DE. We have used online creative 
methodologies to consult with student teachers and teacher educators, the 
ISSU, USI, NPC, NAPD, the arts community etc. The Group is also 
engaging with print, social and broadcast media as well as publishers 
about publicity in advance of the Assembly to deepen the national 
conversation.  
 
 
Conclusion and Request to Committee 
 
19.Reforming the Leaving Certificate cannot be divorced from the total 
experience of  a citizen’s education from early childhood education 
onwards right through primary, post primary, further education and  
lifelong learning. The Citizens Assembly will allow the wider public to 
offer its views on the future of Education including the Leaving Certificate 
exam. 
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20.The Oireachtas Committee can be a powerful advocate for the 
Assembly, its funding, timing, duration and modus operandi.  
The CAFE support group therefore requests the Committee to include a 
recommendation on the Citizens Assembly in its report on the review of 
the Leaving Certificate:  
 
“This Committee believes the forthcoming Citizens Assembly for 
Education (CAFE) will help to raise public awareness, build consensus 
and get ‘buy-in’ for reform of the education system at all levels 
including the Leaving Certificate. To ensure the success of the 
Assembly this Committee calls on the Government to: 
(a) announce the date of the Assembly 
(b) ensure that sufficient time is given to consider the big questions  on 
purpose and culture at all levels of education from early childhood to 
adult learning including the reform of the Leaving Cert. 
(c) provide  adequate resources  for the design of the assembly to 
ensure the voice of young people is central, to ensure the availability of 
experts and to commission surveys or research projects deemed 
necessary for the work of the Assembly 
(d) commit to setting up an implementation committee to activate the 
Assembly’s recommendations as quickly as possible and publish an 
annual report on progress. 
 
 
                               ENDS 
       



 

 

The Irish Traveller Movement  
4 - 5 Eustace Street, Dublin 2,00 353 1 679 6577, itmtrav.ie  
For further information please contact Eve O’Brien Email: eve@itmtrav.ie / info@itmtrav.ie  

Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further 
and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.   

Re: The Committee’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform 

 

Background   

Founded in 1990, the Irish Traveller Movement (ITM) is the national advocacy and membership platform which brings together 
Travellers and representative organisations to develop collective solutions on issues faced by the community to achieve greater 
equality for Travellers. We represent Traveller interests in national governmental, international and human rights settings. We 
challenge racism- individual, cultural and structural which Travellers face and promote integration and equality. We are led by 
our grassroots community membership, deliver expertise in shaping organisations locally and promote community leadership 
ensuring Traveller’s voices are at the forefront of all discussions.  

ITM is mandated by our membership of over 40 local Traveller groups to bring forward policy and related matters to national 
structures and represented on the national NTRIS Education Working Group Sub-committee coordinated under the Department 
of Education (DE). We are also the innovators of the Yellow Flag Programme -the school based intercultural programme.  

The Irish Traveller Movement welcome the invitation to make a submission to the Joint Committee on the subject of Leaving 
Cert Reform in general and on the following key areas: 

1. Assessment Options 
2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 
3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 
4. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

The Irish Traveller Movement refer here also, to observations made in the Yellow Flag Programme submission to the Joint 
Committee regarding Leaving Cert Reform and to the recommendations therein. 

Summary recommendations  
 
Assessment options 

 Review and revision of current assessment approaches in favour of increasing emphasis on non-exam approaches to 
better supporting the overall wellbeing of students.  

 Introduce greater variety of assessment approaches, for example, project or practical work, with flexible language 
supports, to provide a more accurate reflection of the range of skills in the diverse student population 

 Any final proposal for Leaving Cert assessment methods to be submitted to a diversity/ethnic minority panel for 
approval 

 Continue with practice of external and blind assessment in order to overrides issues pertaining to racism and 
unconscious bias 



Key Subject areas and digital learning  
 Incorporate life skills and wellbeing as core components of the senior cycle/ leaving cert curriculum 
 More diverse, flexible and student-centred pathways available which are more suitable and inclusive of all students 
 Embed intercultural education across all Leaving cert subjects 
 Conduct a diversity audit of Leaving Cert learning materials for key subjects, to ensure that they accurately reflect 

the demographic make-up of Ireland, such as Travellers, Roma and other minority groups  
 Implement an anti-racism component in the curricula. 
 Ensure equal access to digital technology and associated measures to address the digital divide where digital 

learning is a core component of the senior cycle 

Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 
 Require all schools to develop and implement an anti-racism policy and a whole-school strategy to combat racism 
 Compulsory anti-racism and intercultural training for all teachers as part of pre-service and in-service teacher 

training developed and implemented to root out conscious and unconscious bias, to create intercultural 
understanding 

 Provide  

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 
 Develop more targeted approach and in-school support for Travellers to transition from senior cycle to third level 

 

Context   
 
Travellers are an indigenous ethnic minority confirmed by historical sources to be part of Irish society for centuries. Travellers’ 
long shared history, cultural values, language, customs and traditions make them a self-defined group and one which is 
recognisable and distinct. Traveller culture and way of life, of which nomadism is an essential factor, is distinct from the settled 
population.   

Census 2016 showed 30,987 Travellers self-identified, but a closer estimation of population is found in the Department of 
Housing, Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH) last available data 2019, where 10,809 families were enumerated (between 
45,397 and 57,287 people) throughout the 31 local authority areas.  

Travellers are among the most marginalised communities in Ireland. Long term exclusion, and experience of discrimination 
has had a detrimental effect on Traveller’s life chances and outcomes across the various social indicators such as health, 
education, employment, and socio-economic status. Gaps in participation, progression and achievement between Travellers 
and their settled counterparts in education are significantly lower. 

Of 1 million pupils enrolled nationally in Ireland in 2019, primary and post primary, 11,000 were Travellers, 3,000 of whom 
were in second level. In 2020 it’s estimated 300 Travellers took the leaving cert, half for the traditional exam and half for the 
Vocational or Applied Cert1. 
 
Gaps in Traveller participation, progression and achievement in education compared to their settled counterparts are 
significantly lower and many decades long showing; 
 

●  In 2016 only 13% of Travellers had completed senior cycle at second level versus 92% non-Travellers2 
●  57% of Traveller boys had only primary-education compared to 13% nationally1 
●  13% of female Travellers were educated to upper secondary or above compared with 69.1% of the general 

population1 
●  Of those who left second level education early, 55% left by the age of 153 
●  4 out of 10 Travellers said they or their children had been bullied in school because of their identity as Travellers2 

 
1  Department of Education POD and PPOD on request 
2 CSO, Available: https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/presspages/2017/census2016profile8-irishtravellersethnicityandreligion/ 
3 Behaviours & Attitudes (2017), Traveller Community National Survey. Available at: 
https://exchangehouse.ie/publications_nationaltravellersurvey2017.php 



Challenges to progression in Education 

 
Any reform to the Leaving cert and senior cycle must be considered within the context and structures of the wider education 
system and therefore must take into account the challenges and obstacles faced by Travellers in the junior cycle and at 
primary level, as well as the challenges in progressing to third level or employment, subsequent to completing the leaving cert 
and senior cycle. 
 
These challenges include: 
 
1. Retention of Traveller students in post primary which remains a concern and additional resources are urgently required 

to defeat early school leaving. The long called for Traveller Education Strategy across primary, post primary and 
higher/further education, is still anticipated, and critical to advancing those aims.  

2. No restoration of cuts to the Traveller-specific education supports (86-100%) in 2011, despite recommendations by the 
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child to address Ireland’s obligations under the UN Convention of the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC). Impacts from these cuts have taken more than a decade to erase, and little evidence of improvements in 
completion rates since then, or equivalent supports in the system towards retention. 

3. No emphasis on targeted supports or a national oversight plan in second level with the capacity to ensure the Traveller 
student is supported across the lifetime of their education to enhance the possibility of improving retention and 
attainment.  

4. Parental experience of the education system, low literacy, education levels and lack of confidence in the education system 
as a whole.  

5. Lack of visibility of Traveller culture in the curriculum and in teaching practice. 
6. Identity based bullying, and low-level expectation of schools of Traveller pupils. 
7. Disproportionate application of a Reduced Timetable for Travellers, despite Department of Education guidelines on the 

practice. 
8. The digital divide and inequality for Traveller pupils exposed by Covid-19 caused concern. The impacts on Travellers pupils 

in leaving certificate year 2020 and 2021 is unknown. 
9. The intergenerational experience of unemployment and socio-economic disadvantage, which might further deter 

children and parents to pursue third level, the cost of which is more than what a direct bursary scheme can offer. 
10. The impact of inadequate accommodation and overcrowding on children’s overall wellbeing and education progression 

(over 2,000 families living in inadequate, unsafe conditions in shared and overcrowded accommodation or on roadsides. 
Travellers also account for 10% of all people in emergency accommodation nationally). 

With regard to Leaving Cert Reform, ITM makes the following observations in relation the key areas indicated. 

Assessment Options 

There is widespread recognition of the undue stress and anxiety associated with the high-stakes nature of the Leaving Cert 
Established terminal examinations and the pressure placed on students4 5. The over-emphasis on examinations is having a 
negative effect on students’ wellbeing. 

The focus on the terminal exams favours those who are better at exams and more oriented towards written rather than practical 
displays of learning and fails to recognise and value a wider, more diverse range of knowledge, skills, and abilities. 

Options to broaden assessment and examination approaches and methods should be explored so that students have 
opportunities to display a wider range of learning in a variety of ways. Strong consideration should be given to significantly 
reducing the weighting given to high-stakes terminal examinations and prioritising different assessment approaches that fully 
capture the span of student learning and achievements. The greater use of continuous assessment across senior cycle and the 
use of non-exam approaches should be embraced for their ability to enhance the engagement of students and better reflect 
and reward the differing sets of skills they develop throughout senior cycle.  

However, it is imperative that any model of senior cycle assessment remains objective, fair and free from potential prejudice 
and anti-Traveller bias. 

 
4 NCCA (2019), Interim report of review of senior cycle education 
5 ESRI (2019), Student, Teacher and Parent Perspectives on Senior Cycle Education, Research Series Number 94. 



Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

Key subject areas 

A more holistic approach to edcuation should be supported at senior cycle which focuses on student-centred pathways, 
responsive to the diverse needs of students, providing more flexible options and a tailored approach.  

Life skills and wellbeing should form a core component of the senior cycle curriculum. A greater emphasis on the 
development of personal and interpersonal skills and enhancing young people’s wellbeing and ability to cope with challenges, 
has been identified as necessary to better prepare young people for further/higher education, employment and adult life6  

Ireland is a diverse society made up of a multitude of different cultures, nationalities, ethnicities and identities. Regardless of 
subject choices, all students should learn about culture, racial justice and further key human rights concepts in order to equip 
young people with the skills to navigate an intercultural world and work environment. 

Similarly, Travellers and other minority groups should see themselves reflected across the Leaving cert curriculum, and not 
just limited to visibility in diversity and inclusion contexts or in ring-fenced subject areas such as racial justice covered in 
history.  

Digital learning  

Any development which places further emphasis on digital learning at senior cycle must also address the current digital divide 
which exists in our society and which was exposed through the move towards remote and online learning during the Covid 
pandemic. It highlighted how certain groups including Travellers and those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, have 
unequal access to technology, digital devices and adequate internet connection. 

Case Study: Digital divide and lack of access supports for Travellers   

A post-primary school in South Dublin moved to full digital learning in 2021 and is now ‘book free’. A Traveller family with 4 
children had one child attending this school and was informed they would be required to pay 70% of the cost of a device and 
associated programmes uploaded which amounted to €700. This family, who were economically vulnerable and reliant on 
social welfare payments, were not offered an alterative and instead had to reply on an ad hoc philanthropic donation.  

The digital divide has greatly contributed to educational disadvantage for Travellers during Covid. Many Traveller students 
were unable to participate in their education during Covid due to poor internet connectivity, lack of suitable devices, lack of 
space, and digital literacy of parents. As a result, many fell behind their peers, were unable to participate in their education, 
were disconnected from school, and even dropped out altogether.  

The shift towards digital learning and digitisation in schools or in wider education policy must make provisions to address this 
digital inequality, such as free access to digital devices, broadband access, and education and support for students and 
parents to engage with the technology.  

 

Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 
ITM are concerned about the inclusion of all students in senior cycle and in the wider school community and culture.  

A soon to be published Government-commissioned report, Out of the Shadows7, refers to “institutional and structural 
discrimination and racism within the education system” and includes testimony from Traveller students and parents of low 
expectations from schools and teachers, bullying, and not feeling included, wanted or safe in school – especially at second 
level. 

As discussed earlier in this submission, Travellers fair far worse than their settle counterparts in terms of progression, 
achievement, and experiences in education. Travellers should be afforded the same opportunities and equal expectations to 
non-Travellers at senior cycle.  

 

 
6 ESRI (2019), Student, Teacher and Parent Perspectives on Senior Cycle Education, Research Series Number 94 
7 Quinlan, Maria (2020), Out of the Shadows: Traveller and Roma Education – Voices from the Communities (to be published) 



Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

Progression rates of Travellers to third level are low, with only 1% on average having progressed to higher education. Little 
progress has been made to increase this figure despite the Government’s National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher 
Education 2015-2019 which named Travellers as a target group with a dedicated plan and objectives therein. Many barriers 
still exist for Travellers in their journey towards third level.  

Diverse and flexible pathways should be available for students, for example creative, arts-based, vocational or technical 
pathways, and the ability for students to engage in multiple elements. A student-centred model is required which 
meaningfully supports and values the wide range of career, education, and training opportunities other than direct entry to 
third level such as apprenticeships, traineeships and vocational training.  

ITM support enhancing provision for students who wish to transition from senior cycle education to apprenticeships, 
traineeships and further training and employment. Transitioning from senior cycle to third level can be particularly 
challenging for Travellers without the adequate supports in place to help them navigate this transition. In many cases they are 
the first person in their family or community to progress to third level due to historic educational disadvantage. Without 
adequate support through what can be an intimidating, bureaucratic, and complex process, many will fail to progress to third 
level. 

 



 
17 Kildare Street, 

Dublin 2. 

6th October 2021 

 

Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science. 

Leinster House, 

Dublin 2 

 

ISME is grateful for the opportunity to make a submission to the Joint Committee. While Leaving 

Certificate Reform is not identified by our membership as a key lobbying priority, it will impact the 

future labour force and SME hiring decisions. The responses below set out such views as we have 

regarding the six areas raised in your letter of 16th September. 

 

1. Assessment Options 

While the Leaving Certificate has come in for informed and legitimate criticism in recent years for the 

“rote learning” issue, its fairness, objectivity, reliability and consistency were not in doubt. The very 

significant difficulties caused by obvious grade inflation in the accredited grades system in 2020 and 

in 2021 have explicitly demonstrated the failures of adopting an ad hoc approach to continuous 

assessment.       

Not alone has grade inflation not done any of our Leaving Certificate cohort of 2021 any favours, but 

a great many high-performing (and in some cases maximum-point) students have been denied places 

on certain academic courses because of grade inflation. The effects of this on the credibility of our 

education system are toxic.  

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

The PISA rankings1 now include focus on digital literacy. However, ISME and our member companies 

have noted basic failings among graduate-level recruits in accomplishing relatively simple tasks such 

as the ability to formulate a cogent paragraph of text on a business-related topic, free of spelling or 

grammatical errors, and understandable to its target audience.  

3. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

We are not aware of specific issues around access, equality or well-being supports, however we have 

had anecdotal representations made to us about the quality of teaching available in particular areas 

such as STEM and European languages.  

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

Our rigid determination to open ever more universities in Ireland, at the apparent expense of 

education in technical disciplines, is worrying. We find it noteworthy that annual surveys of the best 

third-level institutions in the world consistently show three technology institutions in the Top 10,2 

with MIT in first place for the last five years. We do not believe any of these would be concerned about 

 
1 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en 
2 https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2022 
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competition from any Irish technical institution. While accepting that university status does confer 

additional cachet and attractiveness upon any educational institution, it is essential, bearing in mind 

Ireland’s relative attractiveness to foreign multinational companies, that we continually strive for 

excellence in technical education. 

We have a significant density of high-tech foreign multinational employers here, and a diminishing 

ability to supply them with suitably qualified labour.3 Conversely, a study by the IZA Institute of Labour 

Economics4 concluded that Ireland had the highest rate of overeducation among employees in Europe. 

Overeducation was defined as “the proportion of employees in employment whose ISCED 

[International Standard Classification of Education] level of schooling lies one level or more above the 

occupational mode.” At the same time, the OECD Economic Survey Ireland 20205 found that 

“measured literacy skills of Irish adults remained close to the OECD average, and numeracy and 

problem-solving skills were significantly lower for all age cohorts.” This suggests a very significant skills 

mismatch between the output of our education system, and inputs required by Irish business.  

We do not suggest that labour-market fulfilment should be the sole goal of our tertiary education 

system, but where we have significant numbers of third-level places provided with Exchequer 

underwriting, a closer match between outputs and market demands would be more desirable. Liter 

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

Again, while we do not lobby on the Irish language, we note that Ireland is struggling to fulfil its quota 

of translators for the translation of EU law, directives and regulations. This is most undesirable.   

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 

Despite our views of our education system, the World Population Review6 puts our education ranking 

just ahead of the global average. The PISA rankings are now far more granular and useful in their 

ratings than they used to be, but Ireland is not class leading in any notable respect.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/rise-in-irish-companies-hiring-foreign-workers-to-meet-skills-shortages-1.4189736 
4 IZA: Overeducation in Europe 
5 OECD Economic Survey Ireland 2020 
6 https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/education-rankings-by-country 
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Leaving Certificate reform: submission to Joint Oireachtas Committee on 
Further and Higher Education  

Dr Jim Gleeson, Adjunct Professor, School of Policy and Practice, Dublin 
City University (formerly School of Education, University of Limerick and 

Australian Catholic University) 

Executive summary 

On foot of his February 2021 Irish Times Op Ed piece raising issues around the 
meaning of grades in the Leaving Certificate Established (LCE), the author was 
invited to make a submission regarding the importance of a coherent 
relationship between Irish curriculum policy and assessment practice. Whereas 
LCE candidates have some 39 individual subjects to choose from, this 
submission is inevitably general in nature. During the preparation of this 
submission however, the significance of subject differences has become very 
clear to the author.  

While the main focus here is on the LCE, it is important to acknowledge the two 
other LC programmes. Apart from the ‘link modules’, the very same 
examination and grading issues apply to the Leaving Certificate Vocational 
Programme (LCVP). On the other hand, as noted towards the end of this 
submission, the purpose and design of the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) 
programme is markedly different. 

Paragraphs 1-13 below provide the context for the submission. From the 
perspective of the curriculum/assessment relationship, levels of collaboration 
between the Department of Education and Skills (DES), the National Council 
for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), and the State Examinations 
Commission (SEC) would currently appear to be very good. The SEC is 
represented on all NCCA Committees including subject Development Groups 
which have primary responsibility for developing subject specifications. 

In view of their relevance to external assessment for national certification, 
paragraphs 14-25 include necessary details regarding the responsibilities and 
activities of the NCCA and SEC. LCE subject curricula currently include two 
contrasting design scenarios. The NCCA is moving away from the development 
of syllabus documents with their focus on content knowledge. Some three-
quarters of LCE subjects currently remain in syllabus form, with a very strong 
focus on content knowledge. The reformed junior cycle curriculum and some 
ten ELC subjects are presented in subject specification format where there is a 
strong emphasis on student learning outcomes and on learning rather than 
teaching, as well as assessment criteria and teacher autonomy. Notwithstanding 

2021/470(i)
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the academic focus of the LCE, there is growing recognition of the importance 
of students’ social and emotional development (OECD) as reflected in the 
introduction of Wellbeing as a junior cycle subject. 

The establishment of standards is a fundamental aspect of the examination 
system, and the NCCA and SEC collaborate on the development of content and 
performance standards. According as the focus shifts from content to skills, 
content standards, predicated on syllabus content and objectives (when 
available), are becoming somewhat problematic in the case of subject 
specifications as evidence by the critical response of the ASTI.  

Performance standards are predicated on subject syllabus objectives and, in the 
case of subject specifications, on learning outcomes. A considerable degree of 
inference is required when performance standards are being developed from 
subject syllabuses, some of which do not have any objectives at all. In the case 
of newer specifications, performance standards are informed by feedback on 
test items and sample papers.  

Subject specifications include at least one further assessment component in 
addition to the terminal examination. Unlike subject syllabuses, specifications 
also attempt to define the meaning of grades insofar as they include assessment 
criteria for three levels of achievement – ‘Exceptional’, ‘Above expectations’ 
and ‘In line with expectations’. On the other hand, the vast majority of LCE 
syllabuses do not include assessment criteria.  

The well-known Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) taxonomy of educational 
objectives and learning outcomes (Appendix 1) is used in the design of subject 
syllabuses, specifications and examination papers. This facilitates the inclusion 
of higher as well as lower order objectives and learning outcomes.  

The SEC Examination processes are outlined in paragraphs 26-37. Examination 
setters prepare draft marking schemes in conjunction with the examination 
papers. Examinations may vary in difficult from year to year, and draft marking 
schemes are subject to change at the discretion of the Chief Examiner and 
her/his team. Final marking schemes are published after the exam results have 
been released.  

Unlike examining bodies elsewhere, the SEC must work within pre-published 
grade parameters (H2 = 80-89.99% etc) that cannot be changed without 
Ministerial approval. Where Chief Examiners feel that the distribution of grades 
in a particular subject/year is not right, contrary to popular belief, they employ 
attainment referencing rather than seeking to distribute grades according to a 
bell curve (norm-referencing). Also used in neighbouring jurisdictions, 
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attainment referencing involves the comparison of different annual student 
cohorts. It operates on the premise that deviations from year to year are far more 
likely to be due to the examination rather than the characteristics of particular 
student cohorts. Attainment referencing involves balancing expert qualitative 
judgement with statistical information. Students are judged on their overall level 
of attainment in the subject rather than on clearly defined standards and criteria. 
The underlying premise on which attainment referencing is based and the need 
to adhere to pre-published grade parameters are both deserving of further 
consideration.  

Recent relevant research findings are addressed in paragraphs 38-52. The main 
findings of a study of predictability in the Irish Leaving Certificate, 
commissioned by the SEC, and conducted by the Oxford University Centre for 
Educational Assessment and Queen’s University, Belfast, (Baird et al, 2014) 
include:  

- Whereas independent subject experts concluded that none of the six 
subjects in the study were very problematically predictable, they found 
that the examinations in three of these six subjects analysed (Economics; 
Design and Communications Graphics; French) to be ‘problematically 
predictable’.  

- Although many teachers found certain elements of the examinations 
predictable, particularly at Lower level, they generally disagreed with the 
subject experts’ findings regarding predictability. 

- Teachers found the official marking schemes useful in their teaching 
because they provided clarity about exam requirements and questions and 
they encouraged students to use them in their own study and homework.  

- Teachers observed that the majority of subject syllabuses are very broad 
and that, in the limited time available, this encourages teaching towards 
the exam and use of the textbook at the expense of the wider syllabus.  

- Many students found the exams predictable and performed better in 
knowledge-based rather than skills-based subjects.  

- Family SES explains a larger proportion of the variability in examination 
scores than exam predictability 

- While student beliefs about the relevance of exams varied according to 
subject, they generally felt that LCE marking schemes did not give 
sufficient credit to higher order thinking.  
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- The majority of students suggested that there was too much reliance on 
memory and that those with the best understanding of a discipline did not 
necessarily get the highest grades. 

- Students considered that, in order to do well, the examinations generally 
required broad and deep understanding, and application of knowledge. As 
Baird et al (2018, 374) remarked, this reflects well on LCE marking 
schemes. 

- Conversely, narrowing of the curriculum was related to poorer 
performance in examinations, regardless of SES. 

- Burns et al (2018) found that the LCE assessment instruments and 
students’ responses were characterised by lower order processing 
(particularly recall of information), with the result that the LCE 
examination instruments do not gather evidence of deployment of 
students’ skills in the case of many subjects. 

Notwithstanding high levels of collaboration between the NCCA, SEC and 
DES, and the perceived effectiveness of the marking schemes, there are 
important issues to be addressed. These include: the difficulty of inferring 
performance standards from subject syllabuses; the inadequate treatment of 
assessment in subject syllabuses; the predictability of the examinations; the 
premise on which attainment referencing is based; the contrasting views of 
subject experts/students on the one hand and teachers on the other; the 
limitations of public examinations, including the LCE, with respect to higher 
order cognitive outcomes; and the heavy dependency on textbooks. While 
coherence between curriculum and assessment is a priority of the main 
agencies, this is difficult to achieve in practice because of the narrowing of the 
curriculum due to the prevalence of teaching to the test, and the associated 
concentration on lower- as against higher-order skills.    

It is noteworthy that a recent study of the underlying beliefs of Irish post-
primary teachers regarding assessment (Darmody et al, 2020) tentatively 
suggests that teachers may be ‘engaging with recent Junior Cycle reform 
measures that include classroom-based assessment’. 

While the main focus of this submission is on the curriculum and assessment 
aspects of the Leaving Certificate Established (and by extension the LCVP), 
some other relevant aspects of Leaving Certificate reform are briefly addressed 
at paragraphs 56-73: 

- Revisiting the Leaving Certificate Applied, with particular reference to 
ring-fencing. 
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- The conflation of LCE grades with CAO points.  

- Teacher professionalism and LCE assessment for national certification. 

Some policy recommendations and suggested topics for further research are 
included in the final section of the submission. 

SUBMISSION 

Introduction 

1. I was contacted by Tara Kelly following publication of an Op Ed piece 
in the Irish Times (09/02/21). Tara suggested that my observations 
regarding the importance of a coherent and meaningful relationship 
between curriculum and assessment would be of particular interest to 
the members of your committee. 
  

2. The importance of establishing a coherent relationship between 
curriculum and assessment cannot be overstated. Educational 
assessments, particularly public examinations, affect what and how 
students learn, and neglect of this relationship results in a ‘backwash’ 
effect where the assessment tail wags the curriculum dog.  
 

3. This submission draws on the author’s considerable knowledge of Irish 
post-primary curriculum policy and practice, on the relevant literature, 
and on very helpful discussions with senior National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) and State Examinations 
Commission (SEC) officials. 
 

4. This committee’s consideration of the Leaving Certificate coincides 
with the ongoing review of Senior Cycle being conducted by the 
NCCA. One hopes that the recommendations of the current NCCA 
review will receive stronger support from the Minister and government 
than those made by the 2005 NCCA review. While acknowledging in 
an Irish Times interview with the late Sean Flynn that the NCCA ‘have 
come up with various imaginative reforms’, then Minister, Mary 
Hanafin, TD, opined that she was ‘not so sure [about this] Rolls Royce 
option’ on the grounds 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’. 
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5. The effects of high stakes testing on curriculum, teaching and learning 
are a source of concern in many countries, and the traditional Leaving 
Certificate1 Established (LCE) is certainly no exception. The 
requirement of State Examinations at the end of two years of study are 
in sharp contrast with primary level where the external state 
examination was discontinued in 1967 and with junior cycle (post-
primary) where the significance of external state examinations has 
greatly diminished in the context of the Framework for Junior Cycle 
(DES, 2015). They are also out of step with the Transition Year 
experience and with the widespread use of continuous assessment in 
further/higher education.  
 

6. Whereas the recent junior cycle debate was dominated to an inordinate 
degree by assessment issues, the focus in that instance was on school-
based assessment for national certification rather than substantive issues 
such as the importance of coherence between curriculum and 
assessment, the merits of ‘assessment for’ as against ‘assessment of’ 
learning, the educational meaning of examination grades, the nature of 
the core curriculum and the role of the teacher as professional. 
 

7. This submission sets out the relevant curriculum and assessment 
structures, paying particular attention to the relationship between 
curriculum and assessment in the LCE. Going beyond curriculum 
documents, this requires consideration of the SEC examination 
processes including the establishment of content and performance 
standards, the setting and marking of examinations, and the SEC 
grading procedures. Relevant research findings are presented, and some 
other more general issues are identified. Policy recommendations are 
included in the final section along with suggestions for relevant 
research. 

Relevant curriculum and assessment structures 

8. The Minister determines policy in relation to the certificate 
examinations, the content of syllabuses and programmes to be 
examined, their assessment structure, and the duration of examinations. 
Responsibility for policy implementation falls to three main players – 

 
1 As against the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA). The Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) simply 
involves certain combinations of Leaving Certificate subjects and two work-related modules. Indeed, one 
might reasonably argue that the entire Leaving Certificate is becoming vocational!! 
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the Department of Education and Skills (DES), the NCCA, and the 
SEC. 
 

9. The Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998) defines the object of 
the statutory NCCA in terms of advising the Minister on the school 
curriculum, the assessment procedures employed in schools, and 
examinations in subjects that are part of the national curriculum. 
Defined functions of the NCCA include curriculum review, providing 
advice regarding methods of assessment, establishing appropriate 
standards of student knowledge and skills, and reviewing the in-service 
training needs of teachers. 
 

10. According to the relevant Establishment Order (2003), the functions of 
the SEC are to ‘provide a high-quality state examinations and 
assessment system incorporating the highest standards of openness and 
transparency, fairness and accountability’. The Irish Leaving Certificate 
represents a good example of nationalised governance (Opposs et al, 
2020), which is by far the most common model internationally.  
As well as written examination papers, the SEC employs various other 
modes of examination including oral, aural, practical, project and 
portfolio. Over a typical year it is responsible for some 90 examination 
subjects, 980,000 grades, three million examination papers and 250 
different examination components. The Commission is also responsible 
for providing a certified record of each candidate’s level of 
achievement (SEC, 2021). 
 

11. The five members of the Commission are nominated by the Minister.  
The Commission is supported by a permanent executive of 
approximately 150 staff of whom 120 are based in Athlone, with 30 
staff from the Examinations and Assessment Division located at offices 
throughout the country. The Civil Service Code of Standards and 
Behaviour forms part of the terms of employment of all staff.  
While the SEC goes about its business as unobtrusively as possible, its 
commitment to transparency is evidenced by the significant number of 
relevant publications on its website, including: 
Assurance to Students & Parents - Setting Standards & Dealing with 
Error 
A Manual for Drafters, Setters, and Assistant Setters 
The Preparation of Test Items – Principles and Protocol 
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12. The NCCA is a ‘partnership body’ whose Council consists primarily of 
nominated representatives of the main stakeholders. Since it assumed 
statutory status around 2000, the NCCA has been in a stronger position 
to fund research and engage in systematic public consultation, as 
evidenced by the development of the Framework for Junior Cycle 
(DES, 2015) and the current review of senior cycle.  
 

13.  It is important to acknowledge that levels of collaboration between 
NCCA and SEC and between NCCA and DES (particularly with 
respect to junior cycle in-career development provision) have improved 
greatly in recent times.  

Curriculum and assessment in the Leaving Certificate Established  

14. OECD Director, Andreas Schleicher, presumably had the LCE in mind 
when stating that Irish education is ‘very much a 20th century kind of 
education, infrastructure and architecture, quite industrial in its outlook 
and its design [and] quite heavily focused on the reproduction of subject 
matter content, and [there’s] not that much focus on getting students to 
think out of the box and link across the boundaries of subject matter 
disciplines … Just 15 per cent of Irish 15-year-olds can distinguish fact 
from opinion in a reliable way… what value is literacy, if you can’t 
navigate ambiguity? If we can’t manage complexity’ (Carl O’Brien, 
Irish Times, 22 March, 2021). 
 

15.  The LCE places a premium on the reproduction of content knowledge 
in an environment where integrated, inter-disciplinary, approaches have 
been stymied in an environment dominated by subjects ‘silos’. There is 
however more than a hint of irony about Schleicher’s statement insofar 
as OECD initiatives such as the annual publication of Education at a 
Glance and its triennial standardised PISA tests are very influential 
drivers of an ‘industrial’ approach to schooling. 
 

16. Subject syllabuses/specifications are designed by the NCCA and 
approved by the Minister and her Department. At time of writing there 
are some 29 traditional LCE syllabus documents and ten recently 
developed LCE subject specifications. 
  

17. The primary focus of traditional subject syllabuses is on knowledge 
content. While many syllabuses include a relatively small number of 
objectives (what students will be able to do), seven syllabus documents 
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do not include any objectives. Only six current syllabus documents 
include what one might regard as useful assessment criteria, while 
fourteen do not include useful information regarding assessment, 
beyond course objectives. 

 
18.  The NCCA has changed its approach to curriculum development in 

recent times. Course Committees (traditionally responsible for subject 
syllabuses) have been replaced with Boards of Studies and 
Development Groups (DGs) and these are responsible for the design 
subject specifications. These structural changes have arguably reduced 
teacher trade union control over curriculum design and policy. 
 

19.  Subject specifications are predicated on learning outcomes, expressed 
in terms of what students should be able to do (cf. junior cycle 
developments and ten LCE subjects). With a view to monitoring 
coherence, learning outcomes in all new subject specifications are 
audited against the various levels the Anderson/Krathwohl taxonomy of 
educational objectives.  
 

20. Subject specifications also include helpful information regarding 
subject assessment modes and criteria. This new emphasis on skills and 
learning outcomes is indicative of the impact of globalisation on 
curriculum design. There is a notable shift of emphasis from teaching to 
learning, with considerable freedom being afforded to teachers as 
professionals. The new emphasis on wellbeing at junior cycle is also 
noteworthy.  

 
21. DG members are also encouraged to make provision for the eight key 

skills identified in the Framework for Junior Cycle and the five key 
skills identifies in the NCCA’s senior cycle key framework: 
information processing, communicating, being personally effective, 
working with others, critical and creative thinking. 

22. Both the DES and the SEC are represented on all DGs. Members of 
both bodies are introduced to a classification of curriculum objectives 
for learning, teaching and assessment, based on the internationally well-
known taxonomy of Anderson and Krathwohl (2001). This 
classification consists of a hierarchy of six levels of cognitive outcomes 
– remember; understand; apply; analyse; evaluate; create (see Appendix 
1). The latter three levels are classified as higher-order thinking. They 
are also introduced to the writing of suitably precise learning outcomes, 
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drawing on a glossary of appropriate action verbs that also serve as 
'command terms' for assessment purposes (See SEC Manual for 
Drafters, Setters, and Assistant Setters). 
 

23. Recognising that certain skills and outcomes are particularly difficult to 
assess in written examinations, all new subject specifications include at 
least one other assessment component. Furthermore, recognising that 
grades should be capable of definition in educational terms, these 
specifications also include assessment criteria in relation to three levels 
of achievement: ‘Exceptional’; ‘Above expectations’; ‘In line with 
expectations’. This is indicative of a move towards criterion-based 
referencing and, given the generous choice of examination questions 
that measure a wide range of skills and knowledge, this may well be as 
far as one can go in arriving at criterion-based definitions of grades. 

24.  These various features of subject specifications facilitate coherence 
between curriculum and assessment insofar as learning outcomes and 
assessment criteria provide guidance for setters and markers of 
examinations and assessment tasks. They also facilitate transparency 
when it comes to reviewing marking schemes and students’ results. 
 

25. The SEC’s recognition of the importance of coherence between 
curriculum and assessment is reflected in the stated purpose of the state 
certificate examinations – ‘to measure the extent to which each 
candidate has fulfilled the objectives of the relevant syllabus [and] to 
provide a certified record of the candidate’s level of achievement’ 
(SEC, 2019). However, the establishment of performance standards for 
the 29 subject syllabuses involves the drawing of inferences from 
syllabus documents that, as noted earlier, can leave a great deal to be 
desired. 

 
The SEC examinations process 

Given the well-known influence of examinations on curriculum implementation 
it is important to consider the SEC examination process in some detail. This is 
addressed under the following sub-headings: establishing standards; 
examination setting and marking; grade distribution and attainment referencing. 
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Establishing standards 

26. The SEC aims to maintain consistent standards over time by setting 
valid and reliable examination papers and by establishing content and 
performance standards 
- subject content standards are developed collaboratively by NCCA and 
SEC (in consultation with DES) based on subject syllabus 
objectives/content and subject specification learning outcomes. 
- performance standards are then developed collaboratively by NCCA 
and SEC (in consultation with DES) drawing on content standards and 
using feedback on sample exam papers and test items from a variety of 
sources. 
  

27. In the case of newly introduced subject specifications (e.g. Politics and 
Society, Computer Science), the SEC pays particular attention to the 
extent to which teachers and students have understood the curriculum 
intentions.  
 

28. The development of performance standards from subject syllabuses 
(particularly where there are few or no stated objectives) involves a 
considerable amount of inference.  

Examination setting and marking 

29. The SEC appoints Setters and Examiners (markers) who are normally 
practicing subject teachers with relevant ‘expert knowledge’. The 
Setter’s task is to develop the examination paper(s) in the relevant 
subject together with (an) associated marking scheme(s) and assessment 
grid(s). This process has obvious relevance for the integrity of the 
relationship between curriculum and assessment. He/she should clarify 
the performance standards to be tested, design tasks that require the 
associated competencies, and formulate questions that accurately and 
clearly communicates these tasks.  
 

30. Subject examinations are likely to vary in difficulty from year to year. 
Since Irish grade boundaries, unlike some other countries, are clearly 
pre-defined in %age terms (e.g.H2 = 80-89.99%), the marking scheme 
is the primary mechanism for dealing with grade fluctuations when they 
arise. As such, marking schemes can never be considered final until 
they’ve been systematically tested on a random sample of scripts.  
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31. A marking scheme may need to be refined when, for example, 
responses deemed to be ‘good’ by the examiners are not getting high 
marks, or when it appears that many students have misunderstood a 
particular question. 

 
32.  Marking schemes are published shortly after the issue of the 

provisional examination results and in advance of the viewing of 
candidates’ viewing of scripts. In certain other jurisdictions (e.g. 
Northern Ireland, Scotland), samples of marked answers are made 
available publicly.  

Grade distribution and attainment referencing 

33. The distribution of grades in each particular subject is informed by the 
relevant content and performance standards. The SEC expects a 
‘reasonable spread’ of grades nationally and, contrary to public opinion, 
does not aim for any pre-determined distribution curve. According as 
the marks come in, subject Chief Examiners in consultation with their 
examining teams observe how the standards are working. 
 

34. As in the case of England, Scotland and Northern Ireland, when the 
Chief Examiner comes to the conclusion that the subject marking 
scheme does not appropriately reflect the right blend of skills, or that 
the examination was easier or more difficult than originally felt, the 
SEC has recourse to attainment referencing (Newton, 2011). 
 

35. Attainment referencing is premised on the belief that, when you have a 
very large cohort of students across a large number of schools, unless 
there’s been systemic change, it’s unlikely that the standards will 
deviate widely from year to year. In other words, the explanation for 
any apparent deviations from year to year is far more likely to lie in the 
examination than in the student cohort. Rather than judging students in 
terms of clearly specified performance standards, they are judged on the 
basis of their overall level of attainment in the subject area being 
examined (Newton, 2011). This process involves a ‘balancing of expert 
qualitative judgement with statistical information’.  

 
36. The fundamental premise on which attainment referencing is based 

would appear to exclude the possible impact of environmental changes 
on student learning outcomes e.g. the focus on constructivist 
pedagogies in the new junior cycle framework  



13 
 

37. Differences between subjects would appear to be a significant aspect of 
marking and grading. The SEC tries however to avoid the perception 
that it’s far easier/harder to get an A grade in some subjects than others.  
 

38. As noted earlier, subject specifications invariably include some form of 
coursework assessment as well as a terminal examination. The SEC 
produces briefs setting out the criteria for the marking of such work 
drawing on the assessment criteria. 

 
39. The use of continuous assessment along with examination components 

that do not have to be completed under strict examination conditions 
has many advantages. However, given the high-stakes nature of the 
LCE, it is essential to establish the authenticity and integrity of all 
student work submitted for national certification so as to ensure that it 
is the student’s own work.  

Some relevant research findings  

The focus in this section is on certain teaching, learning and assessment 
practices that impact on the integrity of the curriculum/assessment relationship 
and the realisation of the intended curricular intentions, including exam 
predictability, teaching to the test, the difficulty of achieving higher-order 
learning outcomes, and the opinions of teachers and students with respect to the 
current examination processes.  

An investigation of the predictability of the Leaving Certificate was 
commissioned by the SEC. The following section draws heavily on the main 
findings of that study (Baird et al, 2014), conducted by Oxford University 
Centre for Educational Assessment and Queen’s University, Belfast.  

Predictability 

40. A predictable examination paper militates against implementation of 
the intended curriculum insofar as it does not test the full range of 
content and/or assessment objectives as defined in the relevant subject 
specification or syllabus. Predictable’ examinations overly reward 
recall of knowledge at the expense of higher order cognitive skills. 
 

41. Baird et al (2014) used independent subject experts to analyse the 
predictability of six different LCE subjects. Having reviewed all the 
evidence at their disposal they could find ‘no definitive answer to 
whether the Irish Leaving Certificate is predictable or not’. They 
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observed that, ‘contrary to the media narrative about Leaving 
Certificate examinations, no subject was considered by expert subject 
specialists, teachers or students to be very problematically predictable 
overall’ (ibid, 20) (my italics). On the other hand, however, their 
subject specialists concluded that the examinations in three of the six 
subjects analysed (Economics; Design and Communications Graphics; 
French) were ‘problematically predictable’ (the other three subjects 
analysed were Biology, English, Geography). 

 
42.  Teacher participants in the Baird et al study generally disagreed with 

the findings of the external subject specialists regarding content 
predictability, although many intimated that certain examination 
elements were predictable. Teachers were in agreement that the 
Ordinary Level papers were more predictable than Higher Level.  
As observed by Baird et al, teachers’ primary focus is on getting the 
course covered in their teaching subjects, with the result that they ‘don’t 
seem to own the issue of predictability [which is] of interest to 
policymakers and politicians, but not one of immediate importance to 
them’ (Baird et al, 2014, 73). 
  

43. On the other hand, many students reported that they predicted the exam 
questions well, although this varied considerably by subject. Students 
who believed examinations were predictable tended to perform better in 
knowledge-based subjects such as biology and geography, but not in 
English, with its focus on skills.  
 

44. The extent to which students could predict exam questions was found to 
be positively related to their marks in the case of all three subjects 
considered by the team (English, biology, geography). It should be 
noted, however, that family SES explains a larger proportion of the 
variability in examination scores than predictability! 

Examinations and higher-order learning 

45. Raising a red flag regarding curriculum/assessment coherence, the 
analysis conducted by the same subject specialists found that LC 
marking schemes did not clearly credit higher order thinking skills to an 
appropriate extent. 
  

46. Notwithstanding differences between subjects, the majority of students 
believed that the examinations did not test the right kind of learning and 
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relied too much on memory. They felt that students with the best 
understanding of a discipline did not necessarily get the highest grades 
(Baird et al. 2018, 373).  
 

47. The DCU study of Burns et al (2018, 366ff) also identified the 
‘predominance of lower order processing (particularly recall of 
information) in the Leaving Certificate’ and concluded that, apart from 
a few subjects, the ‘Leaving Certificate written paper assessment 
instruments do not gather evidence of deployment of students’ skills for 
many of the subjects on the curriculum’. 

Marking schemes 

48. Teachers in the Baird et al study generally felt that the mark schemes 
were transparent, showing how rigidly marks were applied. Some felt 
however that the published marking scheme and the actual marks 
awarded did not always match up. One can only presume that this 
phenomenon was related to the application of attainment referencing. 
They would like more help with the interpretation of marking schemes. 
  

49. Regardless of subject discipline, students considered that, in order to do 
well, the examinations generally (with variations between subjects) 
required a broad and deep understanding of the subjects and application 
of knowledge. While Baird et al (2018, 374) remarked that this reflects 
well on the LCE, it should be noted that understanding and application 
are classified as lower-order outcomes. Baird et al also reported that 
narrowing of the curriculum was related to poorer performance in 
examinations, regardless of SES (particularly marked in biology). 

Teaching to the test 

50. Baird et al (2014, 80) found that teachers across all subjects used the 
official marking schemes from the SEC website in their teaching, 
because they found that these schemes provided them with clarity about 
the requirements of the exam, highlighted the importance of wording in 
questions, and helped students to draft ‘credit-worthy responses’ and 
understand accepted definitions of particular key concepts. Teachers 
also encouraged students to use the marking schemes in their own study 
and homework.   
 

51. Teachers focus on the examination, as opposed to embracing ‘the 
breadth of the syllabus and working outside the confines of what is 
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presented year-on year in the examinations’ (Baird et al, 2014, 79). 
They also tend to focus more specifically on content, knowledge and 
skills that feature in the textbook. They felt that this was the best they 
could do in the time available, given that most subject syllabuses are 
very broad.  
 

52. Teachers observed that, even where syllabuses had not changed, 
examiners had been introducing up-to-date aspects of the subject in 
examination questions. 

Impact of Junior Cycle reforms and COVID-19 assessment arrangements 

53. It is important to capture and learn from teachers’ and students’ recent 
experiences of school-based assessment for national certification during 
the pandemic. 
 

54. Darmody et al (2020) explored the underlying beliefs about, and 
conceptions of, assessment of some 525 Irish post-primary teachers and 
managers immediately following the introduction of the revised junior 
cycle assessment policy (DES, 2015). They found that these teachers 
distinguished between summative assessment for grading purposes and 
in-class summative assessment for measurement, categorisation and 
feedback. They tentatively suggest that teachers ‘are engaging with 
recent Junior Cycle reform measures that include classroom-based 
assessment’ (20). Insofar as this may indicate increased openness to 
classroom-based assessment it is certainly worthy of note. 

Other 

55. As a general observation, the primary focus of this submission has been 
on the nature of the curriculum/assessment relationship in the LCE. 
What I have come to realise however is that talking generally about the 
LCE only gets one so far insofar as each of the 39 individual subjects 
has its own individual peculiarities. 

LCA 

56. As NCCA Project Officer for the development of the LCA (1993-
1995), I am gratified by the TUI’s positivity towards the programme in 
its submission to this Committee. The LCA, which was developed as an 
alternative pathway to national certification for those not wishing to 
pursue the LCE, has its origins in two EU supported projects on the 
theme of transition from school to adult and working life. These 
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projects were based the at the Curriculum Development Unit (City of 
Dublin VEC and School of Education, Trinity College), and Shannon 
Curriculum Development Centre, St. Patrick’s Comprehensive School, 
Shannon. There is a real need for rigorous and independent research 
around the implementation of the LCA in schools. 
 

57. The LCA was designed as a ‘ring-fenced’, person-centred programme 
(Gleeson and Granville, 1996) with a strong focus on preparation for 
adult and working life. As such it involved a significant paradigm shift 
for teachers, and for schools as organisations. This counter-cultural 
initiative needed considerable nurturing and support. While this was 
provided in the early years following its introduction in 1995, these 
efforts subsequently became the victim of cutbacks. Despite the serious 
lack of associated school-based research, one feels that the programme 
has become domesticated within schools to such an extent that the 
reality on the ground today is considerably different to what was 
originally envisaged.  
 

58. The main components of the LCA/LCE contrast include: its focus on 
the engagement of students in active, experiential, integrated, 
community-based learning; its modular and semesterised structure that 
facilitates the gradual accumulation of credit. Given the recent shift of 
emphasis from the teaching of content to the learning of skills, it might 
well be argued that the LCA was ahead of its time.  
 

59. It was a basic LCA principle that the innovative Student Tasks would 
serve to integrate the various aspects of the programme. However, once 
the Department’s Examinations Branch decided that only 10% of the 
total marks for each task would be awarded for integration, this aspect 
was essentially dead in the water (shades here of what Andreas 
Schleicher had to say recently about subject isolation in the LCE!) 

 
60. The original framework document envisaged that teachers would certify 

their own students’ satisfactory completion of each Unit. When one of 
the teacher trade unions refused to comply, this became the task of the 
school principal – surely a classic case of an Irish solution to a 
persistent Irish problem! 

 
61. The unfortunate reality is that, while the LCA serves the needs of many 

young people very well, it does not, for a variety of reasons, enjoy 
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parity of esteem. While the loss of specialised support structures at 
national and school levels has certainly contributed to this problem, it is 
above all a reflection of wider society. 

 
62. Many believe that ring-fencing has contributed to this parity of esteem 

problem. Back in 1995, the reason for ring-fencing was very simple. 
Based on the experience of Senior Certificate (SPIRAL 2), if schools 
were allowed adopt a cafeteria style (mix and match) approach, that 
would represent a very significant diminution of the very different 
culture and goals of the LCA (the same argument applies to Transition 
Year). Without knowing the nature or extent of future LCE reforms, it 
would be difficult to recommend the removal of that fence. 

Conflation of LC grades with CAO points 

63. This distasteful and growing phenomenon is indicative of an 
increasingly neo-liberal, competitive, and instrumentalist attitude to 
educational achievement. While highlighting the high-stakes nature of 
the LCE exam, it is also, and more significantly, indicative of the 
prevailing consumerist culture in Irish society. While our immediate 
concern here is just a small facet of societal culture, one wonders how 
this culture might be challenged in the context of the current review of 
senior cycle including LCE examinations processes. 
 

64. One possible approach would involve increased use of continuous 
assessment (along the lines of the LCA) where students would 
gradually accumulate credits over two years. This could help re-focus 
minds on the educational significance of grades as against the current 
tendency to see them purely in terms of a points score and the current 
‘big bang’ situation where students don’t receive any official results 
until eight weeks after they’ve finished the exams.  
 

65. It may be time for the Higher and Further Education sectors to lend a 
hand. Since the high stress levels associated with the LCE appear to be 
associated with competition for entry to certain university courses, why 
not make these particular courses available at post-graduate level only? 
The associated economic implications would have to be addressed.  
 

66. The growing international awareness of the importance of meeting 
students’ social and emotional needs (OECD, 2021), and of the 
importance of social capital to economic development, are of particular 
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relevance in this debate. Such awareness may help counter the 
prevailing focus on academic development. In this regard, the status 
afforded wellbeing during the final two years of post-primary education 
will be instructive.  

Teacher professionalism 

67. The role of the teacher in the assessment of students for national 
certification has been a bone of contention in Ireland since the Report 
of the Intermediate Certificate Examination (ICE) Committee (1975) 
recommended the introduction of school-based assessment, supported 
by external moderation. 
 

68. The debate about teacher-based assessment is, arguably, about teacher 
professionalism. Can teachers be regarded as professionals unless they 
are actively involved in all aspects of the curriculum including aims and 
objectives, content, teaching methods, and implementing the most 
suitable modes of assessment and examination?  

 
69. The argument is frequently advanced that, in the interests of the 

teacher/student relationship, the teacher must adopt the role of advocate 
rather than judge when it comes to the state examinations. Since many 
other professionals can successfully play both roles, one wonders if this 
is really an either/or dilemma? If things are to change this should 
however be subject to provision for appropriate continuing professional 
development, the cross-moderation of teachers’ assessments (building 
on the experience of the new junior cycle programme) and review of 
participating teachers’ pay and conditions.  

 
70. Certain measures were recently taken to further enhance teacher 

professionalism including the establishment of the Teaching Council as 
a regulatory professional body and the requirement of a two-year 
Professional Master’s in Education for teacher registration for some ten 
years.  

 
71. Should registered teachers in recognised schools engage in school-

based assessment for national certification, certain questions would 
arise for those employed in unrecognised establishments such as grind 
schools. Such individuals are not required to register with the Teaching 
Council, and, as such, are not subject to the underpinning ethical values 
of the Code of Professional Conduct which include trust and integrity. 
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72. It is also noteworthy that this Code does not include any specific 

reference to the ethical responsibilities of teachers with respect to the 
assessment of their own students. This would seem to indicate a need 
for greater coherence and collaboration between the teachers’ 
professional body and the national curriculum and assessment agencies.  

 
73. Given the obvious relationship between teaching, learning and 

assessment, it would seem reasonable to expect an effective and 
coherent working relationship between the Teaching Council and the 
national curriculum and assessment agencies.  

Recommendations 

These are presented under the headings of policy and research. 

Policy 

Take effective action to counteract the conflation of LCE achievement with 
CAO points. 

Enable the NCCA to replace subject syllabuses with subject specifications for 
all remaining LCE subjects as quickly as possible 

Subject to the conditions identified at para 69 above, introduce elements of 
school-based continuous assessment across the final two years of senior cycle.  

Investigate the possibility of publishing subject performance standards, in a 
context where marking schemes are currently published after the event each 
year, and subject specifications include large numbers of desired learning 
outcomes. 

Investigate the pros and cons of moving away from set grade bands so as to 
afford Examiners greater flexibility.  

Drawing on best international practice, update syllabuses and examination 
materials more frequently with a view to counteracting exam predictability and 
incorporating more higher order skills. 

Develop more attractive progression pathways for LCA students. 

Develop the relationships between the curriculum/assessment agencies and the 
Teaching Council. 
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Some relevant topics for research 

Pursue research issues suggested by and arising from the Baird et al (2014) 
study. 

How do teachers plan their lessons when teaching the new subject specifications 
as against subject syllabuses? 

Identify the lessons of teacher-based assessment for purposes of national 
certification as practised during the pandemic. 

Establish views of current Higher and Further Education (HFE) students on how 
the LCE experience, including the associated exams, have prepared them for the 
demands of third-level education. 

Establish the views of HFE faculty regarding the preparedness of incoming 
LCE students for higher order thinking and the demands of independent 
learning. 

What relevant lessons can be learned from the implementation of A Framework 
for Junior Cycle? 

Evaluate the nature and extent of inference necessary to arrive at performance 
standards in the case of subject syllabuses.   

Evaluate the underlying premise that the explanation for any apparent 
deviations from year to year is far more likely to be found in the examination 
than in the student cohort e.g. how might constructivist pedagogies impact on 
student performance in the LCE? 

How do textbook content and use impact on the development of higher order 
thinking? 

Investigate the potential of curriculum/subject integration for developing key 
generic skills using action research. 

What are the benefits of the assessment criteria in subject specifications? 

The feasibility and potential of open book examinations  
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SEC (undated) A Manual for Drafters, Setters, and Assistant Setters 

Appendix 1 

Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) six classifications of knowledge provide us 
with a hierarchy of cognitive outcomes: 

- Remember – Retrieving relevant knowledge from long-term 
memory 

- Understand – Determining the meaning of instructional messages, 
including oral, written, and graphic communication. 

- Apply – Carrying out/using a procedure in a given situation. 

- Analyze – Breaking material into its constituent parts and detecting 
how the parts relate to one another and to an overall structure or 
purpose. 

- Evaluate – Making judgments based on criteria and standards. 

- Create – Putting elements together to form a novel, coherent whole 
or make an original product. 

 



 

 

 
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 > 
 

https://bit.ly/2Ymy95y
https://bit.ly/2YoLiL5
https://ncca.ie/media/4358/napd_report_final.pdf
https://www.thejournal.ie/leving-cert-4426197-Jan2019/
https://bit.ly/3mnKsGy


 

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  
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Submission to: 

Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education, Further & Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation & Science  

on 

 

Leaving Certificate Reform 
 

Introduction  

1. The Leaving Certificate is a state-certified statement of achievement by an individual 
student, across a range of Senior Cycle subjects. As such, the Leaving Certificate should have 
an intrinsic value to the student and be seen as an achievement in its own right, as well as 
being a stepping-stone to a range of educational and labour market opportunities. 

2. All students who sit an examination in at least one subject receive a Leaving Certificate, 
irrespective of their final grade in that subject or their average grade across a range of 
subjects. This is different to many European countries, where certain levels of achievement 
are required before a student is awarded a certificate showing satisfactory completion of 
post-primary education.  

3. The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment has been undertaking a review of the 
Senior Cycle since 2016. While the IUA has not yet seen the final advisory report of this 
review, which we believe has issued to the Minister for Education, the universities have 
been very supportive of the goals of this review, which we hope will lead to significant 
innovation across the Senior Cycle. This would include the mainstreaming of more diverse 
pedagogies and forms of learning, and the mainstreaming of more diverse forms of student 
assessment, leading to significant reform of the Leaving Certificate examination itself.  

4. It is crucial that any reform of the Senior Cycle and Leaving Certificate supports standards of 
student attainment in line with or exceeding international benchmarks, demonstrated using 
best practice methodologies of assessment. Maintaining these standards is key for individual 
students as well as for the nation. It also supports the ability of Irish universities to deliver 
internationally competitive graduates. 

Leaving Certificate and Equity 

5. Post-primary schools in Ireland vary enormously in their profiles, resources and range of 
subjects offered. This creates an inherent inequity in Leaving Certificate outcomes across the 
post-primary system, as can be seen through third level progression figures. The reform of 
Senior Cycle and the Leaving Certificate should, therefore, also place significant emphasis on 
access and supports to enable equality of opportunity for students across the system. 
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6. The stress and mental health of students arising from the Leaving Certificate examination 
are well chronicled. From an equity perspective, the current over-bearing prominence of the 
final examination militates further against students with learning disabilities, and likewise 
confers advantages on students who have access to grind schools.  

7. There have been some positive incremental developments in curricular reform of the 
Leaving Certificate in recent years. The introduction of a greater degree of practical and 
project work in certain subjects has worked very well and supports a greater variety of 
learning.  

8. However, the heavy weighting of the final examination in the Leaving Certificate is still far 
too great. The universities advocate strongly for more authentic assessment across all 
subjects, including English and Mathematics, that genuinely reflects the learning and 
thinking of the student. This would help moderate the critical stress point of the final 
examination and reduce the potential of rote learning. 

9. The significant experience developed by teachers and schools over the last two years, in 
providing alternative in-school evidence of student achievement and standards, should be 
built on to consider what alternative assessment methodologies might best be used. The 
introduction of these should be done on a phased basis, ideally over the coming three-year 
period. 

Leaving Certificate and University Entry Mechanisms 

10. The universities have traditionally used Leaving Certificate grades in order to rank applicants 
in order of merit, when selecting new entrants to university courses. The universities 
likewise use the official state-certified results of other national post-primary examination 
systems, such as the UK A-Levels and the French Baccalauréat, for applicants from other EU 
countries.  

11. Up until the 1980s, when the numbers of applicants grew rapidly and the Central 
Applications Office (CAO) became the main application route, the universities also regularly 
organised their own separate Matriculation examinations which applicants could take, in 
addition to or instead of the Leaving Certificate. These Matriculation examinations are no 
longer used, although Trinity College Dublin maintains an optional matriculation 
examination in a very small range of subjects which is not sufficient for the fulfilment of all 
admissions requirements. 

12. The advantages of using a national, state-certified school leaving examination as the basis 
for selection to higher education are obvious. It is available to all students nation-wide and 
is taken by almost all school leavers, under the same conditions. The exams are set, 
administered, marked and quality assured by the state, thereby ensuring standards are 
maintained across the state for all students. It also ensures continuity and comparability 
year-on-year so that higher education applicants presenting Leaving Certificate results from 
previous years are not disadvantaged compared to those presenting results from the current 
year. In addition, significantly, a large majority of applicants do not have to prepare for or 
undertake any additional admissions requirements and therefore have no additional costs, 
apart from some exceptions such as Art, Music or Medicine. From an organisational 
perspective, only one set of assessments are run, removing the additional time, effort and 
costs involved in alternative examinations.  

13. The disadvantages, however, include the dependency of higher education admissions 
processes on Leaving Certificate outcomes and timelines.  The Covid-19-induced situation of 
the last two years has highlighted the difficulties which this dependency can create. 
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Stability of Leaving Certificate Results 

14. The CAO points system was designed to allow for an objective and transparent allocation of 
places, by order of merit, based on Leaving Certificate achievement. When the Leaving 
Certificate grading system was changed in 2017, significant efforts were made by the 
universities and other higher education institutions to ensure that the ensuing revision of 
the points system would result in a significantly decreased use of random selection between 
applicants with the same points scores.  

15. The points system has been designed on the basis of a stable Leaving Certificate grade 
distribution model, as provided over the years by the State Examinations Commission. While 
minor variations in grade distributions across subjects and across years are inevitable, the 
accelerated and unprecedented grade variations seen in 2020 and 2021 have been without 
precedent, with very significant increases in the numbers of students achieving very high 
grades across all subjects. In 2019, 207 students achieved a maximum score of six H1 grades 
(including Higher Level Mathematics). In 2021, this had grown to 1,342 students, an increase 
of over 600%. 

16. It has now become impossible to allocate scarce places in high demand courses equitably on 
the basis of this grade inflation1. This has had a significant detrimental effect, not just on the 
very high demand courses, but across the full range of higher education courses, distorting 
the process and resulting in an inherently difficult situation for many applicants. It has also 
introduced significant inequity to applicants presenting Leaving Certificate results from 
earlier years. 

17. Given that our long-standing allocation model was not designed to operate in this new 
context, and that student demand continues to far outstrip the available supply of places, 
the universities are faced with a number of stark choices: 

a. Remove the Leaving Certificate from the CAO process and replace it with a separate 
assessment process run by the universities, with the sole purpose of determining 
entry to higher education. This would be resource intensive for both students and 
higher education institutions, and would also detract from the Senior Cycle and 
Leaving Certificate itself.  

b. Supplement the Leaving Certificate results (revised timelines as per below) with 
additional screening mechanisms to allow a more refined allocation process. 
Mechanisms used in other countries include aptitude tests, psychometric testing, 
interviews, school references, portfolios, etc. These have been considered by the 
universities at various stages in the past, but in general have not been favoured in an 
Irish context, given the difficulty in ensuring the overall equity of such mechanisms 
and the additional costs involved. In the small number of courses where such 
supplementary mechanisms are used, there is limited consensus as to their added 
value.  

c. Rely on the Department of Education reverting immediately to an agreed and 
stable grade distribution model for the Leaving Certificate, which would ensure 
that the Leaving Certificate can continue to serve as the mainstream selection 
mechanism for entry into Irish higher education.  

18. The IUA proposes that option c) above is the only viable basis on which to provide for a 
system of State-accredited grades for entry into higher education. Other options, which may 

 
1 In 2019, 1.4% of Leaving Certificate students achieved 600 points or higher, 13.3% achieved 500 points or 
more, and 37.4% achieved 400 points or more. In 2021, these had grown to 5.7% achieving 600 points or 
higher, 26.7% achieving 500 points or more, and 54.6% achieving 400 points or more (source: CAO). 
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have worked in the past when higher education enrolments were just a fraction of those 
nowadays, are neither practical, student-friendly nor cost-effective. 

Earlier Leaving Certificate Results 

19. In 2020 and 2021, as a result of delays to the availability of Leaving Certificate results, the 
start of the higher education academic year was delayed by up to three weeks, with 
significant knock-on effects for all students and staff, and the consequent reorganisation of 
university teaching programmes and assessment timelines. 

20. The effects of these delays have been particularly felt by the many thousands of Leaving 
Certificate students who applied to study in countries other than Ireland2, since they were 
unable to present their results and gain admission to those universities until after most 
places there had already been allocated and the academic year had already begun. As a 
result, many were unable to follow their preferred course of study in another European 
university. 

21. The inverse has applied to the many thousands of students in other EU countries and the UK 
(Irish citizens abroad and others wishing to study in Ireland) who had to wait until CAO offers 
became available, after the closing date for accepting offers that these students may have 
received from universities in their countries of residence3. As a result, Ireland has lost the 
opportunity to attract a large number of high-potential young people who would contribute 
positively to our universities and more broadly to our society. 

22. The knock-on effects of these delays have been most severe in terms of student 
accommodation, in particular for 1st year students who were unable to make arrangements 
until after they had received a CAO offer, long after most other students. This situation has 
aggravated an already serious student accommodation crisis.  

23. Even in a “normal” pre-Covid situation, students did not receive their Leaving Certificate 
results and CAO offers until towards the middle of August, leaving them a maximum of two 
or three weeks to organise accommodation and make arrangements to enter higher 
education. While there is an underlying demand-supply imbalance for student 
accommodation, the situation is greatly exacerbated each year by the impossibly short 
timeline between the release of Leaving Cert results and the start of the college year. 

24. The scenario for students who appeal their results is even more problematic. In most cases, 
the appeals process and the subsequent revision of college offers to eligible students, is not 
concluded until several weeks after the commencement of the academic year4. This issue 
was brought centre-stage in 2019 arising from a judicial ruling. 

25. This has further knock-on effects on other elements of the tertiary education landscape, 
notably the Further Education and Training sector, which may not fill many of its courses 
until the CAO process has completed. 

 
2 For example, over 4,400 students from Ireland applied to study in the UK in 2020 (source: UCAS). In 2019, it 
was estimated that over 1,000 students from Ireland applied to study in the Netherlands (source: EUNICAS). 
3 Over 3,300 applicants from outside Ireland received a CAO offer in 2021, with only 35% of these accepting. 
Only 25% of the 770 CAO offers made to applicants from Northern Ireland in 2021 were accepted (source: 
CAO). 
4 For example, in 2021 over 10,700 Leaving Certificate appeals were received by the State Examinations 
Commission. The results of these appeals will be made available on 8 October, and improved CAO offers for 
successful appellants will issue on 13 October. This will allow these students, where places are still available, to 
begin their course on 18 October, having missed 3 full weeks of teaching as well as the preceding orientation 
week. 
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26. The universities are firmly of the opinion that these timelines are no longer fit for purpose. 
They do not serve the students or their families well, and they do not serve the higher 
education or further education sectors well.  

27. In order to move away from this inherently unsatisfactory process, and to facilitate a range 
of better options for students at this crucial decision-making time, the universities advocate 
strongly for a radical change to Leaving Certificate timelines. We propose that students 
should be in possession of their Leaving Certificate results no later than the end of June of 
any given year, allowing the CAO to process these results and for offers and acceptances to 
higher education to be completed before the end of July.  

28. This would afford the following advantages: 
a. Students would be in a position to make rational choices regarding their preferred 

study options, regarding higher or further education, in Ireland or abroad.  
b. Students and their families would likewise have a reasonable time period to make 

the necessary practical arrangements, most especially those regarding 
accommodation, fees and grants. 

c. This process would also allow for the Leaving Certificate appeals process to have 
completed well before the start of the academic year, meaning that successful 
appellants who have received an improved CAO offer would be in a position to take 
this up without missing part of the academic year. 

29. It should be noted that, while ambitious, the delivery of results within this revised timeline is 
entirely possible. Indeed, while every country and exam system is different, the proposed 
timeline is the norm across a broad range of EU countries5. With less emphasis on the final 
examination, and a greater emphasis on a range of continuous assessment options across 
the two-year Senior Cycle, including project work, practical’s and language assessments 
(such as already exist in a number of Leaving Certificate subjects), Ireland could rapidly move 
to this model. The IUA proposes that immediate steps are taken to introduce this model in 
2022. 

Summary 

30. IUA is therefore asking for four main outcomes from the current Leaving Certificate reform 
process: 

a. A more equitable Leaving Certificate, allowing all students to reach their full 
potential. 

b. A greater range of more authentic assessment in the Leaving Certificate. 
c. More stable Leaving Certificate results – helping to maintain equivalences across 

years. 
d. Earlier Leaving Certificate results – helping students and their families consider a 

wider range of options, allowing for earlier higher education admission process and 
resolving the problem of the Leaving Certificate appeals process.   

31. We believe that implementation of these four requests would result in a radically improved 
Leaving Certificate experience for students, with significant additional benefits for all other 
stakeholders also. 

 
5 For example, Swedish (c. 100,000 students/year) and Dutch (c. 130,000 students/year) school-leaving 
certificates are issued around 10 June each year. Finnish (c. 30,000 students/year) school-leaving certificates 
are issued by the end of May each year. Danish school-leaving certificates (c. 50,000 students/year) are issued 
by 5 July each year. The results of the French Baccalauréat (over 700,000 students/year) are published in the 
2nd week of July each year, and of the German Abitur exam (over 500,000 students/year) by 15 July.  



 
 

About Barnardos 

1. Barnardos provides frontline services to children and their families. We work with 
children and families who have been affected by traumatic life situations such as 
poverty, abuse, parental mental health challenges, neglect, separation, bereavement 
and parental addiction. We offer a range of early intervention and targeted services in 
our 45 service locations, in family homes, schools, early learning and care settings 
and communities.  
 

2. Our work combats social, educational and economic disadvantage, minimising the 
negative impact on children’s lives through a range of services and programmes. 
Barnardos services are needs led, outcomes focused and based in evidence and 
research. We enable children and families to build their resilience and meet their 
behavioural, emotional, educational, physical and social needs. Our approach is to 
develop and deliver a suite of trauma informed programmes, driven by a culture of 
hope and possibility. In 2020, Barnardos worked with almost 18,000 children and 
their families.   

Introduction 

3. Barnardos works with children and families across the country to help them address 
issues affecting their development and wellbeing, including their ability to take part in 
learning. Through this we work alongside schools and teaching staff, placing the 
needs and best interests of the child first, to help enable young people to effectively 
engage with education.1 
 

4. A significant proportion of our referrals come directly from schools who feel children 
would benefit from our support. These children and their families are often 
experiencing significant disadvantage, living in complex and frequently chaotic 
circumstances.  
 

5. Our support can entail working with families to build routines with their children to 
help them deal with school life and rules and often extends to providing wider support 
to address additional issues families are confronting which might be impairing their 
ability to learn. Our frontline staff will frequently work directly with teachers to deliver 
plans to improve these children’s time spent learning, engage more with services and 
education, taking account of their individuals circumstances, their specific needs and 
the issues they are dealing with. 
 

 
1 Additionally, Barnardos provides numerous services directly within schools including our literacy Wizard of 
Words project and Roots to Empathy programme. 
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6. Education is highly predictive of individual life-chances in Ireland and a Leaving 
Certificate qualification has become a ‘minimum’ to secure access to further 
education/training and high quality employment, among other outcomes. Educational 
qualifications are an important determinant of an individual’s occupational success 
influencing their level of income, risk of unemployment, housing and wider material 
circumstances.  
 

7. Education is a primary route out of disadvantage and poorer health. Unfortunately, 
some groups of children are unable to reach their full educational potential under the 
current Leaving Certificate structure, as it fails to give appropriate allowance or 
consideration to their challenges and adversity, leading to restricted future 
opportunities across several aspects of their lives. Statistics demonstrate that 
children from more deprived and disadvantaged backgrounds attain poorer results 
than those from groups that are more affluent. Reforms should look to address 
inequality and seek to improve outcomes for those currently at greatest 
disadvantage.  
 

8. We recommend the Government allows a dual system to operate going forward in 
which young people can take end of year tests or choose continuous assessment. 
The latter can be an additional incentive for certain young people to regularly and 
routinely engage in school. It also provides greater flexibility to some young people 
facing disadvantage as it delivers a better opportunity to identify young people who 
may be struggling to perform due to issues at home and allows for individual support 
to be put in place to help the pupil. It also Widening the scope of the leaving cert and 
transition from second level education. We should look at the outcomes of the dual 
system in place throughout Covid.  

Disadvantage and Inequality  

9. Any reforms made to the leaving cert must prioritise supporting and improving 
outcomes of those groups of young people for whom the current system is failing 
most. In particular, reforms should introduce targeted measures and systems to 
support those young people experiencing disadvantage and adversity who are 
struggling most to engage with and partake in the Leaving Certificate. It is vital that 
these young people are directly involved in any possible reform.  
 

10. From our own work, we know that children experiencing the greatest disadvantage 
are often those most likely to struggle to engage in school. The young people we 
support are frequently facing issues at home such as experiencing domestic 
violence, living with parents with mental health or substance misuse issues. 
Additionally, they may have added responsibilities such as caring for siblings or 
indeed caring for their own children.  
 

11. We support teen parents in education in several locations in the country, including 
Finglas, Waterford and Wexford. We have seen first-hand the positive results 
providing direct support to young people in these circumstances to continue to 
engage with education can have on their future lives. Providing an opportunity for 
young people to build relationships with supportive adults who can help with 
education and learning can enable young people to continue in school..  
 



12. Additional challenges can make it more difficult for young people to engage in school 
and partake in the leaving cert to their full potential. They may find concentrating on 
schoolwork to be difficult at times when their home environment might be particularly 
chaotic. They may not have the time or resources necessary to study after school or 
have access to an appropriate environment in which to do so. For example, we 
support children who live in inappropriate and overcrowded accommodation in which 
it is extremely difficult to study.  
 

13. The pandemic highlighted that a significant proportion of young people are not in a 
position to study at home. For a Leaving Certificate to be fair and equal to all children 
more needs to be done to any new system to make sure they have somewhere they 
can study and that they have access to all the necessary practical support 
equipment. In order to address this the Government should provide universal access 
to after school study facilities to all children wishing to avail of it.   
 

14. Unfortunately, although the current Leaving Certificate may appear fair and 
meritocratic it quickly becomes clear when supporting young people facing the 
greatest levels of disadvantage that this simply is not the case given the additional 
challenges they must overcome when compared to their peers. We believe offering 
the possibility of continuous assessment would go some way to addressing this for 
some young people. It would also reduce the competitive and pressurized nature of 
the current system, which can negatively impact on young people’s wellbeing, 
particularly those who have experienced trauma. 

Early school leaving 

15. There are considerable implications on a child’s future if they leave school early. For 
example, early school leavers are almost five times more likely to be unemployed in 
from 20-35 than individuals who have completed their leaving certificates.2 Education 
influences not only the likelihood of obtaining employment but also the quality of that 
employment, with those having lower levels of education found disproportionately in 
less skilled and lower paid work.  
 

16. Additionally, Leaving Certificate achievement has been found to have a direct 
correlation to levels of future health. Research has found that early leavers were 2.4 
times more likely to say that their general health was poor or fair compared to those 
who have a Leaving Certificate (or higher).3  
 

17. Engagement with school and education is a protective factor for children, particularly 
those from more disadvantaged backgrounds and communities. Disengaging from 
education early increases the risk of young people becoming involved in dangerous 
behavior and illicit activity. For example, almost half of those detained in Oberstown 
were not engaged in education prior to their sentence4.  
 

18. There have been substantial improvements made over the past twenty years in 
regards rates of early school leavers. In 2019, 5% of those aged 18-24 were defined 
as early school leavers, a decrease from 14% in 2004.5 However, the retention rate 

 
2 Educational Attainment Thematic Report 2019 - CSO - Central Statistics Office 
3 Leaving School in Ireland: A Longitudinal Study of Post-School Transitions 
4 Oberstown Annual Report 2020 | Oberstown Children Detention Campus 
5 Educational Attainment Thematic Report 2019 - CSO - Central Statistics Office 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/eda/educationalattainmentthematicreport2019/#:%7E:text=An%20early%20school%20leaver%20is,other%20persons%20aged%2018%2D24.
https://www.oberstown.com/2021/07/15/oberstown-annual-report/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/eda/educationalattainmentthematicreport2019/


is considerably lower within DEIS schools, 8.5%, which have higher levels of 
disadvantage.   
 

19. Our Back to School survey earlier this year6 found a substantial proportion of parents 
were concerned about their children wanting to return to school. Results showed that 
parents who were unemployed, lone parents, those with children in a DEIS school, 
and those concerned about their children’s behaviour were considerably more likely 
to be worried about this than parents overall.  
 

20. If the Leaving Certificate is to be reformed there is an opportunity to make sure that 
there is a further drive towards reducing early school leavers among disadvantaged 
young people and maximising their potential to complete school.  

Improving outcomes 

21. Currently, children from more disadvantaged and less affluent communities on 
average do less well in the leaving certificate when compared to pupils that are more 
well off.7 While 58% of students from higher professional backgrounds achieve four 
or more ‘honours’ grades in the Leaving Certificate, this is the case for just 16% of 
those from semi and unskilled manual backgrounds.8  
 

22. For affluent pupils who might be struggling with certain Leaving Certificate subjects, 
there is often additional support and resources available including grinds and private 
tutoring. However, those facing disadvantage do not have access to these resources 
and indeed may have more limited access to supportive social capital, for example 
parents who feel comfortable helping with study and homework. Very often, their 
parents are not in a position to do so due to other commitments, having to address 
their own issues or as they themselves are lacking in education.   
 

23. Performing more poorly within the leaving certificate can jeopardise the possibility of 
continuing to third level education. While it is appreciated that there are individual 
programmes for certain universities to tackle this issue of students facing 
disadvantage entering through the points based system9 it does not address the 
whole problem. Data on college entry tell us that in affluent areas 90% to 100% of 
school leavers go to college. In areas of socio-economic disadvantage, the average 
is 26%.10 
 

24. Any potential reforms to the leaving certificate need to start with addressing any 
underlying inequality. Where possible, the system should be reformed so that all 
young people are all placed on a more level playing field.  
  

 

 
6 Barnardos Back to School Survey 2021 
7 Leaving Certificate Points by Socio-Economic Background, 2017/18 Enrolments | Statistics | Higher Education 
Authority (hea.ie) 
8 Investing in Educations: Combatting Educational Disadvantage ESRI PRS Cover WEB (sdpi.ie) 
9 Such as DCU and the Hear programme HEAR | Access (dcu.ie)  
10 Levelling the field for entry to college - Independent.ie  

https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/lc-points-socio-economic-background-histograms/
https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/lc-points-socio-economic-background-histograms/
http://www.sdpi.ie/ESRI_Materials/ESRI_Combating_Educational_Disadvantage_May09.pdf
https://www.dcu.ie/access/hear-access
https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/education/going-to-college/levelling-the-field-for-entry-to-college-36299984.html
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Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) submission to the Joint 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science on “Leaving Cert Reform”, including 
recommendations involving Youthreach provision 

6 October 2021 
1. Introduction 
Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) welcomes the invitation by the Joint Committee 

on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science to make a 

written submission as part of the Committee’s examination of the Leaving Certificate Reform, 

including recommendations involving Youthreach provision. 

 

ETBI is the national representative body for our member Education & Training Boards (ETB) 

and negotiates on behalf of the ETB sector at various forums both within the education sector, 

the wider public service and at EU level. Our mission is to harness the collective strength of 

Education and Training Boards to advance the development of education, training and youth 

work in Ireland. Our vision is for a lifelong learning society, where people have access to the 

education and training required to fulfil their potential and to meet their personal, social, 

cultural, economic, and civic needs. ETBI is guided by the principles of people, partnership 

and potential in all its activities.    

 

This submission draws on a range of sources and linked to Youthreach and the crucial timing 

for the Leaving Cert reform brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

2. Context 

The context of this reform is a timely one. The past two years have revealed gaps in what the 

Leaving Cert can do for the development of the FET learner and the non-linear nature of 

progression experienced by many FET learners. Drawing on international models, in contexts 

equivalent to that of Youthreach and the Leaving Cert in Ireland, lessons can be learnt from 

the range of flexible structural models that would make educational pathways more inclusive 

and truly reflective of our time.  

2021/474(i)
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3. International Evidence and Best Practice 

The Leaving Certificate VS Examples of International Models 

 

Perceptions of best practice: 

− Preparing learners for technology and future career skills has become increasingly 

important in Ireland. 

− Capabilities and lifelong learning are attributes realised through the different strands 

and choices in Leaving Certificate education. 

− Syllabi are increasingly supported with components preparing cohorts for lifelong 

learning in addition to academic attainment, training and employment. 

− The role of learners as ‘participative, enterprising citizens’ is an important, emerging 

vision in recent research (O’Leary and Scully, 2018). 

Empirical, emerging reforms include: 

− There is an emerging focus on holistic integration of learner supports. 

− Current trends include a vision for more creativity, critical thinking, reflection, and 

problem-solving skills to support personal development. 

− Moving toward more interactive, experiential, and practical modes of teaching and 

learning. 

− Curricular modularisation and transferable, transversal skills. 

− Flexibility and equal opportunity in progression options and learner focused pathways. 

Finnish system: The highest literacy rate worldwide. Finnish VET is regarded as having an 
elevated VET status equal to that of HE. Wide, flexible range of academic & vocational 
pathways
International Baccalauréat: (Geneva-based International Baccalaureat). Wider variety of 
assessment and coursework options, interdisciplinary system.

Abitur, Germany: increased focus and robust structure of vocational education provides 
alternatives to the Abitur. The only certificate offeirng direct entry to university.

U.S. S.A.T: Measures academic and core skills such as reasoning, mathematical skills. Recent 
reforms include changes to score systems, thereby eliminating the penalising of incorrect 
answers. 
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4. Recommendations 

a) Assessment Options 

Assessment methods in Youthreach should follow exemplary international models from 

countries like Austria, Germany, and Finland. These countries have developed assessment 

models aligned with global changes. They have developed an integrated VET system in their 

respective contexts by implementing assessment approaches that combine academic 

knowledge with interpersonal skills and practical coursework (Räkköläinen, 2011). 

Assessment should be framed within supportive, responsive structures that empower 

individuals, communities, and by extension, society. Alternative means of skills 

demonstration and assessment performance indicators should reflect the challenging times 

affecting education globally, such as the necessity for remote learning brought on by 

unexpected crises such as COVID-19. Such challenges also that broader curriculum subjects 

are essential for creating engaging, rewarding course content. The current LCA model is a 

good example of this approach. Like LCA, however, many subject areas across YouthReach 

and the Leaving Cert programmes would benefit from development work. The Leaving 

Certificate Established programme, for example, must develop further towards incremental, 

continuous assessment progression.  

 

Assessment for Youthreach should follow these examples by adopting a system spread out 

over the two-year programme period, through a developmental process, including: 

 

− Assessment options must be inclusive and supportive of difference and diversity.  

− Wider options to accommodate learners with differing abilities, aspirations, and 

disadvantaged learners. 

− Fostering individual learner and practitioner supports, aligning these with emerging 

technologies and global trends. 

− Unique learner needs should be generated from the learner voice and reflective of 

barriers to learning and achievement. 

− Increasing learning and teaching flexibility and supporting performance and 

achievement. 
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− Exploring alternative assessments such as portfolios and responsive grading schemes 

would strengthen assessment innovation and best practice. 

 

b) Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

The pandemic has taught us that innovative models of delivery and learning are essential in 

responding to global changes and the barriers that affect the Youthreach learner. It has 

become crucial, more than ever, to integrate innovative modes of delivery and learning using 

emerging technologies through collaboration among stakeholders, Youthreach provision and 

Leaving Cert providers.  

Societal and key strategic values, including  sustainability and community engagement, should 

be integrated in forms of assessment, and learning activities to prepare learners for civic and 

professional lives. Measures of reform should include the integration of: 

− Higher order skills and reflective thinking, reasoning, innovation, and interpersonal 

qualities consistent in learning and teaching practices to equip learners with 

confidence and knowledge to navigate the real world and become active participants 

in society.  

− Technological and digital literacy supports consistent and responsive to global changes 

affecting young people and communities. 

− Consistency in literacy and numeracy supports concurrent with the Leaving Cert 

programme, to widen participation and overcome learning barriers. 

− Integrating models such as UDL (Universal Design for Learning) in the curriculum to 

increase levels of inclusion, enhancing equal opportunities and supporting learners 

with disabilities.  

c) Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 

Revisiting progression options for Leaving Cert programme options, especially through the 

CAO system would enhance access and equal opportunities. Leaving Cert programmes should 

be further developed to avoid social inequality reproduction by enabling progression options 

suited to the learners’ aspirations and interests, including paths to apprenticeships, HE and 

traineeships. In this context, the limited progression routes to FET and HE for the Leaving 

Certificate Applied cohort need to be examined and addressed. In addition, integrating 

consistent supports in mainstream Youthreach practices should enable effective 
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engagement. Barriers must be identified and transition from Youthreach and Leaving Cert 

learning to more demanding milestones needs to be supported to increase capabilities and 

chances for success.  Furthermore, literacy and numeracy disadvantage remain major barriers 

for learners across FET provision. Improved post-primary level supports in these areas are an 

essential part of reform. 

Consistent and integrated learner supports should include inclusive teaching and learning 

methodologies; appropriate and supportive guidance and information provision, essential in 

addressing motivational/dispositional barriers including confidence, self-esteem and familial 

disengagement with education and in supporting transition pathways. The integration of 

consistent supports must address: 

− The Leaving Cert Vocational Programme (LCVP) model for inclusive integration across 

mainstream leaving certificate courses.   

− Leaving Certificate access through VTOS, BTEI and Youthreach. 

− Support needs of excluded groups including socio-economic disadvantage, LGBTQ 

communities, gender, disability and ethnic minorities. 

− Economic inequality, including costs associated with transport and materials. A more 

equitable distribution of financial supports across FET is a matter that needs urgent 

attention for disadvantaged groups. 

− Social capital through cultures of collaboration, community engagement across 

schools, colleges, institutions, and networks.  

− Awareness raising activities and events at post primary level that share positive 

learner experiences, demonstrating achievement and progression with a focus on 

marginalised cohorts. 

d) Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 

Broader awareness of the wide range of options available to learners becomes even more 

important with the current ongoing restructuring of the CAO website which will include 

Further Education and Training options including traineeships and apprenticeships. Learners 

will have a range of options available to them and it is vital that learners know all of the 

options available to them and are well equipped to follow their career path. The evolution of 

the Leaving Cert must support the skills knowledge that equip learners with: 

− Interpersonal and lifelong skills to prepare for academic and professional life. 
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− Attributes reflecting self-awareness, confidence and the motivation required for 

future careers.  

− Transition options that include vocational, HE and alternative progression routes to 

suit individual needs and career prospects. 

 

e) Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

A deeper integration of the Irish Language in Youthreach and across the Leaving Cert provision 

is an essential element for deepening awareness of Ireland’s heritage. In addition, Irish 

language teaching needs to be more aligned with intercultural awareness, as Ireland evolves 

into an increasingly multicultural country. The way Irish language education is practised 

should be explored against models of instruction that incorporate spoken language within the 

paradigm of communicative teaching methodologies.  Irish should therefore be revisited in 

terms of innovative models of instruction, communication, speaking skills and opportunities 

to join Irish language schemes as an option for enhancing the natural acquisition of language.  

While written work is beneficial in assessment and coursework, Irish should be presented 

within a structure that increases learners’ interest in the language. Options for learning Irish 

should include functional language learning as well as varying degrees of proficiency to suit 

different needs and NFQ levels. 

Reviving and keeping the language alive is not merely about achievement rates and the 

fulfilment of a language requirement. It is a symbol of preserving heritage while developing a 

system that embraces other cultures but simultaneously promoting Irish as a spoken, 

functioning language. The times we live in require continuous adaptations to modes of 

instruction, and assessment that extends beyond grammar and written work. This can only 

be achieved through collaboration and learning from models that showcase innovative 

learning and teaching to move with global challenges. It is time to adapt to global educational 

models for effective language instruction by: 

- Recruiting more teachers to meet the gap in Irish teacher shortages. 

- Develop consistent and appropriate structures aligned with the NFQ and QQI 

accreditation systems. 

- Transforming Irish Language Education using models of functional and meaningful 

language teaching. 
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- Improving professional development practices and teachers’ Irish language skills. 

 

5. Conclusion  

ETBI welcomes the opportunity to present to the Joint Oireachtas Committee meeting on the 

Leaving Cert and Youthreach Reform. ETBI’s recommendations are rooted in its core 

principles, which strive to position the FET sector for innovation, as a key contributor to 

developing appropriate learning and teaching policies. The functions of ETBI and the sixteen 

ETBs are rooted in the government’s vision to make Ireland one of the leading providers of 

lifelong learning and long-term strategic, national plans to maintain a sustainable economy 

and place learners at the heart of educational development. It is within these principles that 

ETBI proposes a Leaving Cert reform conducive to flexibility and adaptability, to equip learners 

with skills that withstand global challenges in a supporting, inclusive education system. 

ETBI welcomes its active involvement in the Leaving Cert reform through these 

recommendations and remains open to input and collaboration from stakeholders in what is 

soon to be a defining point in FET educational reform. 
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Submission on Leaving Certificate reform 

Selina McCoy, Emer Smyth, Economic and Social Research Institute1 

6 October 2021 
This submission draws on a large body of research conducted at the Economic and Social Research 
Institute (ESRI) over recent years to highlight a number of key issues to be taken into account in 
potential Leaving Certificate reform. These include: the nature of current senior cycle provision; the 
impact of Leaving Certificate assessment on teaching and learning as well as broader wellbeing; 
inclusion; the lack of continuity between senior cycle and other phases of education; and the extent 
to which the Leaving Certificate provides students with the appropriate knowledge and skills for the 
world of work and adult life.  

Senior cycle provision 

Access to different senior cycle programmes varies across individual schools, with almost all providing 
the Leaving Certificate Established (LCE) programme and the majority providing Transition Year and 
the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme. Fewer schools provide the Leaving Certificate Applied 
(LCA) programme (just over 40% in 2012). Student access to different programmes therefore depends 
on the school they attend. Subject provision also varies across schools, with schools taking account of 
their social and gender mix in deciding on the subjects offered. Similarly, the approach to accessing 
higher level subjects differs across different school settings, with some encouraging all students to 
take higher level for as long as possible while in other cases access is ‘rationed’ to students receiving 
higher grades. Research indicates that smaller schools face greater challenges in offering a broad 
range of subjects and in providing higher level subjects, with a consequent impact on overall 
performance levels.  

Perceptions of senior cycle programmes 

Research indicates that student, parent and teacher perceptions of Transition Year are very positive, 
with the programme seen as offering access to a broad variety of skills and experiences, and as 
facilitating more informed subject and career choices. LCA is currently taken by a small proportion of 
students, typically around five per cent of the cohort. It has been viewed as providing a positive 
learning experience and re-engaging more disaffected students. However, the strict ring-fencing has 
separated students from other senior cycle learners and employment outcomes have been poor in 
comparison with other school leavers.  

Assessment and its impact  

Much of the discussion of senior cycle centres on the LCE and in particular on the impact of the mode 
of assessment on teaching and learning as well as on broader student wellbeing.  

 
1 selina.mccoy@esri.ie; emer.smyth@esri.ie  
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Although some LCE subjects have non-exam assessment components (such as orals or project work), 
exam-based assessment retains a dominant role, and exam results are very high stakes in determining 
entry to higher education and influencing employment access. Exam-based assessment – especially in 
the context of substantial volumes of work in many subjects – emerges as having a negative backwash 
effect on teaching and learning, as well as the skills acquired by young people. LCA students report a 
greater use of active learning methods such as group-work and project work as well as greater 
interaction with teachers and classmates. In contrast, the LCE and Leaving Certificate Vocational 
(LCVP) programmes are characterised by greater use of teacher-led instruction, with an emphasis on 
practising exam papers and doing homework. In research studies and consultations, students 
contrasted their classroom experiences in senior cycle, where they felt under pressure to cover the 
course, with that in junior cycle, where they enjoyed more time and space to engage in a variety of 
approaches to learning and to have more interactive classes. The exam-focused approach within LCE 
is seen by students, parents and teachers to facilitate rote learning, with a focus on memorising 
material at the expense of authentic understanding and a neglect of the development and assessment 
of broader skills. Research indicates that exam marking schemes are a key driver of student 
engagement in exam preparation.  

The nature of the points awarded has been found to influence student decision-making about which 
subject levels to take.  Research indicates that students feel the gap between the points awarded for 
higher and ordinary papers is too wide and that ordinary-level points do not fairly reflect the workload 
and effort involved, resulting in disaffection and disengagement among those taking a number of 
ordinary level subjects. 

Longitudinal research in Ireland (as elsewhere) has found students tend to value hands-on, interactive 
classes in which they have active involvement. However, by sixth year, many students, particularly 
those who have more ambitious higher education plans, express impatience with, and are critical of, 
teachers who do not focus on ‘what will come up in the exam’. For them, good teaching constitutes 
practising exam papers and focusing precisely on the kinds of knowledge and skills needed to do well 
in the exam. In this context, an emphasis on broader educational development or on life skills comes 
to be seen as irrelevant. Indeed, some students negatively contrast approaches to teaching at school 
with the more narrowly focused approach to exam preparation characteristic of private tuition 
(‘grinds’). 

Although students report more challenging schoolwork and an increasingly demanding workload 
during the transition to fifth year (see below), levels of stress appear to further escalate in sixth year 
with students finding their schoolwork even more difficult. Many students, especially female students, 
report feelings of strain and loss of confidence in sixth year; for example, over half (55%) of female 
sixth year students reported feeling constantly under strain ‘more’ or ‘much more than usual’. 
Students see stress as reflecting the constant reminders from teachers about the impending exams, 
their parents’ expectations and, most importantly, their own desire to do well in the exams. The 
volume of, and level of detail in, the content of many Leaving Certificate subjects and the concern that 
they have not ‘finished’ the course in all subjects fuels this feeling that there is ‘too little time’ in which 
to prepare. As a result of this pressure, many students report curtailing extracurricular and social 
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activities in sixth year, further exacerbating the ‘hot-house’ climate of exam preparation. Sixth year 
involves not only preparation for the Leaving Certificate exam but being faced with making decisions 
about post-school pathways. The decision-making process itself appears to influence stress levels, 
with students who consider it too early to decide what to do with the rest of their lives reporting 
greater strain. 

In consultations, all stakeholders (students, parents and teachers) highlight the workload involved, 
with teachers and students under pressure to ‘cover the course’, resulting in a focus on rote learning 
in order to prepare for the examination and a reduced focus on higher order thinking and broader skill 
development. Teachers and parents highlight the negative impact on student wellbeing, but, not 
surprisingly, students are more vocal about the effect on their stress levels.  

Research findings to date suggest that the current assessment model has a negative impact on 
teaching and learning, narrowing the focus to covering the course and preparing for what will come 
in the exam, rather than engaging in promoting critical thinking and broader skill development. The 
evident consensus on some of the challenges has not resulted in clear agreement on the alternative. 
In consultations with stakeholders, students, parents and teachers all suggested there is a need to 
spread out LCE assessment during senior cycle and to adopt a broader variety of approaches to 
assessment, such as project work, portfolios and presentations, to better reflect student skills. 
Although teacher assessment has been used for Leaving Certificate purposes during the COVID-19 
pandemic, teachers have strongly emphasised that assessments should continue to be marked 
externally to maintain a fair and transparent system. 

Senior cycle education and continuity of learning 

Research has highlighted the gap in standards and workload between junior and senior cycle, even 
prior to junior cycle reform, leading to an escalation of demands on students over the transition. More 
recent research suggests that this mismatch may have increased in the wake of junior cycle reform, 
as students now move from a common level in most subjects to a differentiation between higher and 
ordinary levels at senior cycle.  

Research has also pointed to a mismatch between the kinds of teaching and learning experienced in 
the final year of senior cycle and that faced in further and, especially, higher education. The movement 
from a more teacher-directed approach to a greater focus on independent learning and a broader 
variety of assessment methods in FE/HE have contributed to student difficulties in adapting to post-
school education.  

Knowledge and skills 

When asked about the benefits of second-level education, students tend to highlight the personal and 
social development aspects as well as skills in ‘learning to learn’ most positively. However, a significant 
proportion do not see their education as helpful in preparing them for the world of work and for adult 
life. Being able to appreciate art, music and reading for pleasure have also been identified as 
significant gaps.  
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Currently, student access to work experience depends on which senior cycle programme they take 
and the link between work-based and in-school learning is variable across schools. In a consultation, 
there was a strong consensus among students, parents and teachers that all young people should be 
provided with an opportunity to take part in a work experience placement. There was also a strong 
consensus that senior cycle should embed life skills in the curriculum to better prepare young people 
for further/higher education, employment and adult life. Wellbeing has become an important focus 
of junior cycle but has not yet received the same attention within the senior cycle curriculum, a lacuna 
raised in consultations with students, parents and teachers. Similarly, a review of relationships and 
sexuality education conducted by the NCCA has highlighted the need for a more student-centred, 
holistic and inclusive approach at both junior and senior cycle.  

Schools have varied widely in the use of digital technologies in teaching and learning and the shift to 
remote learning during the pandemic brought a steep learning curve for many teachers. The evidence 
suggests that schools which made greater use of live online classes were more successful in 
maintaining student engagement, but variations in students’ home learning environments magnified 
inequalities within and across schools. Junior cycle reforms have focused on embedding digital 
technologies across the curriculum and supporting the development of digital skills, for students and 
teachers alike. However, challenges remain in relation to the provision of online educational resources 
and in ensuring digital resources, including broadband, for all. Supporting the development of digital 
skills across the senior cycle curriculum will be important. 

Inclusion 

ESRI research has consistently highlighted the role of school context and composition in shaping the 
identification of different types of special educational needs (SEN), the adequacy of supports for those 
students and the experiences of students in different school contexts. Changes to the system of 
resource allocation, with a ‘frontloading’ system based on an individual school’s profiled need, have 
meant that schools have the resources to support inclusive practice as assessed by staff without the 
need for formal diagnostic assessment of a category of disability. The ongoing School Inclusion Model 
(SIM) pilot further aims to build schools’ capacity to include students within additional and complex 
needs, and is currently being evaluated by the ESRI. The outcome of the evaluation will be important 
in shaping provision for students with additional needs, particularly in mainstream schools. 

Rates of school completion are now very high, with the vast majority of young people in Ireland 
completing senior cycle. As a result, the composition of the student population is more diverse than 
previously. A consultation with stakeholders, especially students and their parents, pointed to the 
neglect of vocational and practical subjects within the current curriculum. Senior cycle was seen as 
better suited to those with an academic orientation and with the ability to memorise material, with a 
neglect of those with more vocational interests and those with SEN. The introduction of Level 1 and 2 
programmes at junior cycle has provided new routes to recognition for young people with special 
educational needs (SEN). However, teachers and parents consulted in special schools have highlighted 
the lack of a suitable programme at senior cycle, suggesting the need to develop new programmes 
that build upon the skills developed at Levels 1 and 2. Research on special classes also points to a 
reliance on LCA provision for students with SEN, with few special classes provided at senior cycle, 
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raising concerns over the adequacy of provision for SEN students in schools not providing the LCA 
programme. 

Conclusion 

Research findings point to a number of elements which should be considered in reviewing the Leaving 
Certificate: adopting the kinds of active teaching methods which students find most engaging; the 
need to embed key skills, such as critical thinking and digital skills, in the curriculum in order to equip 
young people for the future; making work experience available to all students, regardless of the 
programme they take; the need to move to a broader range of assessment modes (such as project 
work, portfolios and presentations), which better reflect the full range of skills and knowledge 
developed within senior cycle; and ensuring continuity between junior and senior cycle in the 
standards expected of students. Ongoing changes in provision for students with additional needs will 
be important in providing more comprehensive educational and health supports to allow inclusion for 
all. These will be particularly important given the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on 
students with additional needs. More widely, unequal home learning environments have magnified 
pre-existing social inequalities, highlighting the importance of channelling additional resources to the 
schools serving students with greater needs. 
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RE: Examination of Leaving Certificate Reform 
 

Executive Summary 

• The availability of a highly skilled, agile workforce is vital to Ireland’s ability to attract foreign direct investment. 

To continue to attract high value, high skilled industries and grow and sustain existing MNC’s, we must ensure the 

Irish workforce have the skills and knowledge relevant to our industrial sectors of strength that drive the modern 

global economy. 

• The digital transformation of business is changing how people work, altering skills profiles for existing roles and 

creating new roles. Digital transformation is increasing the demand for high-level IT skills but is also impacting non-

ICT roles, as basic to intermediary digital and data skills are increasingly required across all roles in industry to 

leverage technology and solve problems. 

• Reform of the leaving certificate should recognize the continuous evolution of skills arising from the impact of 

technological advancement on all aspects of society and the economy, and the key role the Leaving Certificate has 

in equipping future citizens with the fundamental knowledge and skills to successfully navigate and thrive in this 

new world. 

• With greater automation of routine tasks industry is increasingly focused on the T-shaped employee, who has a 

depth of technical knowledge and a breadth of transversal skills that will allow them to add value to their role. 

• The transformation of industry has created a variety of career paths beyond the traditional third level option. The 

role of career advisor is significant in guiding students towards the best option, and as such should be considered 

in the broader question of leaving certification reform.  

Introduction 
IDA Ireland welcomes the opportunity to input into the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science’s examination of Leaving Certificate Reform. IDA client companies employ over 
257,000 people across the country, almost 145,000 of these outside of Dublin, accounting directly for 10% of the 
workforce at the end of 2019 and a higher share of approx. 12% in 2020 due to the impact of Covid-19 on total 
employment nationally. Throughout 2020 and 2021 IDA Ireland have continued to secure investments and grow 
employment in Ireland, with almost half of these investments being made in counties outside Dublin. However, 
competition for Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in key sectors is intensifying and it is critical we continue to focus on 
Ireland’s competitiveness.  

Crucial to Ireland’s value proposition for FDI is the availability of a highly skilled, agile workforce. IDA clients view skills 
as the most positive influence on and the greatest opportunity for business performance. The IMD World 
Competitiveness Yearbook 20201 ranked a skilled workforce as Ireland’s key attractiveness factor for multinationals. 
International studies for math and science ability show Irish post-primary students perform well compared to their 
peers. The TIMMS 20192 study examining 13–14-year-old students’ performance in math and science placed Ireland 
as the highest performing EU country in math and 2nd in science. Of 64 countries globally Ireland’s 13–14-year-old 
students ranked 7th and 10th for math and science performance respectively. The quality of education resulting in 
these excellent results must be maintained and built upon, particularly as math and analytical skills are underpinning 
competencies for multiple careers. An area in which Ireland is viewed to underperform is in language skills, ranking 
46 out of 63 countries globally in the IMD World Talent Ranking 20203. Given the importance of Ireland’s international 
connectedness this is an area that requires significant improvement.  

The Leaving Certificate provides students with a strong foundation in a range of disciplines that prepares them for 
further and higher education and employment and enables them to realize their full potential as an individual. Reform 

 
1 IMD World Competitiveness Ranking 2020 
2 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2019 
3 IMD World Talent Ranking 2020 

https://www.imd.org/news/updates/IMD-2020-World-Competitiveness-Ranking-revealed/
https://timssandpirls.bc.edu/timss2019/
https://www.imd.org/centers/world-competitiveness-center/rankings/world-talent-competitiveness/
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of the leaving certificate should recognize the continuous evolution of skills arising from the impact of technological 
advancement on all aspects of society and the economy, and the key role the Leaving Certificate has in equipping 
future citizens with the fundamental knowledge and skills to successfully navigate and thrive in this new world. 
 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
In order for Irish citizens to be able to avail of the opportunities presented by the attraction of high value, high skilled 
industries and existing multinationals, we must ensure the Irish workforce have the skills and knowledge relevant to 
our industrial sectors of strength that drive the modern global economy. IDA client companies are concentrated in 
Biopharmaceuticals & Food; Medical Technologies; Engineering & Industrial Technologies; International Financial 
Services, and Technology, Content, Consumer and Business Services. Our clients are global leaders in their respective 
sectors, with cutting edge production and operating models. The activities they carry out in Ireland are wide-ranging, 
constantly evolving and highly dependent on a workforce with a depth and breadth of scientific, technological, 
engineering, and mathematical skills. It is vital that our education system continues to produce graduates with STEM 
skills aligned to these sectors, as well as responding to skills needs as these sectors evolve and new areas of 
opportunity emerge, such as AI; Industrial Automation; Advanced Manufacturing; Advanced Therapy Medicinal 
Products; Renewable Energy; Cloud Computing, and 5G. The work of the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs is 
extremely valuable in understanding the skills required for these emerging FDI sectors.  

To meet the growing demand for STEM skills we need to increase participation in STEM subjects at Leaving Certificate 
Level. Recent years have seen increases in numbers of students taking Physics, Chemistry and higher-level Math’s, 
this momentum must be maintained through reforms that will increase the attractiveness of STEM subjects and STEM 
careers to Leaving Certificate students. Developing new learning methods and demonstrating real world application 
of STEM is required to foster greater interest in these subjects. In particular, we must focus on increasing participation 
rates among girls in all STEM subjects and ensure the full range of STEM subjects are available in all post-primary 
schools.   

 
Transversal Skills 
The digital transformation of business is changing how people work, new digital technologies and business models 
are altering skills profiles for existing roles and creating new roles. With greater automation of routine tasks, the 
future of work will become increasingly about non-routine, problem-solving, creative and interpersonal tasks. 
Transversal skills such as critical thinking; reasoning and complex problem-solving; creativity and innovation; 
collaboration; communication; active learning; initiative and self-management, are the skills that will enable an 
individual to adapt and upskill to meet the demands of the continually changing enterprise landscape. Industry is 
increasingly focused on the T-shaped employee, who has a depth of technical knowledge and a breadth of transversal 
skills that enable them to work across business functions and be flexible and responsive to changes. 

The National Skills Strategy 2025 commits to promoting “the development of transversal skills at all levels of the 
education and training system” and to ensuring that “assessment supports learning and provides evidence of learning 
transversal skills and knowledge across the sector”. Integrating transversal skills across the Leaving Certificate 
curriculum and developing teaching and assessment methods for transversal skills must be part of Leaving Certificate 
reform. The FIT report ‘Upskilling Ireland’s Workforce’ reported that employers believe “that aptitude (to knuckle 
down and get the best CAO points) is overly rewarded in Ireland’s secondary school curriculum and pedagogy, while 
attitude is under appreciated”. Developing the role of project-based learning, practical application and continuous 
assessment in the Leaving Certificate cycle would support the development and recognition of valuable transversal 
skills.  

An area that may not be viewed as transversal but certainly impacts on all aspects of the economy and society is 
climate change and environmental sustainability. Developing awareness and knowledge on climate change, and the 
basic skills to reduce our carbon footprint should form part of every student’s education and not only those who elect 
to take a related subject such as geography.  

Digital Skills 
The rapid pace of digital transformation underway across all industry sectors in Ireland and internationally will 
permanently alter the world of work. Across the IDA client portfolio, companies are incorporating digital 
transformation of operations as a key component of the site’s future growth strategy. IDA clients rank AI, Cloud, Big 
Data and Industry 4.0 as the top technologies to support growth of the Irish site. Companies are investing in 
automation, robotics, analytics and visualization as part of their digitalization journey to enhance decision making, 
boost productivity, remove repetitive tasks and build new business models. In doing so the skills and knowledge 
required by the workforce have and will continue to change. This is evident across the IDA client base with a general 
move towards increasing complexity in the roles being created.   
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An in-depth survey on the Future of Jobs carried out by the World Economic Forum in 2020 revealed the skills 
companies globally are focused on building within their workforce. Among the top 10 skills were Technology use, 
monitoring and control, Technology installation and maintenance, and Technology design and programming. Digital 
transformation is increasing the demand for high-level IT skills but is also impacting non-ICT roles, as basic to 
intermediary digital skills are increasingly required across all roles in industry to leverage technology and solve 
problems.  

The introduction of Computer Science at Leaving Certificate and the growing uptake of the subject is extremely 
welcome, but for those students who don’t take Computer Science they too need the opportunity to develop a level 
of digital competence required in Higher and Further Education and industry. To do so we must identify the core 
digital skills and knowledge that should be taught to all students at Leaving Certificate level and develop an 
understanding among students that skills such as basic coding and algorithmic thinking are needed for jobs other than 
software development. Among other EU member States, some are focusing on incorporating specific digital skills into 
school curriculum, for example the German Digital Strategy 2025 aims to have every school pupil with a basic 
knowledge in information science, how algorithms function and in programming by 2025.   

Data Literacy 
The power of digitalization to transform enterprise lies in the collection of data from a wide range of sources that can 
be used by business to identify trends, derive insights for smart decision making, and deliver efficiency and 
performance improvements. Additionally, in cases where routine data collection, analysis and visualization tasks are 
automated employees need to be able to validate data to identify errors or anomalies, and to interpret and 
communicate decisions and insights based on data. Consequently, people in all roles across industry must be data 
literate, they must have the ability to read, work with, analyze, and argue with data.  

Analytical knowledge and skills such as understanding the applications of data; the limitations of data; interpreting 
data visualizations; applying basic statistics or deriving insights from data and communicating results are core skills 
for the future of work. Cedefop the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training gathers labour 
market data and provides intelligence to offer insights into skill needs in the European Union. Their analysis of online 
job adverts in Ireland during 2020 showed that the top three most sought after skills were ‘Working with Others’, 
‘Accessing and analysing digital data’ and ‘Using digital tools for collaboration, content creation and problem solving’. 
As with digital skills it is vital that Leaving Certificate students have basic data analysis skills and statistical knowledge 
if they are to be equipped for the future workplace. It is also important to note that data literacy is a skill that is 
increasingly required to participate in general society, from medicine to finance citizens must be able to confidently 
understand, analyse and make decisions based on data. 

Diversity and Inclusion 
Ireland is an open, welcoming, and globally focused economy and society which has benefited us economically 
through the participation of skilled migrants in the labour force. It is increasingly important that we support the 
development of diverse and inclusive workplaces, as inclusive workplaces are more innovative, agile and perform 
better overall than non-inclusive workplaces. Society also benefits from more people having opportunities to enter 
rewarding careers. A recent ERSI report highlighted that Ireland had the fourth lowest employment rate among people 
with disabilities of working age in 2018. Furthermore, 30% of people of working age with disabilities had third-level 
education, while it was 47% for people without disabilities. We must seek to broaden the talent pool and the first step 
is to ensure students with disabilities, or from minority or socially disadvantaged groups complete the Leaving 
Certificate cycle with the skills, competency, and confidence to purse career opportunities through higher education, 
apprenticeships, or traineeships. 

Careers Advice  
The workplace has undergone significant change and many roles do not require a third level education. This is 
evidenced by the fact that Ireland has the single highest level of overall qualifications mismatch in the EU. In assessing 
‘how effectively skills are used’ in the workplace, the OECD 4  reported that 44% of Ireland’s workforce was 
mismatched. There is a breath of further education options open to school leavers and a variety of career paths they 
can take beyond the traditional third level option. Apprenticeships and internships are just two examples of the 
different route’s individuals can take to a rewarding career.  

Career Advisors play a significant role in guiding students towards the best options and variety of careers open to 
them, and as such should be considered in the broader question of leaving certification reform. We believe it is 

 
4 OECD (2017). Getting Skills Right: Skills for Jobs Indicators 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/getting-skills-right-skills-for-jobs-indicators_9789264277878-en
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essential that careers advice at post-primary level is strengthened and invested in. Career advisors/counsellors must 
be supported to develop their understanding of current and emerging industry roles available to students if they are 
to guide them on the learning paths to those careers.  

Conclusion 
Continued success in attracting inward investment depends significantly on the availability of talent with strong STEM 
skills. We must grow the pipeline of students from post-primary into further and higher STEM education and careers 
by making STEM subjects more attractive to students and demonstrating the rewarding and high-quality careers 
available across industry sectors.   

While there is a view that no single skill set or area of expertise is likely to be able to sustain a long-term career in the 
future, there are fundamental analytical and transversal skills that will become core competencies for the future of 
work and enable an individual to transition between careers. By incorporating these areas into the Leaving Certificate 
cycle school leavers will have a strong foundation in skills that are becoming commonplace and critical across all areas 
of life, which will ensure they are equipped to thrive in higher and further education and the future workplace. 
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David Kilcoyne

From: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science
Sent: Friday 8 October 2021 19:05
To: David Kilcoyne
Cc: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science
Subject: FW: Update : Correspondence from the Committee (556)

 
 

From: Tim Conlon <tconlon@hea.ie>  
Sent: Friday 8 October 2021 18:52 
To: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science <education@oireachtas.ie> 
Cc: Jacintha Healy <jacintha@hea.ie>; Alan Wall <AWall@hea.ie>; Vivienne Patterson <vpatterson@hea.ie> 
Subject: RE: Update : Correspondence from the Committee (556) 
 
Dear David, Tara, 
 
Many thanks for your kind invitation from the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science, to make a written submission, as part of the Committee’s examination of Leaving 
Certificate Reform. 
 
We have consulted with colleagues in the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science and note that they have made a comprehensive submission to the Committee. In these circumstances we 
don’t believe that we can add to the process by way of additional material, but we would be glad to engage in 
Committee hearings, if that would assist. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Tim Conlon. 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------- 
  
Head of Policy & Strategic Planning | Higher Education Authority | 3 Shelbourne Buildings | Shelbourne Road | 
Dublin 4 | DO4 C2Y6 
  
+353 1 231 7 100 
 
 

From: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science education@oireachtas.ie  
Sent: Thursday 16 September 2021 12:23 
To: Jacintha Healy jacintha@hea.ie 
Subject: RE: Correspondence from the Committee (556) 
 
CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the organisation. Do not click links or open attachments unless you 
recognize the sender and know the content is safe. 
 
Dear Jacinta, 
 
Thank you confirming receipt of the committee’s correspondence. 
 
I would just like to clarify that the deadline for submission is 12noon on Wednesday 06 October 2021, the invite has 
the deadline down as Monday, 06 October 2021 which is incorrect. 
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Kind Regards, 
 
 
David Kilcoyne 
Cléireach Sóisearach | Junior Clerk 
An Coiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht | 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
Seirbhís Thithe an Oireachtais | Houses of the Oireachtas Service 
 
+353 (0)1 6183000  www.oireachtas.ie  
 
david.kilcoyne@oireachtas.ie  
 
 
Cuireann Seirbhís Thithe an Oireachtais fáilte roimh chomhfhreagras i nGaeilge 
 
 
 

From: Jacintha Healy <jacintha@hea.ie>  
Sent: Thursday 16 September 2021 12:12 
To: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science <education@oireachtas.ie> 
Subject: RE: Correspondence from the Committee (556) 
 
Dear David 
  
I acknowledge receipt of correspondence with thanks, and confirm that it has been forwarded to Dr Wall for his 
attention. 
  
Kind regards, 
Jacintha 
  
Jacintha Healy 
Office of the Chief Executive 
  
                                              

                                                         
The Higher Education Authority | 3 Shelbourne Buildings | Crampton Avenue | Shelbourne Road | Dublin 
4   D04C2Y6         
An tÚdarás um Ard-Oideachas | 3 Áras Síol mBrain |Ascaill Crampton | Bóthar Síol mBrain | Baile Átha Cliath 
4  D04C2Y6  
 
Phone : 353-1-2317 100 | www.hea.ie  | @hea_irl 
  
  
  
If you receive this email outside normal working hours, you are not expected to respond until you return to work 
Má fhaigheann tú an r-phost seo lasmuigh de ghnáthuaireanta oibre, níltear ag súil go bhfreagróidh tú go dtiocfaidh 
tú ar ais chuig an obair. 
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From: Education and Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science <education@oireachtas.ie>  
Sent: Wednesday 15 September 2021 17:10 
To: Jacintha Healy <jacintha@hea.ie> 
Subject: Correspondence from the Committee (556) 
  
CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the organisation. Do not click links or open attachments unless you 
recognize the sender and know the content is safe. 
  
Dear Dr Wall, 
  
Please find attached correspondence from the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science. 
  
Kind Regards, 
  
  
David Kilcoyne 
Cléireach Sóisearach | Junior Clerk 
An Coiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht | 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
Seirbhís Thithe an Oireachtais | Houses of the Oireachtas Service 
  
+353 (0)1 6183000  www.oireachtas.ie  
  
david.kilcoyne@oireachtas.ie  
  
  
Cuireann Seirbhís Thithe an Oireachtais fáilte roimh chomhfhreagras i nGaeilge 
  
  
Beartas ríomhphoist an Oireachtais agus séanadh. oireachtas.ie/ga/email-policy/  
Oireachtas email policy and disclaimer. oireachtas.ie/en/email-policy/  
Any email from the HEA/IRC, or any of the email's attachments, may contain confidential or privileged information 
and is intended solely for the addressee. If you are not the intended recipient or have received this email in error, 
please delete it immediately and contact us.  
Any unauthorised use (including disclosure, publication, copying or distribution) of the email or its attachments is 
prohibited. Any views given in this message are the sender's own and do not represent the views of the HEA/IRC, 
except where the sender specifically states them to be the views of the HEA/IRC.  
Any personal data provided to or gathered by the Higher Education Authority will be processed in accordance with 
data protection law. For further information on how Higher Education Authority uses your personal data and for 
information on your data protection rights and how to exercise them, please see the Higher Education Authority 
Data Protection Statement  
Accordingly, we disclaim all responsibility and accept no liability (including negligence) for the consequences of any 
person other than the intended recipients acting or refraining from acting, on such information.  
Registered Office: Higher Education Authority, 3 Shelbourne Buildings, Crampton Avenue, Shelbourne Road, 
Ballsbridge, Dublin 4, DO4 C2Y6, Ireland  
 
Beartas ríomhphoist an Oireachtais agus séanadh. oireachtas.ie/ga/email-policy/  
Oireachtas email policy and disclaimer. oireachtas.ie/en/email-policy/  
Any email from the HEA/IRC, or any of the email's attachments, may contain confidential or privileged information 
and is intended solely for the addressee. If you are not the intended recipient or have received this email in error, 
please delete it immediately and contact us.  
Any unauthorised use (including disclosure, publication, copying or distribution) of the email or its attachments is 
prohibited. Any views given in this message are the sender's own and do not represent the views of the HEA/IRC, 
except where the sender specifically states them to be the views of the HEA/IRC.  
Any personal data provided to or gathered by the Higher Education Authority will be processed in accordance with 
data protection law. For further information on how Higher Education Authority uses your personal data and for 



4

information on your data protection rights and how to exercise them, please see the Higher Education Authority 
Data Protection Statement  
Accordingly, we disclaim all responsibility and accept no liability (including negligence) for the consequences of any 
person other than the intended recipients acting or refraining from acting, on such information.  
Registered Office: Higher Education Authority, 3 Shelbourne Buildings, Crampton Avenue, Shelbourne Road, 
Ballsbridge, Dublin 4, DO4 C2Y6, Ireland  
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Science Foundation Ireland Submission to Oireachtas Joint Committee 
 
 

Introduction 
Science Foundation Ireland promotes and supports the study of, education in, and engagement with 
STEM and promotes an awareness and understanding of the value of STEM to society and, in 
particular, to the growth of the economy.  

The 21st century workplace is an ever-evolving environment. The new senior cycle must encompass a 
programme of learning that enables students to develop skills and knowledge needed to address 
future challenges. They need to be equipped with the ability to solve complex problems by nurturing 
creative thinking and innovation. Students entering the workforce will benefit from having good 
communication and interpersonal skills, and the ability to work as part of a diverse team, be personally 
effective and ultimately to become lifelong learners.  

SFI’s new strategy - SFI Strategy 2025 Delivering Today, Preparing for Tomorrow - has been developed 
to unlock the potential of Irish research to meet current challenges, seize future opportunities and 
support the priorities outlined in the Programme for Government: Our Shared Future. SFI continues 
to enable the excellent research and top talent required to deliver tangible benefits to Ireland today 
in line with the Government’s commitment to ensure all of Ireland’s people benefit from public 
investment. The strategy also commits to providing opportunities by fostering the talent and skills to 
prepare Ireland to take advantage of emerging technologies for our economy and society as well as 
ensuring a robust research ecosystem that is embedded in and delivering for our people.  

By addressing important problems in responsible ways, the SFI strategy aims to enable economic 
transformation leading to sustainable economic growth whilst improving our climate and 
environment and meeting the needs of society. Ireland should contribute to the solution of major 
societal challenges such as climate change, sustainability, pandemic preparedness, responsible use of 
data and artificial intelligence (AI).  
 
The Leaving Certificate continues to play a key part in determining the subjects young people study 
and the career choices that they make. SFI welcomes the opportunity to provide some insights to the 
examination of Leaving Certificate Reform by the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science. 

Assessment Options 
SFI recognises the need for reform of the Leaving Certificate in terms of the subjects offered for 
students to study and also how these subjects are assessed. The STEM Education Policy Statement 
2017-2026 identifies the reforms underway in the Irish education system, while also recognising that 
young people require more than the ability to memorise facts and procedures. Over many years SFI 
has supported a range of programmes in schools to support active engagement in STEM-related 
subjects. Programmes, such as Discover Primary Science and Maths, the European Space Education 
Resource Office (ESERO) education initiative, and the SFI Discover Awards have promoted more active 
forms of learning and the use of a range of authentic assessment strategies. 

2021/487(i)
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Young people must be able to apply their creativity, knowledge and skills within and across disciplines 
and real-life situations. Participation in informal STEM education projects such as CanSat, Astro PI 
offered by ESERO Ireland as well as projects such as SciFest and BT Young Scientist & Technology 
Exhibition offer these opportunities, and we would welcome recognition for participating in such 
projects as part of any future Leaving Certificate assessment process.  Helping our learners to work in 
this way requires our teachers to have sufficient pedagogical content knowledge, and expertise in 
assessment, to enable them to design and enact high-quality learning experiences and to use 
innovative approaches to support both formative and summative assessment approaches. The 
ongoing programme of reform in our education system is driven by a shared policy, which is focused 
on better outcomes for all learners, raising standards of teaching, learning and assessment and school 
improvement (STEM Education Policy Statement 2017-2026). 

Building on these approaches we welcome projects such as the Assessment of Transversal Skills in 
STEM (ATS STEM) which is being led by DCU to highlight the use of appropriate resources (including 
the use of digital tools and resources), innovative pedagogies and curriculum innovation, to facilitate 
an integrated approach to STEM teaching and learning in schools, and this also needs to be reflected 
in how STEM related subjects are assessed. Such approaches also promote innovative assessment 
strategies, that can inform how STEM related subjects are assessed in the future.  

Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 
The Leaving Certificate reform agenda needs to include measures to facilitate greater access to the 
physical sciences. SFI is supportive of the objectives of the STEM Education Policy Statement 2017-
2026 which reaffirms the importance of STEM education within the school system.  

The National Skills Strategy 2025 documents the increased take-up of leaving certificate science 
subjects during the period 2011 to 2015 (biology, physics, chemistry and physics/chemistry have all 
seen increases of between 12 and 17 percent). However, the take-up of science subjects continues to 
be heavily weighted towards biology, while only 16% and 13% of those sitting the Leaving Cert 
annually take chemistry and physics, respectively.  
 
Teacher supply issues can contribute to such low numbers and therefore there is an opportunity to 
look at new modes of learning, including online and blended, to allow more students to take these 
subjects, particularly if there is no qualified teacher of physics and chemistry in their school. The 
Gaeltacht e-Hub project has demonstrated how online and blended learning can be utilised to provide 
access to a greater range of leaving certificate subjects than is possible in the traditional in-person 
classroom provision model.  

Digital technologies have the potential to transform teaching, learning and assessment experiences in 
ways that were previously not possible with textbooks. Many schools now want to capitalise on the 
efforts made by their teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic and on the new knowledge they have 
acquired to transform their practices so that education is more relevant to the lives of the young 
people they teach. SFI supports the development of digital skills and digital technologies that can 
contribute to future resilience whilst ensuring that such developments are inclusive and remain 
focused on bridging the digital divide.  
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Teacher professional learning experiences, along the continuum of teacher education, are required to 
equip teachers with the confidence and competences to design and implement a range of digital 
educational experiences that meet the needs of their learners. Teachers require ongoing support to 
transform their professional practices so that learners are more actively engaged in their own learning, 
while also ensuring they are ready for the world of work and for a society where lifelong learning is 
now a key competence for all. SFI would welcome the formal accreditation of teacher professional 
development offered by SFI and other organisations to ensure a high standard and act as a teacher 
incentive. 

SFI is committed to expanding the Discover Primary Science and Maths education programme 
(Discover Primary Science and Maths Awards) to grow participation in science education and bridge 
careers awareness into undergraduate programmes. SFI also manages the ESERO Ireland programme 
which uses space as a context to motivate and enable young people to pursue a career in the STEM 
field. However, these initiatives need to be followed through so that post-primary schools can support 
greater participation through improved teacher supply for STEM related subjects and new models of 
learning in key subject areas. 

Access, Equality and Well Being Supports 
The STEM Education Policy Statement 2017-2026 recognises that the provision of STEM learning 
experiences should not just be confined to early years settings and schools. STEM learning 
opportunities present themselves in both formal and informal settings within an evolving eco-system. 
As part of our Education and Public Engagement commitment, SFI supports projects which provide 
access to informal STEM learning opportunities, for example in the home, museums, national parks, 
zoos, observatories at workshops and in industry. It is important that we continue to facilitate linkages 
between schools and non-school settings including further and higher education, thus supporting the 
ongoing development of this STEM eco-system. Such blended approaches could be better integrated 
in the education of students at Leaving Certificate Level to enable more informed decisions about 
subject choices and future careers 

SFI, through the annual Discover Funding call, continues to sustain a supportive STEM education eco-
system, encouraging multiple stakeholders to work together to develop a connected STEM learning 
network. Partnerships such as that between SFI and the Department of Education and Skills in 2021 
will provide opportunities to provide gender balance in STEM career awareness and connections 
between STEM and the arts. The importance of such collaborations ensures a more cohesive and 
inclusive approach that delivers for society.   

The recent Review of Literature to Identify a Set of Effective Interventions for Addressing Gender 
Balance in STEM in Early Years, Primary and Post-Primary Education Settings (Dept of Education, 2020) 
points to significant gender imbalances in STEM subject choices made by male and female students at 
the post-primary level in Ireland. This report highlights the critical need to encourage greater 
participation of girls in these subject areas in order to address national skills needs and respond to the 
actions required in the STEM Education Policy Statement 2017-2026 (Department of Education and 
Skills, 2017). 

SFI has prioritised funding for programmes such as Improving Gender Balance in Ireland (CASTeL DCU 
and the Institute of Physics) which aims to increase the engagement and understanding of students, 
particularly girls, studying physics at second level. This holistic approach looks at changing students’ 
experience with physics and works collaboratively with schools, teachers and students to change 
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perceptions of who can study science and tackle the inequities that prevent students from engaging 
in physics and STEM careers.  

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and 
Career Paths 
Evidence shows that demand for STEM workers is expected to grow significantly between 2015 and 
2025. While the demand is growing for workers with STEM skills, research has established that many 
of our learners are not adequately prepared to take up STEM related employment. The National Skills 
Strategy 2025 underlines the need to support a pipeline of quality graduates in order to maintain 
Ireland’s attractiveness as a location for investment.  

SFI Smart Futures aims to provide STEM career resources to students, teachers, guidance counsellors 
and parents in Ireland and stimulate an interest in STEM subjects in secondary school and at third 
level. 

Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
The Gaeltacht e-Hub Project has demonstrated how students in Gaeltacht post-primary schools can 
study Leaving Certificate Higher Level Physics as part of the school timetable. We believe there are 
multiple opportunities to expand this project to include additional STEM subjects and additional 
schools. Specifically, including Irish-medium post-primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht regions 
who may not have a qualified teacher or insufficient student numbers to form a full class. Such 
innovative approaches will allow more students to take STEM subjects for the Leaving Certificate. 

International Evidence and Best Practice 
Many governments, including Australia, Finland, South Korea and Singapore, have already begun to 
implement fundamental changes to their education systems as part of a re-imagining of how they 
organise teaching, learning and assessment so as to better meet the needs of society in the 21st 
century.  

Consequently, these countries are now in the process of moving away from an over-reliance on 
teachers preparing students for high-stakes summative assessments to a fundamentally different 
model of education that is more focused on cultivating engaged, connected global citizens who are 
life-long learners. These new models of education are focused more on providing deeper learning 
experiences and less on covering large amounts of content. Such approaches focus on developing 
student understanding, and creating enabled citizens, who can access, assess and parse information. 

Closing statement 
We are now moving into a different age – an age of widespread automation, robotics, virtual reality 
and artificial intelligence – when new policy choices will call for new investment priorities. Knowledge 
and specialist expertise will continue to be important in the new economy but even more important 
will be the ability to apply that knowledge and expertise in previously unimagined ways: to be creative 
and inventive, to solve problems, to work collaboratively and experimentally, to think conceptually 
and imaginatively.  

https://www.smartfutures.ie/
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By promoting curiosity in all age groups and education levels, we can ensure the talent pipeline is 
secured in the years ahead. To achieve this, SFI is championing the adoption of best practice in STEM 
education by enabling partnerships between formal and informal education providers, and supporting 
the education reform agenda. Senior cycle reform is undoubtedly required to provide a better 
framework for young people to develop the right kind and range of future skills.  We need to recognise 
different types of learners, different ways of thinking and consider the different skills and expertise 
that contribute to a functioning society.  It is incumbent on us to ensure that we educate now in a way 
that will enable us to build a sustainable, inclusive and just society in the future. 

 



Submission to Oireachtas Committee on Leaving Certificate Reform 

By Professor Tom Collins, former Professor of Education, Maynooth University 
and former Chair, TU Dublin 

 

It is axiomatic that in second level education in Ireland assessment is the tail 
which wags the curricular dog. If this is so, the journey to reform the Leaving 
Certificate begins with the reform of assessment. 

Prior to the Covid pandemic this assessment took the form mainly of a terminal 
examination conducted in an intense two week period in June, the outcome of 
which largely determined the third level options of the candidates. 

Studies by the ESRI1 2 and the NCCA3 suggest that, while some, predominantly 
working class students - especially working class boys - have negative school 
experience, most second level students are positive about their schooling. The 
research also shows, however, that as the examination comes into focus in the 
final year of second level, students and teachers collectively mobilise to optimise 
the examination outcomes. Teaching to the test, reduced extracurricular 
activity, availing of out-of-school grinds for those who can afford it, all illustrate 
the singularity of this focus towards the end of second level. 

The Leaving Certificate examination fulfils three important functions. Firstly, it 
is a state assessment of learning achieved at the end of second level. Secondly, 
it certifies that this learning has occurred. And finally, the grades achieved are 
used in allocating places in third level through the points system. So, it has a 
function in assessment; certification and progression. 

It is important to point out that there is no necessary relationship between these 
three processes. 

With regard to assessment, the traditional approach in the Leaving Certificate 
has been to rely to a great extent on end of cycle, unseen, written, terminal 
examinations. There are a number of downsides to this approach. It tends to 
shift the primary focus of the student from critical learning to instrumental, rote 

 
1 McCoy et al 2007 Attendance and Students’ School Experience, ESRI and NEWB, Dublin. 
https://www.esri.ie/publications/attendance-and-students-school-experience 
2 Smyth et al 2019 Student, teacher and parent perspectives on senior cycle education, ESRI, Dublin. 
https://www.esri.ie/publications/student-teacher-and-parent-perspectives-on-senior-cycle-education 
3 NCCA 2017 Bulletin 1: What is the Purpose of Senior Cycle education in Ireland? NCCA, Dublin. 
https://ncca.ie/en/resources/ncca-bulletin-1-what-is-the-purpose-of-senior-cycle-education-in-ireland/ 
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learning. It prioritises memory above reasoning. It preferences cognitive 
knowledge above other ways of knowing and concentrates the examination into 
a short, highly pressurised period at the end of the second cycle.  In its favour, it 
might be argued that it provides a level playing field for all candidates. While 
brutal, it is also fair! 

But of course if it can be demonstrated that it is not fair, the case for the 
traditional approach is greatly weakened. There is now a growing body of 
evidence that it is, indeed, not fair. 

While there are a number of factors at play here, primary amongst them is the 
socioeconomic background of the child4. Poor children invariably perform less 
well in education than better off children; and poor boys have least chance of 
performing well5.  It is reasonable to assume that in a context of free second 
level education for all, better off parents choose to send their children to fee 
paying schools because of the edge it gives them in the competition for high 
status university courses and subsequent careers. 

But the inequalities are wider than those just between fee paying schools and 
those that are free. Even within schools, better off children perform better than 
their poorer classmates. 

The importance of the appearance of fairness in education cannot be over-
stated.  Because once the fairness premise is accepted, those who perform well 
believe they have earned their achievements, just as low achievers accept that 
they also deserve their poor outcomes.  It legitimates a process where inherited 
status - be it high or low - is translated into achieved status. 

Michael Sandel, Professor of Philosophy in Harvard refers to this as the hubris 
of the wealthy and the humiliation of the poor - the better educated and better 
off feeling they are entitled to what they have, having apparently gained their 
success on a level playing field; the poor being told that they also have risen to 
the level of their talent and dedication - having had the same chance as their 
more successful counterparts6. 

The decision in the 2020 Leaving Certificate examination not to standardise 
results by school suggests an official awareness of the inherent biases in the 

 
4 HEA 2019 A Spatial and Socio-Economic Profile of Higher Education Institutions in Ireland. HEA, Dublin. 
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/10/Higher-Education-Spatial-Socio-Economic-Profile-Oct-2019.pdf 
5 McCoy et al 2007 Attendance and Students’ School Experience, ESRI and NEWB, Dublin. 
https://www.esri.ie/publications/attendance-and-students-school-experience 
6 Sandel, M 2020 The Tyranny of Merit: What's Become of the Common Good? Farrar, Straus and Giroux.  
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examination - a recognition that the head start which some students and schools 
have at the outset of the second level experience is consolidated through the 
cycle rather than reduced.  

The second function of the Leaving Certificate is to certify that the student has 
successfully completed second level. While once important - when the majority 
of students finished their formal education at the end of second level, it is now 
greatly reduced in significance. The evidence historically in Ireland is that as 
greater numbers of a cohort progress to the next stage in education, the value 
of the certificate in the previous stage diminishes. The Primary Certificate was 
abolished in Ireland in 1967 in recognition of the fact that second level education 
was then becoming the norm for the population as a whole. Similarly, recent 
attempts to reform the Junior Certificate programme were driven–at least 
partially- by the recognition that the great majority now progress to the Leaving 
Certificate and a Junior Certificate has limited currency for this cohort.  Similarly, 
it might be argued that as the overwhelming majority of Leaving Certificate 
students now progress on to higher or further education, the certification 
concern should be less important.  Just as the significance of Junior Certificate 
results has been displaced by the Leaving Certificate, it is also possible that the 
same will happen to the Leaving Certificate itself as higher qualifications become 
the standard.  

The certification of school completion could be managed locally with little if any 
central involvement.  School graduation ceremonies, marking the completion of 
5 or 6 years in second level could go some way to replacing the state certificate. 
Or indeed the State could issue a School Completion Certificate to the entire 
cohort on the basis of school registration records. In other words, it could be 
done independently of any final examination. 

Over the years, the role of the Leaving Certificate in educational progression has 
achieved greater prominence and focus in the lives of the second level while 
that of the first two roles-assessment and certification-has diminished 
somewhat.  This has arisen for a number of reasons, the main one being, as has 
been said, that the Leaving Certificate is now the terminal educational 
qualification for a minority of school leavers.  So, while the performance in the 
examination has a certain ‘inherent value’ in the immediacy of the publication 
of the results, this importance fades rapidly as its ‘instrumental value’ in terms 
of 3rd level points rapidly comes into focus.  



Indeed, there is a persuasive view that the Points System has become the tail 
that wags the second level dog. This view suggests that student curricular 
choices in 2nd level are overly influenced by the preoccupation with 3rd level 
entry. Developmental extra-curricular activities in areas such as sport, art and 
drama are eschewed by 2nd level students concerned that they will distract from 
formal curriculum concerns.  If it carries  no points, there is no point!  And finally, 
as the examination comes into focus, especially in the final year of 2nd level, 
students are taught to the test and move to a reliance on rote learning and 
regurgitation. 

It is now time to free up the second level system from the burden of third level 
placement. This preoccupation overwhelms the pedagogical ethos of second 
level; distracts it from the developmental needs of its students as they cope with 
the here and now challenges of adolescence and limits the curricular scope and 
variety of second level.  It is also the element which imbues the examination 
with its high stakes character. 

While the second level experience has a foundational and formative influence 
on the third level one, it has little direct significance or relationship in syllabus 
terms. While proficiency in English and Mathematics are important predictors 
of ultimate success in 3rd level, it is not clear precisely how the relationship 
works. So while Leaving Certificate performance is important in the allocation of 
places in 3rd level, and it is a good predictor of ultimate outcomes, its relevance 
is indirect and opaque and there are many other options possible in the 
allocation of such places. 

Universities are largely self-regulating entities with regard to student entry and 
the Institutes of Technology have delegated powers in this regard. Collectively 
or individually they could come up with a range of access models that are not 
based on Leaving Certificate points. This would require a wide national debate  
where key principles especially with regard to the optimum learning 
environment of second level as well as  to access and equity in 3rd level entry  
would be protected. It would be premature at this point to propose options but 
all 3rd level leaders are probably already juggling with such options, in their 
heads if not publicly. 

There should be no particular problem in this regard. Various options for 3rd level 
entry which are decoupled from the Leaving Certificate have been floated over 
the years. These include a common First Year; entry based on a lottery system; 
customised matriculation exams or a combination of these. 



Of all of these options it is arguable that the only one which decouples entry 
opportunities from the applicant’s background is a lottery system.  All other 
examination-based approaches tend to become mere proxies of socio-economic 
background as better off students mobilise their reservoir of economic, cultural 
and social capital towards thigh grades. Even once-off tests such as the HPAT in 
Ireland or the SAT in the US can be prepped for and gamed by better off 
candidates. 

Sandel, referred to above, favours the lottery approach. Indeed, he refers to a 
former Yale professor who in the 1960’s suggested that if all the 20,000 
application forms to Yale each year were to be thrown down a stairs and the 
applicants chosen randomly as one descended the stairs the achievement levels 
of the cohort thus selected would be unaffected!  

It is now time for a wide national conversation on the issue of educational 
attainment; its links to socio-economic background and its role in a national 
narrative that suggests Ireland is a country where everybody can rise as far as 
their innate talent and drive can take them and the barriers of background have 
been overcome. This conversation needs to explore how key principles 
especially with regard to access and equity can be protected and gain expression 
in all aspects of education but especially in the transitions and choices in the 
move from second level to third level. 
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Ba mhaith liom buíochas a ghabháil leis an gComhchoiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus 

Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht as an gcuireadh aighneacht ghearr maidir le Leasú 

na hArdteistiméireachta a leagan isteach. Cloífidh mé den chuid is mó le mír 4: An Ghaeilge agus 

oideachas trí mheán na Gaeilge, cé go dtiocfaidh gnéithe ó na míreanna eile isteach freisin.  Maidir le 

struchtúr na Sraithe Sinsearaí agus an Ghaeilge mar chroí-ábhar, d’ullmhaigh mo chomhghleacaithe 

agus mé féin i SEALBHÚ, Lárionad Taighde DCU um Fhoghlaim agus Teagasc na Gaeilge, aighneacht 

don Chomhairle Curaclaim Náisiúnta agus Measúnachta in 2019. Sa cháipéis sin, leagamar amach na 

cúiseanna ar fad go bhfuil sé tábhachtach agus luachmhar go gcoinneofaí an Ghaeilge mar chroí-ábhar. 

Tá an aighneacht sin ar fáil anseo. 

An Ghaeilge agus oideachas trí mheán na Gaeilge 

Cúlra 

Tá go leor leasuithe tagtha ar mhúineadh na Gaeilge agus ar mhúineadh trí Ghaeilge sa chóras 

oideachais ó seoladh Curaclam na Bunscoile in 1999.  Tugadh aitheantas den chéad uair i gCuraclam 

na Gaeilge (Department of Education and Science, 1999) do na riachtanais foghlama éagsúla a bhí ag 

daltaí a bhí ag foghlaim na Gaeilge mar dhara teanga (T2) i scoileanna a mhúineann go príomha trí 

Bhéarla, agus riachtanais daltaí a bhí ag foghlaim gach ábhar trí Ghaeilge i scoileanna Gaeltachta agus 

lán-Ghaeilge. Chuir sé seo ar chumas na mbunscoileanna freastal ar na daltaí i mbealach a bhí in 

oiriúint dá riachtanais foghlama. Tá sé tábhachtach béim a leagan ar an bpointe go bhfuil gach ábhar 

á fhoghlaim trí Ghaeilge i scoileanna Gaeltachta agus lán-Ghaeilge. Da bhrí sin ní mór d’fhoghlaim na 

Gaeilge tacú leis an bhfoghlaim trí Ghaeilge. Ní tharlóidh sé seo más curaclam, siollabas nó sonrúchán 

dara teanga atá á chur i bhfeidhm. Caithfidh an cúrsa Gaeilge, is cuma cén leibhéal scoile atá i gceist, 

scileanna teanga na ndaltaí a fhorbairt agus a shaibhriú ionas go mbeidh sé ar a gcumas dul i ngleic le 
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réimse iomlán an chúrsa trí Ghaeilge. Tá an Polasaí don Oideachas Gaeltachta 2017-2022 (An Roinn 

Oideachais agus Scileanna, 2016) ag tacú agus ag spreagadh cur chuige mar seo sna scoileanna 

Gaeltachta.  

Aithníodh na riachtanais seo in 2017 nuair a cuireadh dhá shonraíocht i bhfeidhm don Teastas 

Sóisearach, Sonraíocht T1 agus Sonraíocht T2. Ar mhaithe le leanúnachas, bheifí ag súil le cur chuige 

den chineál céanna don Ardteistiméireacht nó an Teastas Sinsearach ach amháin go bhfuil cuid mhór 

i ngeall leis i gcás na hArdteistiméireachta. Tá tionchar ollmhór ag scrúdú na hArdteistiméireachta ar 

an gcóras oideachais trí chéile, ar chur chuige teagaisc na múinteoirí agus ar na roghanna 

straitéiseacha a dhéanann daltaí chun an líon pointí is airde a bhaint amach.  

Leibhéil a shainiú 

Agus sonraíochtaí, siollabais, curaclaim nó cúrsaí á ndearadh ba chóir go mbeidís bunaithe ar 

riachtanais foghlama na ndaltaí agus na spriocanna gur mhaith linn go mbainfidís amach. Is minic go 

mbíonn sé níos casta ná mar a shílimid sonraíocht nua a dhearadh mar go mbímid faoi thionchar an 

chleachtais reatha. Feictear dom go dteastaíonn ceithre leibhéal le freastal ar raon réimsí cumais na 

ndaltaí. Ba cheart na leibhéil sin a shainiú ar dtús agus ansin breathnú ar an mbealach is fearr na torthaí 

foghlama ag gach leibhéil a bhaint amach. Leagaim amach i dTábla 1 na leibhéil a mheasaim atá ag 

teastáil agus an gaol a bheadh acu le sonraíochtaí molta na Comhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus 

Measúnachta (CNCM). Tabharfar faoi deara nach bhfuil aon soláthar ann do bhonnleibhéal i moltaí an 

CNCM. Tá tábhacht ar leith leis an leibhéal seo i bhfianaise an ardaithe 43% ar líon na ndaltaí a 

mbronnadh díolúine ó staidéar ar an nGaeilge orthu le ceithre bliana anuas. Agus feoil á cur ar na 

leibhéil seo, ba chóir iad a shainiú de réir Chomhchreat Tagartha na hEorpa um Theangacha (Council 

of Europe, 2018). 

Leibhéal Cur síos gearr  Lipéid an CNCM 

1 Cúrsa dúshlánach ag ardleibhéal chun na daltaí atá ag 

foghlaim trí Ghaeilge nó daltaí ar ardchumas atá ag 

foghlaim na Gaeilge mar ábhar a shíneadh le barr a 

gcumais a bhaint amach. 

Sonraíocht T1 ardleibhéal 

2 Cúrsa ag ardleibhéal do dhaltaí atá ag foghlaim na 

Gaeilge mar ábhar nó daltaí atá ag foghlaim trí 

Ghaeilge nach mbeadh an cúrsa dúshlánach 

oiriúnach dóibh. 

Sonraíocht T2 ardleibhéal 
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3 Cúrsa ag gnáthleibhéal do dhaltaí atá ag foghlaim na 

Gaeilge mar ábhar a dhéanann dul chun cinn 

réasúnta. 

Sonraíocht T2 gnáthleibhéal 

4 Cúrsa ag bonnleibhéal do dhaltaí atá ag foghlaim na 

Gaeilge mar ábhar agus a mbeadh na torthaí 

foghlama ag teacht lena gcumas. 

Sonraíocht T2 bonnleibhéal 

Tábla1.  Cúrsaí ag ceithre leibhéal éagsúla le freastal ar réimse cumais an ndaltaí 

Chaithfí a aithint gur beag dalta a thabharfadh faoin gcúrsa dúshlánach ag ardleibhéal gan 

luach saothair. An t-aon luach saothair a bhfuil meas air i gcomhthéacs na hArdteistiméireachta ná 

pointí bónais mar a bhronntar sa Mhatamaitic.  

An dara ábhar a dhéanamh den Ghaeilge 

Rogha eile atá tagtha chun cinn, nach n-éileodh pointí bónas, ná dhá ábhar a dhéanamh den Ghaeilge. 

Ba ghá a bheith cúramach faoi gcaoi a ndéanfaí idirdhealú idir an dá ábhar.  Bíonn claonadh ann an 

bhéim a leagadh ar an teanga labhartha i bhfoghlaim na Gaeilge ach tá ról lárnach ag an litearthacht 

chultúir i bhforbairt agus saibhriú teanga. Ní féidir na scileanna teanga a scaradh óna chéile gan trácht 

ar an gcultúr atá á iompar ag an teanga.  

Bheadh féidearthachtaí ann ábhar a bhunú ar shaíocht agus litríocht na Gaeilge a dhíreodh ar 

an litríocht chruthaitheach, an mhiotaseolaíocht, an béaloideas, na hamhráin, ainmneacha daoine 

agus áiteanna, an oidhreacht áitiúil, litríocht agus cultúr na Gaeilge i gcomhthéacs Eorpach agus 

domhanda.  

Sular ndéantar cinneadh faoi na roghanna éagsúla, molaim go ndéanfaí athbhreithniú ar chur 

i bhfeidhm na sonraíochtaí idirdhealaithe don Ghaeilge sa tsraith shóisearach faoi mar a moladh sa 

Pholasaí don Oideachas Gaeltachta (An Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna, 2016). Tosaíocht nua ab ea 

na sonraíochtaí idirdhealaithe agus ba cheart foghlaim ón taithí sin sula gcuirfí an múnla céanna i 

bhfeidhm ag leibhéal na sraithe sinsearaí. Leis an gcur isteach ar chúrsaí scolaíochta de bharr Covid-

19, beidh sé deacair meastóireacht chruinn a dhéanamh ar an gcur i bhfeidhm go ceann tamaill eile. 

Tá an moladh seo ag teacht le tuairimí na múinteoirí Gaeilge a bheadh ag múineadh cibé sonraíochtaí 

nua a chuirfí i bhfeidhm. Tá éilimh eile ag na múinteoirí go mba chóir aird a thabhairt orthu, ar nós go 

bhfoilseofaí an liosta litríochta ag an am céanna le dréacht sonraíochtaí na Sraithe Sinsearaí (An 

Gréasán do Mhúinteoirí Gaeilge, 2021). 

Measúnú 
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Is cuma cad iad na leasuithe a dhéantar ar na cúrsaí agus sonraíochtaí don Ghaeilge, teastaíonn córas 

measúnaithe bailí a bhfuil cúltionchar dearfach aige ar mhúineadh agus ar fhoghlaim na teanga. Faoi 

láthair, tá daltaí in ann gráid arda a bhaint amach tríd an bhfoghlaim de ghlanmheabhair, foghlaim 

nach gcuireann ar a gcumas an teanga a úsáid go cumarsáideach taobh istigh nó taobh amuigh den 

seomra ranga. In ainneoin 40% de mharcanna an scrúduithe Gaeilge Ardteistiméireachta a bheith ag 

dul don scrúdú cainte, léirigh taighde Uí Curraoin (2017) agus Mhic Eoin (2017) nach bhfuil an 

bhéaltriail reatha ag cur le cumas labhartha na ndaltaí agus go bhfuil an iomarca foghlaim de 

ghlanmheabhair ar siúl. Tá modhanna éagsúla measúnaithe, measúnú foirmitheach agus measúnú 

leanúnach ina measc, in úsáid le blianta beaga anuas don Teastas Sóisearach. Tá deis ann foghlaim ón 

taithí sin le breathnú an bhféadfaí feabhas a chur ar an measúnú ag leibhéil na sraithe sinsearaí. Tá 

taithí na ngrád ríomha ina raibh ról ag na múinteoirí i measúnú a gcuid daltaí féin le cur san áireamh 

freisin.  

Achoimre 

• Teastaíonn sonraíocht nó cúrsa do dhaltaí Gaeltachta agus lán-Ghaeilge a bheadh dúshlánach 

go leor le gur féidir leo dul i ngleic le gach ábhar curaclaim trí Ghaeilge agus barr a gcumais a 

bhaint amach. Bheadh an tsonraíocht chéanna oiriúnach do dhaltaí ardchumasacha atá ag 

foghlaim na Gaeilge mar ábhar agus gur mian leo tabhairt faoi chúrsa níos dúshlánaí.  

 

• Ba cheart foghlaim ón taithí le sonraíochtaí idirdhealaithe a chur i bhfeidhm ag leibhéal an 

teastais shóisearaigh sula ndéanfaí cinneadh faoi leasuithe sa tsraith shinsearach.  

 

• Cibé cinneadh a ghlacfaí maidir le sonraíochtaí nó ábhar breise, ní mór aghaidh a thabhairt ar 

chúrsaí measúnaithe agus cúltionchar dearfach a bheith ann. Bronnann an scrúdú reatha luach 

saothair ar an bhfoghlaim de ghlanmheabhair nach dtagann le bunphrionsabail na foghlama 

cumarsáidí teanga.  
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I would like to express my thanks to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science for inviting me to submit a brief submission on Leaving 

Certificate Reform. I will focus primarily on Item No. 4: Irish Language and Irish Medium Education, 

although there will be some relevance to other items as well. Regarding the structure of the Senior 

Cycle and Irish as a core subject, my colleagues and I in SEALBHÚ, DCU’s Research Centre for Irish 

Language Teaching and Education, prepared a submission for the National Council for Curriculum 

and Assessment in 2019. In that submission, we detailed all the reasons why it is important and 

valuable to retain Irish as a core subject. That submission is available here. 

 

Irish and Irish-medium education 

 
Background 

 
Since the launch of the Primary Curriculum in 1999 there have been many adjustments to the 

teaching of Irish and how it is taught within the education system. For the first time, the Irish 

Language Curriculum (Department of Education and Science, 1999) recognised the different learning 

requirements of students who were learning Irish as a second language (L2) in  schools where 

teaching is mainly through English and those of students who were studying all subjects through Irish 

in Gaeltacht and Irish-medium schools. This enabled primary schools to cater for students in a way 

that suitably meets their learning needs. It is important to emphasise the point that within Gaeltacht 

schools and Irish-medium schools all subjects are learned through Irish. As a result, the learning of 

Irish must support learning through Irish. This will not happen if what is being implemented is a 

curriculum, syllabus or specification for second language education. Irish courses, regardless of level, 

must develop and enrich students’ language skills in order for them to be able to engage with 
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the full range of subjects through Irish. The Policy on Gaeltacht Education 2017-2022 (Department of 

Education and Skills, 2016) supports and encourages an approach like this in Gaeltacht schools. 

These learning needs were recognised in 2017 with the implementation of two specifications for the 

Junior Certificate, the L1 Specification and the L2 Specification. For the sake of continuity, one would 

expect a similar approach for the Leaving Certificate or Junior Certificate, except that in the case of 

the Leaving Certificate the stakes are high in this examination. The Leaving Certificate examination 

has a huge impact on the education system as a whole, on the teaching approaches employed by 

teachers and on the strategic choices made by students in order to obtain the highest points 

possible. 

Determining Levels  

 
The design of specifications, syllabi, curricula or courses should be based on students’ learning needs 

and on the goals we would like them to achieve. It is often more difficult for us to design a new 

specification than we first anticipated since we are influenced by current practice. It seems to me 

that four levels are needed to cater for the range of abilities of students. These levels should be 

determined first and then we can look at how the learning outcomes can be best achieved at each 

level. In Table 1, I have laid out the levels I believe are required and how these would relate to the 

NCCA’s recommended specifications. Note that there is no provision for a foundation level in the 

NCCA recommendations. Foundation level is of particular importance in light of the fact that in the 

last four years there has been a 43% increase in the number of students seeking an exemption from 

studying Irish. As the content of the levels is fleshed out, they should be brought in line with the 

Common European Framework for Languages (Council of Europe, 2018). 

 

Level Short Description NCCA Label 

1 A challenging course at Higher Level aimed at students 

who are studying entirely through Irish or exceptional 

students who are learning Irish as a subject with the 

aim of achieving to their best of their ability. 

L1 Higher Level Specification 

2 A course at Higher Level for students who are learning 

Irish as a subject or for students who are learning 

through Irish but whom the more challenging 

course would not suit. 

L2 Higher Level Specification 
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3 A course at Ordinary Level for students who are 

learning Irish as a subject and are making reasonable 

progress. 

L2 Ordinary Level 
Specification 

4 A course at Foundation Level for students who are 

learning Irish as a subject and whose learning  

outcomes would be in line with their ability. 

L2 Foundation Level 
Specification 

Table 1. Courses at four different levels to meet the range of abilities of students 

 
It must be recognised that few students will take on the more challenging course without 

incentive to do so. The only respectable incentive in the context of the Leaving Certificate is the 

awarding of additional bonus points as is done in the case of Mathematics. 

Creation of a second Irish subject course 

 
Another option that has come up and that would avoid the demand for additional bonus points 

would be to make two subjects out of Irish. Care would need to be taken in how the two different 

subjects would be distinguished from each other. There is a tendency to emphasise spoken language 

when it comes to the learning of Irish, but cultural literacy also plays a key role in language 

development and enrichment. These language skills cannot be separated from one another, not to 

mention the culture that the language brings with it. 

There are possibilities for a subject based on Irish folklore and literature with a focus on 

creative literature, mythology, oral folklore, songs, personal and placename lore, local heritage, Irish 

literature and culture in a European and global context. 

Before any decision is taken on the various options, it would be my recommendation that a 

review of the differentiated specifications for Junior Cycle Irish should take place, as recommended 

in the Policy on Gaeltacht Education (Department of Education and Skills, 2016). The differentiated 

specifications were a new priority and we should learn from our experience with them before 

applying the same model at Senior Cycle. As a result of the disruption schools have experienced with 

Covid- 19, it would be difficult to make any clear assessment of implementation for some time. This 

view aligns with that of Irish teachers who would in turn be tasked with the teaching of whichever 

new specification is brought in. There are additional demands on teachers and these require 

attention, namely that the list of  literature for the courses should be published simultaneously with 

the Senior Cycle draft specifications (An Gréasán do Mhúinteoirí Gaeilge, 2021). 

Assessment 
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Irrespective of whatever changes are made to Irish courses and their specifications, a valid 

assessment system is needed to support Irish language teaching and learning in a positive way. At 

present, students can achieve high marks through rote learning; this type of learning does not build 

language competency or communication ability either within or outside the classroom. Despite 40% 

of marks in Leaving Certificate Irish being allocated to the oral exam, research conducted by Uí 

Curraoin (2017) and Mhic Eoin (2017) found that the current oral exam is not contributing to better 

language competency among students and that too much rote learning is occurring. Different 

methods of assessment, including formative assessment and summative assessment have been used  

for the Junior Certificate in the last number of years. There is an opportunity to learn from this 

experience and to determine whether assessment at Senior Cycle level can be improved. The 

experience of calculated grades whereby teachers had a role in assessing their own students should 

also be included. 

Summary 

 
• Gaeltacht and Irish-medium students need an Irish course or specification that is sufficiently 

challenging to enable them to tackle all subjects of the curriculum through Irish and to fully 

achieve their potential. This same specification would also be suitable for the most capable 

students who are studying Irish as a subject and who have a desire to take a more 

challenging course. 

 

• Lessons should be learned from the experiences of implementing differentiated 

specifications at Junior Certificate level before any decisions are taken on changes to the 

Senior Cycle. 

 

• Whatever decision is taken in regard to specifications or an extra subject, issues regarding 

assessment and having positive background supports in place must be addressed. The 

current examination rewards rote learning and this is at odds with the core principles of 

communicative language learning. 
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Leasú na hArdteiste 

An Comhchoiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus 
Eolaíocht 

 
1. Réamhfhocal   

 
Is mian le Gaeloideachas leis seo aighneacht a chur faoi bhráid An Chomhchoiste ag freagairt do 

chuireadh ar aighneachta maidir le Leasú na hArdteiste.  

Mar eagraíocht náisiúnta ionadaíochta na scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge agus Gaeltachta, fáiltíonn 
Gaeloideachas roimh an deis aighneacht a chur faoi bhráid an Chomhchoiste ar an ábhar seo.  
 
Díreofar san aighneacht seo ar rannóg 5, sé sin An Ghaeilge agus Oideachas trí Mheán na Gaeilge.  

 
 

2. Comháthú Pholasaithe an Stáit 
 

Tá gá le pleanáil chuimsitheach, chomhtháite agus fadtéarmach don Ghaeilge sa chóras oideachais 
suas tríd na leibhéil mar aitheantas ar a stádas agus a tábhacht mar cheann de  theangacha oifigiúla 
na hÉireann. Tá spriocanna an Stáit i leith na Gaeilge aitheanta sa Straitéis 20 bliain don Ghaeilge. Go 
deimhin, aithníonn an Straitéis and sprioc: 
“go n-éireodh leis na húdaráis oideachais fócas náisiúnta níos córasaí agus níos dlúithe a bhaint amach 
ó thaobh fhoghlaim na Gaeilge”.  
 
Ag dul de réir na treorach seo, molann Gaeloideachas comhtháthú idir na croí-pholasaithe seo a 
leanas:-  
 

i. An Polasaí Oideachais Gaeltachta, 2017 - 2022 
ii. Polasaí don oideachas lán-Ghaeilge – ag luath-staid na forbartha ag an Roinn Oideachais 

iii. Polasaí do theagasc na Gaeilge – atá á mholadh le roinnt blianta ag geallsealbhóirí oideachais 
agus Gaeilge.  
 

In éagmais fís shoiléir agus straitéis náisiúnta do theagasc na Gaeilge sa chóras oideachas foirmiúil 
ón réamhscoil go dtí an tríú leibhéal, níl an Ghaeilge á theagasc i mbealach comhleanúnach, 
comhtháite ná i mbealach a fhreastalaíonn ar an iliomad riachtanais atá i measc na bhfoghlaimeoirí.  

3. Próifíl na bhfoghlaimeoirí  
 

Tá réimse mhór cumais, tola, cúlraí sochtheangeolaíochta agus riachtanais bhreise i measc daltaí 
bunscoile agus scoláirí iarbhunscoile sna scoileanna a fheidhmíonn trí mheán na Gaeilge agus trí 
mheán an Bhéarla. D’aithin Curaclam na Gaeilge, 1999 don chéad uair an riachtanas a bhain le cur 
chuige idirdhealaitheach idir scoileanna T1 (feidhmiú trí mheán na Gaeilge) agus scoileanna T2 
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(feidhmiú trí mheán an Bhéarla), rud a chabhraigh le scoileanna freastal ar na daltaí i mbealach a bhí 
in oiriúint do na comhthéacsanna scoile agus timpeallachta faoi seach.  
 
Ní mór a chinntiú go leantar leis an gcur chuige agus an tacaíocht stáit a aithníonn na riachtanais faoi 
seach atá ag daltaí atá ag fáil a gcuid oideachais uile trí Ghaeilge (scoileanna T1) agus daltaí atá ag 
fáil a gcuid oideachais trí Bhéarla (scoileanna T2). I gcás na scoláirí sna scoileanna T1, aithnítear an 
riachtanas a bhaineann le cúrsa Gaeilge a chur ar fáil do scoláirí a ullmhaíonn iad le dul i ngleic go 
muiníneach agus go héifeachtach le curaclam iomlán na scoile, agus sin ag an mbunleibhéal agus an 
iarbhunleibhéal.   
 
 

4. Cur chuige idirdhealaitheach sna scoileanna T1 agus T2 
 

Sa bhliain 2017 cuireadh dhá shonraíocht i bhfeidhm don Teastas Sóisearach, Sonraíocht T1 agus 
Sonraíocht T2. Bhí siad le scrúdú den chéad uair in 2020 ach de bharr na paindéime COVID 19 
cuireadh scrúduithe na Sraithe Sóisearaí ar ceal in 2020 agus 2021. Toisc nár tharla na scrúduithe seo 
go fóill agus nach bhfuil athbhreithniú déanta orthu, ní féidir measúnú ná breithmheas ceart a 
dhéanamh ar na sonraíochtaí agus an chaoi a bhfuil ag éirí leo.  
 
Ag eascairt as aiseolas agus an dioscúrsa ar an tsraith shinsearach go dtí seo agus as éileamh ó 
gheallsealbhóirí, tá tuarascáil á coimisiúnú ag an CNCM ar chur i bhfeidhm luath T1 agus T2 do 
Ghaeilge na sraithe sóisearaí agus táthar leis an tuarascáil sin a fhoilsiú go luath in 2022. Ní bheidh 
an t-eolas sa tuarascáil seo bunaithe ar thaithí daltaí agus múinteoirí faoi ghnáthchoinníollacha 
scoile, áfach, agus ní féidir an córas measúnaithe a mheas in éagmais scrúduithe 2020 agus 2021. 
 
Ar mhaithe le leanúnachas, bheifí ag súil le cur chuige den chineál céanna le T1 agus T2  don 
Ardteistiméireacht nó an Teastas Sinsearach ach amháin go bhfuil doiléire ann faoi éifeacht agus 
tionchair an chur chuige seo I bhfianaise an eolais thuas agus de bharr na gceisteanna sistéimeacha, 
mar atá leagtha amach thíos. 
 
Ó cuireadh tús leis an gcomhairliúchán poiblí reatha ar Ghaeilge na hArdteistiméireachta, tá 
dioscúrsa diúltach sa bhfearann poiblí faoin múnla atá á mholadh, múnla atá bunaithe cuid mhór ar 
mhúnla na sraith sóisearaí. Tá plécháipéis ullmhaithe ag an Ollamh Áine Hyland agus ag Fíona Uí 
Uiginn1 ar an dréachtsonraíochtaí seo agus beidh cóip dé á cur faoi bhráid an chomhchoiste sna 
laethanta romhainn. Is liosta le háireamh na dúshláin atá á n-aithint sa phlécháipéis, ar a n-áirítear:- 
 

 Teanga na ndréachtsonraíochtaí atá róchasta don ghnáthleitheoir 

 Easpa eolais/doimhneachta/treoirlínte faoi na torthaí foghlama 

 Easpa fráma measúnaithe de bharr nach mbeidh páipéir shamplacha scrúdaithe ná 
scéimeanna marcála ar fáil go dtí mí na Samhna 2024 

 Gan measúnú a bheith ar an bpunann i gcomhair teistiúcháin, agus deis caillte don scoláire 
dá réir 

 Gan machnamh ceart déanta ag an CNCM ar struchtúr ná ar mheasúnú an Bhéaltriail mar 
chomhpháirt fíorthabhachtach den tsonraíocht. 

 

Gan amhras, is iad na Ceisteanna Sistéamacha atá ag cothú deighilte i measc an phobail.  

                                                           
1 Plécháipéis ag Freagairt dp Dhréachtshonraíochtaí Gaeilge na Sraithe Sinsearaí T1 agus T2 a foilsíodh do 
chomhairliúchán ag an gComhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta ar an 23 Feabhra 2021 le Áine 
Hyland agus Fíona Uí Uiginn thar ceann Coiste Oideachais de chuid Conradh na Gaeilge 



 Ní léir cén stádas atá ag na dréachtsonraíochtaí ó thaobh bheith roghnach nó éigeantach. 

Glactar leis nach féidir iallach a chur ar aon scoláire i leith aon cheann ar leith, beag beann 

ar scoláire T1 nó T2 iad.  

 Níl aon tagairt i ndréachtsonraíocht T1 do bheart ar bith le scoláirí a spreagadh le tabhairt 

faoin gcúrsa seo – mar shampla trí phointí bónais mar a rinneadh sa mhata i 2012 agus a 

mhéadaigh líon na scoláirí a ghlac leis an gcúrsa ardleibhéil dá bharr.  

 Níl scoláirí i scoileanna T1 ná T2 chun glacadh leis an tsonraíocht T1, atá níos dúshlánaí, gan 
pointí bónais.  

 
Faraor, tá míthuiscint sna díospóireachtaí phoiblí maidir leis an difríocht idir mharcanna bónais agus 

phointí bhónais. An chúis gurb ann do mharcanna bhónais do scoláirí a thugann faoi ábhair ar leith trí 

Ghaeilge sna scrúduithe ná le cúiteamh a thabhairt dóibh as an ualach breise a bhaineann le staidéar 

a dhéanamh ar ábhair i mionteanga nach bhfuil ach líon an-teoranta acmhainní teagaisc agus foghlama 

ar fáil inti i gcomparáid leis an mBéarla. Níl cothrom na féinne ó thaobh acmhainní teagaisc agus 

foghlama ann go fóill do dhaltaí a thugann faoi ábhair trí Ghaeilge agus go dtí go mbíonn 

comhchaighdeán agus comhsholáthar, beidh gá le cúiteamh don dua bhreise.  

 
Ní cháil a rá go bhfuil tionchar ollmhór ag scrúdú na hArdteistiméireachta ar an gcóras oideachais trí 
chéile, ar chur chuige teagaisc na múinteoirí agus ar na roghanna straitéiseacha a dhéanann daltaí 
chun an líon pointí is airde a bhaint amach.  
 

5. Freastal ar gach leibhéal  

Molann Gaeloideachas go mbeadh anailís déanta ar na leibhéil Gaeilge uile atá de dhíth ag leibhéal 
na hArdteistiméireachta le freastal ar réimse agus raon leathan cumais na scoláirí sa 
chomhthéacsanna éagsúla - ó dhaltaí le híseal cumais go daltaí le hardchumas. Ba cheart na leibhéil 
sin a shainiú ar dtús agus ansin breathnú ar an mbealach is fearr na torthaí foghlama ag gach leibhéil 
a bhaint amach agus scéim dreasachtaí oiriúnacha dá réir.  
 

6. Roghanna eile a chíoradh  

 

I bhfianaise fairsinge agus doimhneacht na ndúshlán  mar aon leis an easpa fianaise faoi rathúlacht 
múnla T1 agus T2 na sraithe sóisearaí, moltar roghanna eile a chíoradh seachas / anuas air an múnla 
a bhfuil an comhairiliúchán dírithe air.  
 
Aithnítear go bhfuil gá le sonraíochtaí idirdhealaithe le freastal ar riachtanais éagsúla na scoláirí, idir 
chainteoirí dúchais / cainteoirí cumasacha Gaeilge agus leibhéil iomlán chumais na scoláirí.   
 
Molann an phlécháipéis thuas luaite ag 4, dhá rogha eile a chíoradh agus leagtar amach na buntáistí 
faoi seach lena mbaineann. Is iad sin: 
 

Rogha 1 - Sonraíochtaí nua a chur ar fáil ag na ceithre leibhéal seo a leanas: 

 Bonnleibhéal  

 Gnáthleibhéal  

 Ardleibhéal  

 Sárleibhéal – cúrsa nua dírithe ar ardchaighdeán i labhairt agus scríobh na teanga mar 

aon le heolas ar ghnéithe de shaíocht agus litríocht na Gaeilge 

 

 



 

Buntáistí Rogha 1: 

1. Bheadh rogha ag scoláirí i scoileanna T1 tabhairt faoin scrúdú ag an Sárleibhéal dá mba mhian 

leo agus bheadh sé oscailte do scoláirí i scoileanna T2 tabhairt faoi freisin. Ní ábhar breise a 

bheadh i gceist cosúil le Mata agus Mata Fheidhmeach ach sonraíocht eile a fhreastalaíonn i 

gceart ar riachtanais foghlama cohórt daltaí nach bhfuil freastal ceart déanta orthu ag leibhéal 

na sraithe sinsearaí go dtí seo.  

2. Tá ceithre leibhéal i gceist faoin múnla seo mar atá leis na dréachtsonraíochtaí T1 agus T2 ach 

freagraíonn na leibhéil seo níos fearr agus ar bhealach níos simplí, dar linn, do na spriocghrúpaí 

ar a bhfuil siad dírithe.  

3. Ní bheadh gá le scrúdú T1 gnáthleibhéal, scrúdú nach mbeadh éileamh air. 

4. Chinnteodh sé go ndéanfaí freastal ar an gcohórt scoláirí a mbeadh sonraíocht ag Bonnleibhéal 

níos oiriúnaí dá riachtanais foghlama. 

5. D’fhéadfaí na leibhéil éagsúla a cheangal ar bhealach trédhearcach leis an bhFráma Tagartha 

Comónta Eorpach, rud a chinnteodh go mbeadh na sonraíochtaí ailínithe le polasaithe eile an 

rialtais don teanga. 

6. Bheadh na sonraíochtaí ag na leibhéil éagsúla seo oscailte do na scoláirí ar fad ar mian leo 

tabhairt fúthu agus bheadh líon áirithe pointí breise CAO ar fáil dóibh siúd a roghnaíonn an 

scrúdú ag Sárleibhéal mar chúiteamh as an obair bhreise a bheadh ag dul leis an tsonraíocht 

seo. 

 

 

Rogha 2 - Sonraíochtaí a chur ar fáil ag na trí leibhéal seo a leanas: 

 Bonnleibhéal   

 Gnáthleibhéal  

 Ardleibhéal  

 

AGUS 

Ábhar nua a fhorbairt Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge a bheadh ar fáil do chohórt daltaí a 

mbeadh spéis acu tabhairt faoi ar an múnla céanna le Mata / Mata Fheidhmeach atá ar fáil faoi 

láthair do scoláirí.  

 

Bheadh an t-ábhar Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge ar fáil do na scoláirí ar fad ar mian leo tabhairt 

faoi agus bheadh pointí CAO ag dul leis ar an mbealach céanna le Mata / Mata Fheidhmeach.  

 

Buntáistí Rogha 2: 

1. Bheadh rogha ag scoláirí i scoileanna T1 tabhairt faoin ábhar Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge 

dá mba mhian leo agus bheadh sé oscailte do scoláirí i scoileanna T2 tabhairt faoi freisin. Ábhar 

breise a bheadh i gceist cosúil le Mata agus Mata Fheidhmeach le sonraíocht a fhreastalaíonn 

i gceart ar riachtanais foghlama cohórt daltaí nach bhfuil freastal ceart déanta orthu ag 

leibhéal na sraithe sinsearaí go dtí seo.  

2. Bheadh 3 leibhéal i gceist faoin múnla seo don Ghaeilge agus ábhar breise roghnach ag 

leibhéal amháin. 

3. Ní bheadh gá le scrúdú T1 gnáthleibhéal, scrúdú nach mbeadh éileamh air. 

4. Chinnteodh sé go ndéanfaí freastal ar an gcohórt scoláirí a mbeadh sonraíocht ag Bonnleibhéal 

níos oiriúnaí dá riachtanais foghlama. 



5. D’fhéadfaí na leibhéil éagsúla a cheangal leis an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach, rud a 

chinnteodh go mbeadh na sonraíochtaí ailínithe ar bhealach trédhearcach le polasaithe eile 

an rialtais don teanga. 

 
 

7. Measúnú 

Is den riachtanas é go mbeadh córas measúnaithe iontaofa ann atá in ann an teagasc agus an 

fhoghlaim a stiúradh go héifeachtach. Tá an córas reatha lochtach sa mhéid is gur féidir le daltaí 

gráid arda a bhaint amach tríd an bhfoghlaim de ghlanmheabhair, foghlaim nach gcuireann ar a 

gcumas an teanga a úsáid go cumarsáideach taobh istigh nó taobh amuigh den seomra ranga.  

Tá tábhacht ar leith ag baint leis an mbéaltriail ó thaobh na Gaeilge de toisc gur mionteanga í agus 

nach mbíonn an deis ag go leor de na scoláirí an teanga a úsáid agus a chleachtadh taobh amuigh de 

shuíomh an tseomra ranga. Bíonn ar an múinteoir deiseanna cumarsáide a chruthú sa seomra ranga 

don scoláire agus mura dtugtar aitheantas do thábhacht na teanga labhartha in ualú na marcanna 

don bhéaltriail, ní chaithfear an t-am ag forbairt na scileanna tábhachtacha cumarsáide seo a 

chuirfidh le cumas labhartha fadtéarmach na scoláirí.     

Is líon an-ard marcanna 35% nó 40% in aon scrúdú teanga don bhéaltriail agus dá bhrí sin ba cheart 

go mbeadh cúram ar leith déanta ag an CNCM do bhailíocht na comhpháirte seo den mheasúnú sa 

dréachtsonraíocht, go háirithe i bhfianaise thorthaí na taighde a choimisiúnaigh an CNCM féin in 

2017 a léirigh gur údar imní go leor gnéithe den bhéaltriail reatha nach bhfuil ag cur le cumas 

labhartha fadtéarmach na scoláirí.  

Ar an iomlán, sna dréachtsonraíochtaí, tá an t-eolas faoin gcóras measúnaithe easnamhach. Ní féidir 

tuairim eile a bhunú air in éagmais eolas cruinn, cuimsitheach faoin gcóras measúnaithe, a bhfuil an 

scrúdú béil agus an scrúdú scríofa ag deireadh an chúrsa léinn lárnach ann, ailínithe ón tús le hábhar 

na sonraíochta agus curtha ar fáil in éineacht leis roimh an gcomhairliúchán. Níl ach dhá leathanach 

sna dréachtsonraíochtaí seo faoin measúnú agus is cur síos ar ualú na marcanna atá ann den chuid is 

mó. Is easnamh ollmhór é seo agus creidimid nár cheart go mbeadh na dréachtsonraíochtaí seo 

foilsithe d’uireasa an eolais seo.   

 

Fráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach  

Leagtar amach sa bhfráma eorpach seo cur síos ar an inniúlacht teanga a léiríonn foghlaimeoirí ag 

leibhéil éagsúla chumais. Tá 6 leibhéal i gcóras an FTCE: na bonnleibhéil (A1 agus A2), na meánleibhéil 

(B1 agus B2) agus na hardleibhéil (C1 agus C2). Is féidir na leibhéil sin a roinnt ina bhfoleibhéil nuair is 

gá. Úsáidtear an mionchur síos atá san FTCE ar fud an domhain le spriocanna nó torthaí foghlama a 

shainiú do shiollabais agus cúrsaí teanga, agus mar shlata tomhais le tacú leis an measúnú teanga.   

 

Moltar an FTCE a úsáid mar chóras trédhearcacht le cáilíochtaí agus leibhéil chumais a aithint. 

Cuireann sé leis an leanúnachas ó chúrsa go cúrsa, ó theanga go teanga agus ó leibhéal amháin sa 

chóras oideachais go leibhéal eile. Seachas an Ghaeilge, tá beagnach gach cúrsa agus cáilíocht teanga 

ó leibhéal na meánscoile go dtí an tríú leibhéal, ailínithe anois leis an FTCE, rud a fhágann go bhfuil 

míréir idir é agus na céimeanna a thagann ina dhiaidh sa Ghaeilge ag an tríú leibhéal.  

  



 

 
8. Achoimre agus moltaí  

 

I. Tá modhanna éagsúla measúnaithe, measúnú foirmitheach agus measúnú leanúnach ina 
measc, in úsáid le blianta beaga anuas don Teastas Sóisearach. Tá deis ann foghlaim ón taithí 
sin le breathnú an bhféadfaí feabhas a chur ar an measúnú ag leibhéil na sraithe sinsearaí. Tá 
taithí na ngrád ríomha ina raibh ról ag na múinteoirí i measúnú a gcuid daltaí féin le cur san 
áireamh freisin.  

 
II. Ba chóir an comhairliúchán reatha atá ar bun ag an CNCM ar na dréachtsonraíochtaí nua 

ardteistiméireachta T1 agus T2 a chur siar. Ba chóir athbhreithniú iomlán a bheith déanta ar 
chur chuige T1 agus T2 sa tsraith shóisearach mar bhonn eolais do Ghaeilge na hArdteiste.  

 
III. Ba chóir comhairliúchán nua a thosú ar mhúnlaí agus roghanna eile, mar atá thuas, ach iad 

fréamhaithe sa dea-chleachtais idirnáisiúnta do mhúineadh mhionteanga agus múineadh tríd 
mhionteanga.  

 

IV. Teastaíonn sonraíocht nó cúrsa do dhaltaí Gaeltachta agus lán-Ghaeilge a bheadh 

dúshlánach go leor le gur féidir leo dul i ngleic le gach ábhar curaclaim trí Ghaeilge agus barr 

a gcumais a bhaint amach. 

 

 

V. Ba ghá aitheantas a thabhairt do na scoláirí as dua breise agus iad ag glacadh cúrsa níos 

dúshlánaí chucu féin trí pointí bónais a thabhairt.  

 

VI. Ní mór aghaidh a thabhairt ar an gcóras measúnaithe mar bhunchloch na hoibre seo ó 

thaobh forbairt sonraíochtaí. Bronnann an scrúdú reatha luach saothair ar an bhfoghlaim de 

ghlanmheabhair nach dtagann le bunphrionsabail na foghlama cumarsáidí teanga agus nach 

n-ardaíonn stádas na teanga i súile na scoláirí ná na múinteoirí.  

 
9. Focal Scoir 

Gabhann Gaeloideachas buíochas leis an gcomhchoiste as an deis an aighneacht seo a chur faoi bhur 
mbráid. Bheimis an-sásta teacht i bhur láthair le í a phlé. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
   
 

 
 
 



 

 
 

Leaving Certificate Reform 

Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science 

 
1. Introduction 

 

Gaeloideachas hereby wishes to make a submission to the Joint Committee in response to an 
invitation for submissions regarding Leaving Certificate Reform. 

As the national representative body for Irish-medium and Gaeltacht schools, Gaeloideachas 
welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Joint Committee on this matter. 

 
This submission will focus on section 5, namely Irish Language and Irish Medium Education. 

 
 

2. Integration of State Policies 
 

There is a need for comprehensive, integrated and long-term planning for the Irish language in the 
education System, across all levels, in recognition of its status and importance as one of the official 
languages of Ireland. The State's goals for the Irish language are identified in the 20-Year Strategy for 
the Irish Language. Indeed, the Strategy recognises the goal of: 
“the achievement by the education authorities of a more systematic and intensive national focus on 
the universal learning of Irish.” 

 
In line with this guidance, Gaeloideachas recommends the integration of the following core policies:- 

 
i. Policy on Gaeltacht Education 2017-2022 

ii. A Policy for Irish-medium Education - which is at an early stage of development by the 
Department of Education 

iii. A Policy for the teaching of Irish – which has been recommended for many years by 
education and Irish language stakeholders. 

 
In the absence of a clear vision and a national strategy for the teaching of Irish in the formal 
education system from pre-school to third level, Irish is not taught in a coherent, integrated way or 
in a way that meets the multiple needs of learners. 

 
3. Learner profiles 

 

A wide range of abilities, willingness, sociolinguistic backgrounds and additional needs exist among 
primary and post-primary students in Irish-medium and English-medium schools. Curaclam na 
Gaeilge, 1999 recognised for the first time the need for a differentiated approach between L1 (Irish-
medium) schools and L2 (English-medium) schools which helped schools to cater for the students in 
a way that was adapted to the respective school contexts and environments. 
 

2021/496(i)



 
The continuation of the approach and state support which recognises the respective needs of 
students receiving all their education through Irish (L1 schools) and students receiving their 
education through English (L2 schools) must be ensured. In the case of students in L1 schools, 
recognition is given to the need to provide an Irish course for students that prepares them to 
engage confidently and effectively with the whole school curriculum, both at primary and post-
primary level. 

 
 

4. Differentiated approach in L1 and L2 schools 
 

In 2017 two specifications were implemented for the Junior Certificate, the L1 Specification and the 
L2 Specification. They were to be examined for the first time in 2020 but the COVID-19 pandemic led 
to the cancellation of the Junior Cycle exams in 2020 and 2021. Since these exams have not yet 
taken place and have not been reviewed, it is not possible to properly assess or evaluate the 
specifications and how well they are performing. 

 
Arising from feedback and discourse on the senior cycle to date and demand from stakeholders, 
the NCCA is commissioning a report on the early implementation of L1 and L2 for junior cycle Irish 
and this report is due to be published in early 2022. However, the information in this report will 
not be based on the experience of students and teachers under normal school conditions and the 
assessment system cannot be evaluated without the 2020 and 2021 exams having taken place. 

 
In the interests of continuity, a similar approach to L1 and L2 for the Leaving Certificate or the 
Senior Cycle would be expected, but the effectiveness and impact of this approach is unclear in 
light of the above information and the systemic issues, as set out below. 

 
Since the launch of the current public consultation on Leaving Certificate Irish, there has been 
negative discourse in the public domain about the proposed model, which is largely based on the 
junior cycle model. Professor Áine Hyland and Fíona Uí Uiginn1 have prepared a discussion 
document on these draft specifications and a copy will be submitted to the Joint Committee in the 
coming days. The discussion document identifies a list of challenges, including:- 

 
• The language of the draft specifications is too complicated for the average reader 
• The lack of information/depth/guidelines about the learning outcomes 
• The lack of any assessment framework since no sample exam paper or marking 

scheme will be available until November 2024 
• The portfolio has not been assessed for certification, and an opportunity for students has 

been lost as a consequence 
• The NCCA has not properly considered the structure or assessment of the Oral Exam as a 

critical component of the specification. 
 

Undoubtedly, it is the Systemic Issues that are creating division in the community. 
 
 

1 Discussion Document Responding to the L1 and L2 Draft Specifications for Senior Cycle Irish published 
for a consultation by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment on 23 February 2021 with Áine 
Hyland and Fíona Uí Uiginn on behalf of the Education Committee of Conradh na Gaeilge 



• It is not clear what the status of the draft specifications is in terms of being optional or 
mandatory. It is assumed that no student can be compelled to do any particular one, 
regardless of whether they are a L1 or L2 student. 

• There is no reference in the L1  draft specification to any measure to encourage students 
to take this course - for example by offering bonus points as was done with maths in 
2012, which saw the number of students taking the higher level course increase as a 
result. 

• Students in L1 and L2 schools will not undertake the L1 specification, which is more 
challenging, without bonus points. 

 
Unfortunately, there is a misunderstanding in the public debates about the difference between 
bonus marks and bonus points. The reason for the existence of bonus marks for students who take 
certain subjects through Irish in the exams is to compensate them for the additional burden of 
studying subjects in a minority language for which there are only a very limited number of teaching 
and learning resources available in comparison with English. There is not yet a level playing field in 
terms of teaching and learning resources for students who take subjects through Irish and until there 
is the same standard and provision, compensation for the extra effort will be required. 

 
It goes without saying that the Leaving Certificate examination has a huge impact on the education 
system as a whole, on teachers' teaching approaches and on the strategic choices that students 
make to achieve the highest number of points. 

 
5. Catering for all levels 

 

Gaeloideachas recommends that analysis be carried out on all  levels of Irish required at Leaving 
Certificate level to cater for the scope and wide range of abilities of students in the various contexts 
- from low-ability students to high-ability students. These levels should first be defined and then it 
should be considered how best to achieve the learning outcomes at each level and a suitable 
incentive scheme established accordingly. 

 
6. Exploring other options 

 

Given the breadth and depth of the challenges as well as the lack of evidence re how successful the 
junior cycle L1 and L2 model has been, it is recommended that options besides / in addition to the 
model focused upon by the consultation be explored. 

 
It is acknowledged that differentiated specifications are required to meet the various needs of 
students, both native / competent speakers of Irish and students of all other levels of ability. 

 
The discussion document mentioned above at 4 suggests exploring two other options and outlines 
their respective advantages. These are: 

 
Option 1 - Provide new specifications at the following four levels: 

• Foundation level 
• Ordinary level 
• Higher level 
• Advanced level – a new course aimed at a high standard  of spoken and written 

language as well as knowledge of aspects of Irish language heritage, culture and 
literature 



Advantages of Option 1: 
1. Students in L1 schools would have the option of taking the exam at Advanced level if they 

wished and it would also be open to students in L2 schools. It would not be an additional 
subject similar to Maths and Applied Maths but another specification that properly meets 
the learning needs of a cohort of students whose needs have not been properly met at 
senior cycle level to date. 

2. This model involves 4 levels, as do the draft L1 and L2 specifications, but these levels 
respond better and in a simpler way, in our view, to the target groups. 

3. There would be no need for a L1 ordinary level exam, an exam that there would be no 
demand for. 

4. It would ensure that a cohort of students for whom a Foundation level specification would 
be more suitable for their learning needs would be catered for. 

5. The various levels could be linked in a transparent way to the Common European Framework 
of Reference, ensuring that the specifications are aligned with other government policies for 
the language. 

6. The specifications at these various levels would be open to all students who wish to 
undertake them and a number of additional CAO points would be available to those who 
choose the examination at Advanced Level to compensate for the additional work entailed in 
this specification. 

 
 

Option 2 - Provide specifications at the following three levels: 
• Foundation level 
• Ordinary level 
• Higher level 

 
AND 

Develop a new subject, Saíocht  agus  Litríocht  na  Gaeilge  (Irish Language Culture, Heritage 
and Literature), that would be available to a cohort of students interested in undertaking the 
same model as Maths / Applied Maths currently available to students. 

 
The Irish Language Culture, Heritage and Literature subject  Saíocht  agus  Litríocht  na  Gaeilge 
would be available to all students who wish to undertake it and CAO points would be allocated in 
the same way as Maths / Applied Maths. 

 
Advantages of Option 2: 
1. Students in L1 schools would have the option of taking the subject Saíocht agus Litríocht na 

Gaeilge if they wished and it would also be open to students in L2 schools. It would be an 
additional subject similar to Maths and Applied Maths with a specification that properly 
meets the learning needs of a cohort of students whose needs have not been properly met 
at senior cycle level to date. 

2. This model would involve 3 levels for Irish and an additional optional subject at one level. 
3. There would be no need for a L1 ordinary level exam, an exam that there would be no 

demand for. 
4. It would ensure that a cohort of students for whom a Foundation level specification would 

be more suitable for their learning needs would be catered for. 



5. The various levels could be linked in a transparent way to the Common European Framework 
of Reference, ensuring that the specifications are aligned with other government policies for 
the language. 

 
 

7. Assessment 
 

It is essential that a reliable assessment system is in place that can guide teaching and learning 
effectively. The current system is flawed in that students can achieve high grades through rote 
learning, learning that does not enable them to use the language communicatively inside or 
outside the classroom. 

The oral exam is of particular importance in the case of Irish because it is a minority language and 
many students do not have the opportunity to use and practise the language outside the classroom 
setting. The teacher has to create communication opportunities for the student in the classroom 
and if the importance of spoken language is not recognised in the weighting of marks for the oral 
exam, time will not be spent developing these important communication skills that will enhance 
students' long-term speaking ability. 

35% or 40% is a very high number of marks for an oral exam in any language exam and, therefore, 
the NCCA should have paid particular attention to the validity of this component of the assessment 
in the draft specification, especially in light of the findings of the research commissioned by the 
NCCA itself in 2017 which showed that many aspects of the current oral exam that don’t enhance 
students' long-term speaking ability are a cause for concern. 

Overall, in the draft specifications, there is a lack of information about the assessment system. It is 
not possible to establish further opinion regarding it without accurate, comprehensive information 
about the assessment system, in which the oral and written exams at the end of the academic 
course are central, which should be aligned from the outset with the content of the specification 
and provided together with it before the consultation. The draft specifications only contain two 
pages on the assessment and they consist mainly of a description of the weighting of marks. This is a 
huge omission and we believe that these draft specifications should not have been 
published without this information. 

 
 

Common European Framework of Reference 
This European framework sets out a description of the language competence displayed by learners 
at different levels of ability. There are 6 levels in the CEFR system: the foundation levels (A1 and A2), 
the intermediate levels (B1 and B2) and the advanced levels (C1 and C2). These levels can be divided 
into sub-levels where necessary. The detailed descriptions of the CEFR are used worldwide to define 
learning goals or outcomes for language syllabi and courses and as measurement criteria to support 
language assessment. 

 
It is recommended that the CEFR be used as a system of transparency for the recognition of 
qualifications and ability levels. It improves continuity from one course to another, from one 
language to another and from one level in the education system to another. Almost all language 
courses and qualifications from secondary school to third level apart from Irish are now aligned with 
the CEFR, which results in inconsistency with the subsequent stages of Irish at third level. 



 
8. Summary and recommendations 

 

I. Various methods of assessment, including formative and continuous assessment, have been 
used in recent years for the Junior Certificate. There is an opportunity to learn from that 
experience to see if assessment could be improved at senior cycle levels. The experience of 
the calculated grades whereby teachers played a role in the assessment of their own 
students is also to be taken into account. 

 
II. The NCCA's current consultation on the new L1 and L2 Leaving Certificate draft specifications 

should be postponed. The L1 and L2 approaches in junior cycle should be fully reviewed to 
inform the Leaving Certificate Irish course. 

 
III. A new consultation on alternative models and options, as described above, should be 

initiated and they should be rooted in international best practice for minority language 
teaching and teaching through a minority language. 

 
 

IV. Gaeltacht and Irish-medium students need a specification or course that is challenging 
enough for them to be able to undertake all curricular subjects through Irish and reach their 
full potential. 

 
 

V. Acknowledgement needs to be made of the extra effort required from students by 
awarding bonus points if they undertake a more challenging course. 

 
VI. Addressing the assessment system needs to be the cornerstone of this work on 

specification development. The current exam rewards rote learning which is not in line with 
the basic principles of communicative language learning and does not elevate the status of 
the language in the eyes of students or teachers. 

 

9. Conclusion 
 

Gaeloideachas would like to thank the Joint Committee for the opportunity to present this 
submission to you. We would be delighted to meet with you to discuss it. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aighneacht maidir  le hathbhreithniú ar an Ardteist 
 

ó  
 

Chonradh na Gaeilge 
 

don 
 

Chomhchoiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus 
Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Deireadh Fómhair 2021 
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CÚLRA  

 
Is é Conradh na Gaeilge fóram daonlathach phobal na Gaeilge agus saothraíonn an eagraíocht ar son na teanga ar fud 
na hÉireann uile agus timpeall na cruinne.  
 
Is í príomhaidhm na heagraíochta an Ghaeilge a athréimniú mar ghnáth-theanga na hÉireann. Ó bunaíodh é ar 31 Iúil 
1893 tá baill an Chonartha gníomhach ag cur chun cinn na Gaeilge i ngach gné de shaol na tíre, ó chúrsaí dlí agus 
oideachais go forbairt meán cumarsáide agus seirbhísí Gaeilge.  
 
Tá Conradh na Gaeilge roghnaithe ag Foras na Gaeilge, an foras uile oileánda ag feidhmiú ar son an dá Rialtas thuaidh 
agus theas leis an nGaeilge a chur chun cinn, mar cheann de na sé cheanneagraíocht atá maoinithe acu leis an 
nGaeilge a fhorbairt ar oileán na hÉireann.  Go príomha, tá Conradh na Gaeilge ag tabhairt faoi chosaint teanga, 
ionadaíocht agus ardú feasachta ar an Ghaeilge. 
 
Tá 180 craobh agus iomaí ball aonair ag Conradh na Gaeilge, agus bíonn baill uile an Chonartha ag saothrú go dian 
díograiseach chun úsáid na Gaeilge a chur chun cinn ina gceantair féin.  Tá breis eolais faoi obair an Chonartha le fáil 
ag www.cnag.ie. 
Conradh na Gaeilge is the democratic forum of the Irish language community and the organisation works to promote 
the language throughout Ireland and around the world. 
 
 

INTREOIR  

  
Cuireann Conradh na Gaeilge fáilte roimh an deis seo aighneacht a chur isteach maidir le hathbhreithniú ar an ardteist 
chuig an gComhchoiste um Oideachas, Breisoideachas agus Ardoideachas, Taighde, Nuálaíocht agus Eolaíocht. 

http://www.cnag.ie/
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MOLTAÍ 

 

1. Roghanna Measúnaithe  

• Ba chóir sárleibhéal le pointí bónais CAO nó dhá ábhar Gaeilge a bheith ann don Ghaeilge ag leibhéal na 
hardteiste in ionad an córas nua T1 / T2 molta ag an gComhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta. 
Chomh maith leis sin, ba chóir úsáid a bhaint as an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach (FTCE)1 le teagaisc, 
measúnú agus tuairisciú a dhéanamh - agus sa sraith shóisearach chomh maith)2.  

2. Príomhréimsí Ábhar agus Foghlaim Dhigiteach 

• Ba chóir an Ghaeilge a choinneáil mar chroí-ábhar sa sraith shinsearach a dhéanann gach dalta staidéar 
uirthi3. 

3. Tacaíochtaí Rochtana, Comhionannais agus Folláine 

• Chabhródh úsáid an FTCE le rochtain, comhionannais agus folláin an dalta toisc go bhféadfadh an córas a 
bheith an-solúbtha go deo sna bealaí seo a leanas 

o d’fheadfadh an fráma freastail ar dhaltaí scoile a thagann isteach sa chóras déanach, m.sh. 
d’fhéadfadh dalta ag teacht isteach sa chóras oideachais in Éirinn don chéad uair i rith na tríú bliain 
sa mheánscoil an leibhéal A1 a dhéanamh sa Ghaeilge agus d’fhéadfaí pointí CAO a bheith bronnta 
air bunaithe ar an leibhéal sin 

o d’fheadfadh an fráma freastail ar dhaltaí scoile le deacrachtaí foghlama, m.sh. d’fhéadfadh dalta le 
deacrachtaí scríobh díriú ar labhairt na Gaeilge amháin ar an bhfráma agus d’fhéadfaí pointí CAO a 
bheith bronnta air bunaithe ar an leibhéal sin 

• Chabhródh seo leis an líon daltaí ag lorg díolúine laghdú go suntasach agus d’fheadfadh sé cabhrú leis an 
scarúint agus an t-idirdhealú a déantar ar daltaí nach ndéanann staidéar ar an nGaeilge a stopadh nó a laghdú 
go suntasach 

• Bheadh an córas seo ag freastail ar chumas an dalta in ionad an córas reatha nach bhfuil solúbtha agus nach 
ndéanann freastail shásúil ar chumas an dalta 

4. Riachtanais Ardoideachais agus Breisoideachais, Roghanna Gairme agus Cosáin Ghairme 

• Tá sprioc i mBille na dTeangacha Oifigiúla go mbeadh 20% de na daoine a earcófar san earnáil phoiblí inniúil 
sa Ghaeilge.  Is é leibhéal B2 ar an FTCE an caighdeán is mó a luaitear go hidirnáisiúnta mar bhunriachtanas le 
go mbeadh duine in ann feidhmiú i dteanga ar bith i gcomhthéacs gairmiúil. Tá deis ann a chinntiú go mbeadh 
an caighdeán seo ag cuid mhaith daltaí scoile tar éis dóibh cúrsa na hArdteiste a chur i gcrích. 

5. An Ghaeilge agus Oideachas trí Mheán na Gaeilge 

• Ba chóir sárleibhéal le pointí bónais CAO nó dhá ábhar Gaeilge a bheith ann don Ghaeilge ag leibhéal na 
hardteiste in ionad an córas nua T1 / T2 molta ag an gComhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta. 
Chomh maith leis sin, ba chóir úsáid a bhaint as an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach (FTCE) le teagaisc, 
measúnú agus tuairisciú a dhéanamh - agus sa sraith shóisearach chomh maith).  

• Ba chóir an Ghaeilge a choinneáil mar chroí-ábhar sa sraith shinsearach a dhéanann gach dalta staidéar uirthi  
• Ba chóir aon athruithe don Ghaeilge sa tsraith shinsearach teacht mar chuid de Pholasaí don Ghaeilge sa 

Chóras Oideachais ón Réamhscoil go dtí an Tríú Leibhéal4 

• Ba chóir an bonnleibhéal don Ghaeilge a choinneáil don ardteist agus é a chur mar chuid den FTCE chomh 
maith 

6. Fianaise Idirnáisiúnta agus Dea-Chleachtas 
Tá an FTCE bunaithe ar an dea-chleachtas is fearr go hidirnáisiúnta le teagaisc, measúnú agus tuairisciú teanga. Ba 
chóir seo an dea-chleachtas seo a leanúint mar sin don ardteist agus tríd an córas oideachais ar fad. 
 
 

 
1 Is creat inniúlachta (competency framework) do theangacha é an Fráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach (FTCE/ CEFR) (Comhairle na 

hEorpa, 2001) agus is é an córas is mó a úsáidtear go hidirnáisiúnta sa lá atá inniu ann le cur síos a dhéanamh ar an gcumas teanga 

agus ar leibhéil éagsúla chumais. Foilsíodh an chéad leagan den FTCE sa bhliain 2001 agus foilsíodh imleabhar breise sa bhliain 

2020.  
2 Breis eolais in Aguisín A agus sa Plécháipéis ag freagairt do Dhréachtsonraíochtaí Gaeilge na Sraithe Sinsearaí T1 agus T2 a 
foilsíodh do chomhairliúchán ag an gComhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta ar an 23 Feabhra 2021 ar fáil ag: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dTYPY8R3rLYhgBc6hZ0BgFJ1j1IrZXY7/view?usp=sharing  
3 Breis eolais in Aguisín B 
4 Breis eolais in Aguisín C 

https://rm.coe.int/1680459f97
https://rm.coe.int/common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learning-teaching/16809ea0d4
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dTYPY8R3rLYhgBc6hZ0BgFJ1j1IrZXY7/view?usp=sharing
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Aguisín A: 
Moltaí maidir leis an nGaeilge ag leibhéal na hArdteiste 

 

Tá dhá rogha againn don Ghaeilge ag leibhéal na hArdteiste: 
 

Rogha 1 - Sonraíochtaí nua a chur ar fáil ag na ceithre leibhéal seo a leanas: 

• Bonnleibhéal  

• Gnáthleibhéal  

• Ardleibhéal  

• Sárleibhéal – cúrsa nua dírithe ar ardchaighdeán i labhairt agus scríobh na teanga mar aon le heolas ar 

ghnéithe de shaíocht agus litríocht na Gaeilge 

Bheadh na buntáistí seo a leanas ag baint le Rogha 1: 

1. Bheadh rogha ag scoláirí i scoileanna T1 tabhairt faoin scrúdú ag an Sárleibhéal dá mba mhian leo agus 

bheadh sé oscailte do scoláirí i scoileanna T2 tabhairt faoi freisin. Ní ábhar breise a bheadh i gceist cosúil le 

Mata agus Mata Fheidhmeach ach sonraíocht eile a fhreastalaíonn i gceart ar riachtanais foghlama cohórt 

daltaí nach bhfuil freastal ceart déanta orthu ag leibhéal na sraithe sinsearaí go dtí seo.  

2. Tá ceithre leibhéal i gceist faoin múnla seo mar atá leis na dréachtsonraíochtaí T1 agus T2 ach freagraíonn na 

leibhéil seo níos fearr agus ar bhealach níos simplí, dar linn, do na spriocghrúpaí ar a bhfuil siad dírithe.  

3. Ní bheadh gá le scrúdú T1 gnáthleibhéal, scrúdú nach mbeadh éileamh air. 

4. Chinnteodh sé go ndéanfaí freastal ar an gcohórt scoláirí a mbeadh sonraíocht ag Bonnleibhéal níos oiriúnaí 

dá riachtanais foghlama. 

5. D’fhéadfaí na leibhéil éagsúla a cheangal ar bhealach trédhearcach leis an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta 

Eorpach, rud a chinnteodh go mbeadh na sonraíochtaí ailínithe le polasaithe eile an rialtais don teanga. 

Bheadh na sonraíochtaí ag na leibhéil éagsúla seo oscailte do na scoláirí ar fad ar mian leo tabhairt fúthu agus 

bheadh líon áirithe pointí breise CAO ar fáil dóibh siúd a roghnaíonn an scrúdú ag Sárleibhéal mar chúiteamh as 

an obair bhreise a bheadh ag dul leis an tsonraíocht seo. 
 

Rogha 2 - Sonraíochtaí a chur ar fáil ag na trí leibhéal seo a leanas: 

• Bonnleibhéal   

• Gnáthleibhéal  

• Ardleibhéal  

AGUS 

Ábhar nua a fhorbairt Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge a bheadh ar fáil do chohórt daltaí a mbeadh spéis acu 

tabhairt faoi ar an múnla céanna le Mata / Mata Fheidhmeach atá ar fáil faoi láthair do scoláirí. Bheadh an t-

ábhar Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge ar fáil do na scoláirí ar fad ar mian leo tabhairt faoi agus bheadh pointí 

CAO ag dul leis ar an mbealach céanna le Mata / Mata Fheidhmeach.  

 

Bheadh na buntáistí seo a leanas ag baint le frámú Rogha 2: 

1. Bheadh rogha ag scoláirí i scoileanna T1 tabhairt faoin ábhar Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge dá mba mhian 

leo agus bheadh sé oscailte do scoláirí i scoileanna T2 tabhairt faoi freisin. Ábhar breise a bheadh i gceist 

cosúil le Mata agus Mata Fheidhmeach le sonraíocht a fhreastalaíonn i gceart ar riachtanais foghlama cohórt 

daltaí nach bhfuil freastal ceart déanta orthu ag leibhéal na sraithe sinsearaí go dtí seo.  

2. Bheadh 3 leibhéal i gceist faoin múnla seo don Ghaeilge agus ábhar breise roghnach ag leibhéal amháin. 

3. Ní bheadh gá le scrúdú T1 gnáthleibhéal, scrúdú nach mbeadh éileamh air. 

4. Chinnteodh sé go ndéanfaí freastal ar an gcohórt scoláirí a mbeadh sonraíocht ag Bonnleibhéal níos oiriúnaí 

dá riachtanais foghlama. 

5. D’fhéadfaí na leibhéil éagsúla a cheangal leis an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach, rud a chinnteodh go 

mbeadh na sonraíochtaí ailínithe ar bhealach trédhearcach le polasaithe eile an rialtais don teanga. 
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Aguisín B: 
Ba chóir an Ghaeilge a choinneáil mar chroí-ábhar sa sraith shinsearach a dhéanann gach dalta staidéar uirthi  

 

Ba chóir an Ghaeilge a choinneáil mar chroí-ábhar, i. ábhar a dhéanann gach dalta staidéar air, ar na fáthanna seo a 

leanas: 

• De réir daonáireamh Poblacht na hÉireann i 2016 bhí 1,761,420 daoine a dúirt go bhfuil Gaeilge acu, sin 

39.8% den daonra. De réir daonáirimh 1911, sula tosaíodh an Ghaeilge a mhúineadh mar chroí-ábhar bhí 

553,717 cainteoirí Gaeilge ann, b’shin 17.60% den daonra.  Mar sin tá trí oiread an líon cainteoirí Gaeilge agus 

dhá oiread an céatadán de chainteoirí Gaeilge inniu.  Is é an phríomh fáth leis seo ná an taithí a fuair muintir 

Phoblacht na hÉireann leis an nGaeilge sa scoil mar chroí-ábhar arteiste 

• Tá meon dearfach ag muintir na hÉireann i dtaobh na Gaeilge. De réir taighde ón ESRO tá 93% den daonra ar 

son í a athbheochan nó a chaomhnú 

• Ó thuaidh tá 184,853 duine nó 10.65% den daonra atá eolas éigin acu ar an nGaeilge. Ó dheas tá nach mór 4 

oiread níos mó daoine le Gaeilge de réir céatadán den phobal ná atá ann ó thuaidh. Is é an phríomhdifríocht 

atá ann ná go bhfuil dlínse amháin, Poblacht na hEireann, ag múineadh Gaeilge mar chroí-ábhar go deireadh 

an dara leibhéal 

• Tá de cheart ag gach saoránach sa tír gnó a dhéanamh leis an Stáit trí mheán na Gaeilge. Tá freagracht ar na 

scoileanna/An Roinn Oideachais daltaí a chumasú le rogha a bheith acu cé acu Gaeilge nó Béarla a roghnóidh 

siad. Tá an ceart seo á shéanadh orthu siúd nach bhfoghlaimíonn an Ghaeilge 

• Tá de cheart ag gach saoránach sa tír gnó a dhéanamh leis an Stáit trí mheán na Gaeilge. Tá freagracht ar na 

scoileanna/An Roinn Oideachais daltaí a chumasú le rogha a bheith acu cé acu Gaeilge nó Béarla a roghnóidh 

siad. Tá an ceart seo á shéanadh orthu siúd nach bhfaigheann an deis leanúint leis an bhfoghlaim le 

hardchaighdeán a bhaint amach go dtí go mbíonn siad ag dul amach sa saol ón scoil. 

• De réir taighde suirbhé ar dearcthaí an phobail i leith na Gaeilge déanta ag Kantar i 2019, tá tacaíocht an-

láidir ann (64%) don Ghaeilge mar chroí-ábhar ardteiste, a dhéanann gach mac léinn dar leibhéal staidéar 

uirthi, agus níl mórán tacaíocht ann leis an stádas sin a athrú (14%).  

 
• Tá gach leibhéal sa scoil idirspleách ar a chéile - má bhíonn an Ghaeilge roghnach don Ardteist beidh níos lú 

béime uirthi don Teastas Sóisearach nó fiú sa bhunscoil 

• Nuair a rinneadh foghlaim nua-theangacha roghnach i Sasana sa GCSE, thit an líon daoine ag staidéar 
teangacha ó 79% i 2001 san aoisghrúpa go 41% i 2018. Bheadh an uimhir seo i bhfad níos ísle fós ach gur 
choinnigh roinnt de na scoileanna príobháideacha éigeantach iad. Ní múintear aon nua-theanga anois i 7% de 
scoileanna ó bhliain a 7 ar aghaidh mar gheall air seo 

• Ní féidir talamh slán a dhéanamh de go mbeidh an Ghaeilge ar fáil do gach dalta scoile dá mbeadh sí 
roghnach. Braitheann soláthar ábhar ar bith ar choinníollacha éagsúla: éileamh ós na daltaí, soláthar 
múinteoirí, seomraí srl. 



 5 

• Dá mbeadh an Ghaeilge ina hábhar roghnach rachadh sí isteach i bpota mar a bhfuil gach rud ó Ealaín go 
hEacnamaíocht Bhaile agus ó Cheol go Ceimic. Cuimhnigh chomh maith go bhfuil breis ábhar á gcur sa phota i 
rith an ama - mar shampla: corpoideachas; polaitíocht agus eolaíocht ríomhaireachta; srl. 

• Bheadh níos lú mac léinn dara leibhéal in ann dul ar aghaidh mar bhunmhúinteoirí 

• Chuirfeadh athrú ar stádas na Gaeilge deireadh le roinnt mhaith coláistí samhraidh sa Ghaeltacht, rud a 
dhéanfaidh damáiste ollmhór do na Gaeltachtaí sin. Bhrisfí chomh maith an caidreamh idir foghlaimeoirí agus 
cainteoirí dúchais 

• Bheadh aon dalta nach ndéanann an Ghaeilge don Ardteist ag cailliúint amach ar go leor leor deiseanna 
fostaíochta agus gairme 

• Dá ndéanfaí ábhar roghnach den Ghaeilge, bheadh sé ag dul in aghaidh polasaí stáit  na Straitéise 20 bliain 
don Ghaeilge 2010-30 agus an Polasaí don Oideachas Gaeltachta 

• Ní dhéanfaí an infheistíocht chuí sa Ghaeilge má tá sí in iomaíocht le hinfheistíocht d’ábhair eile. Bheadh ceist 
ollmhór ansin d’inmharthanacht na teanga 

• Bheadh an-fhadhb ann sa Ghaeltacht dá mbeadh daltaí scoile in ann roghnú gan staidéar a dhéanamh ar an 
nGaeilge, agus bheadh dá réir baol ann don pholasaí oideachais Gaeltachta agus gach straitéis agus polasaí 
Stáit a bhfuil d’aidhm aige an teanga dhúchas a chaomhnú, a chosaint agus a neartú 

• In áit díriú ar an nGaeilge mar ábhar ‘dúshlánach, strusmhar’, tá dualgas orainn díriú ar na straitéisí chun aon 
dúshlán a mhaolú, ar a n-áirítear: luach na teanga a mhúineadh do dhaltaí (agus do mhúinteoirí); straitéisí 
don teagasc idirdhealaitheach; straitéisí chun an dalta a ghríosadh le deiseanna a lorg í a labhairt lasmuigh 
den rang; infreastruchtúr ceart sóisialta trí Ghaeilge a bheith ann, srl. 

 
Tuairim an Ollaimh David Little maidir leis seo: 
“We could make Irish optional for Leaving Certificate; and after a few years we might come to think that it should be optional for 

Junior Certificate too; and after that – well, what’s the point of bothering with compulsory Irish at primary level, if it’s going to be 

taken only by a tiny minority at second level? If we follow this path, we may well find that by the end of this decade Ireland has sold 

its linguistic birthright and staked its entire future – cultural, political, economic – on the continuing international dominance of 

English. On the other hand, we can respond by taking seriously the linguistic challenge of the European project; recognizing that 

Irish belongs not just to Ireland’s but to Europe’s linguistic heritage; taking note of the empirical fact that the more languages you 

learn, the easier it becomes; insisting that Ireland’s membership of Europe requires us to make foreign language learning a 

compulsory part of schooling; and seeking ways of achieving more effective learning outcomes. This kind of response requires 

political commitment and a coherent national effort leading to a language education policy capable of generating an integrated 

language curriculum that in turn can facilitate pedagogical reform.”  

Ó The future of languages in Irish education: policy, curriculum, pedagogy 

Comparáid leis an gCinneadh a rinneadh sna 1970í leis an riachtanas Gaeilge a bhaint ón earnáil phoiblí: 

Nuair a baineadh an gá Gaeilge a bheith ag iarrthóir chun post a fháil sa státseirbhís mar riachtanas iontrála i 1974, thit 

líon na mball foirne a bhí in ann seirbhísí a sholáthar i nGaeilge go suntasach ar fud na státseirbhíse ar fad. Mar 

shampla, níl ach 1.5% den fhoireann sa Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna inniúil anois chun seirbhísí a sholáthar trí 

Ghaeilge sa lá atá inniu ann. Tá an fhíric seo ag teacht salach ar an teoiric a bhí ann go dtiocfadh borradh ar úsáid na 

Gaeilge sa státseirbhís dá gcuirfí deireadh leis an riachtanas Gaeilge, mar a airíodh i 1974: 

"The government is fully confident that this policy change, which promotes encouragement instead of compulsion, 

will result in increased goodwill towards the Irish language and will help to widen language use inside and outside the 

Civil Service." 

An tAire Richie Ryan, 5 Nollaig 1974  

Go deimhin, d'admhaigh Conor Cruise O'Brien - a bhí ina Aire sa Rialtas céanna - go raibh aiféala air go ndearnadh 

cinneadh dá leithéid: 

"…I would say that without a doubt Irish was reduced in status. Therefore, in retrospect, I do not believe we did the 

right thing. And I am very sorry about it." 

Iar-Aire Conor Cruise O’Brien, 24 Lúnasa 1984   
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Aguisín C: 
Polasaí don Ghaeilge sa Chóras Oideachais ón Réamhscoil go dtí an Tríú Leibhéal 

 
Tinte a mhúchadh go rómhinic a bhíonn ar siúl againn in ionad pleanáil go cuimsitheach, go comhtháite agus go 

fadtéarmach don Ghaeilge sa chóras oideachais. Is é sin an fáth roimh an olltoghchán i 2020 gur chuir an feachtas 

#Gaeilge4All moladh chun cinn leis na páirtithe polaitiúil gur chóir go mbeadh polasaí don Ghaeilge sa chóras 

oideachais ón réamhscoil go dtí an tríú leibhéal. Chuimseodh an polasaí an Ghaeilge sa chóras oideachais ag gach 

leibhéal agus i ngach earnáil, leis an trí chroí-pholasaí seo a leanas san áireamh sa pholasaí: 

• An polasaí Oideachais Gaeltachta reatha; 

• Polasaí don Ghaelscolaíocht (geallta ag an Iar-AireOideachais Joe McHugh i Nollaig 2019); agus 

• Polasaí don oideachas a fheidhmíonn trí mheán an Bhéarla 
Bheadh an páirt-tumoideachas, tumoideachas iomlán, an curaclam, sonraíochtaí, oiliúint múinteoirí, bunú 

gaelscoileanna, díolúintí, measúnú agus gach rud eile san áireamh.  

 

Bheadh go leor leor buntáistí len a leithéid de pholasaí: 

• Bheadh ciall agus ceangal comhtháite le foghlaim na Gaeilge don dalta sa chóras ón gcéad lá sa réamhscoil go 
dtí scrúdú na hArdteiste agus ar aghaidh go dtí an tríú leibhéal. 

• Thógfadh polasaí mar seo na geallsealbhóirí ar fad le chéile le díriú ar sprioc faoi leith 

• Bheadh an polasaí ag freastail ar bhuairteanna dlisteanach daoine óga maidir le foghlaim na Gaeilge agus iad 
a chur ar a suaimhneas trí chóras a dhéanann ciall ó leibhéal go leibhéal a chur ar fáil dóibh agus a léiríonn na 
deiseanna agus na buntáistí a bhaineann le foghlaim na Gaeilge, srl.. 

• Ag an leibhéal is bunúsaí phléifeadh an polasaí le cuid mhaith de na bréaga agus den mhíchruinneas a 
bhaineann leis an teanga atá ag mionlach sa phobal, m.sh. ‘Tá an Ghaeilge marbh’, ’13 bliain ag foghlaim na 
Gaeilge agus ní féidir le haon duine abairt a chur le chéile’, ‘Tá sé ródheacair í a fhoghlaim’ 

• Chuirfeadh polasaí mar seo spreagadh arís faoi theagasc na Gaeilge ón mbonn agus chuirfeadh sé le húsáid 
na Gaeilge mar ghnáth-theanga sa tír 

• Laghdódh polasaí mar seo an gá le díolúintí ó staidéar na Gaeilge a bhronnadh ar daltaí ag teacht isteach 
déanach sa chóras nó ar daltaí le fadhbanna foghlama mar go mbeadh sé i bhfad níos freagrach do 
riachtanais agus cumais éagsúla na ndaltaí 

 

Tá eiseamláir dá leithéid de pholasaí comhtháite cuimsitheach le feiceáil sa Pholasaí Oideachas Gaeltachta a cuireadh 

le chéile le tacaíocht, seilbh agus ionchur ag an bpobal agus ag lucht an oideachais. Tá ról acu i gcur i bhfeidhm an 

pholasaí chomh maith. D’fheadfaí an polasaí a bhunú, mar shampla, ar an bhFráma Tagartha Comónta Eorpach 

(Comhairle na hEorpa, 2001) agus bheadh deis torthaí foghlama a leagadh síos sa réamhscoil a thiocfadh le torthaí sa 

bhunscoil agus ar aghaidh chuig an iar-bhunscoil agus an tríú leibhéal. Ní raibh polasaí Gaeilge don chóras oideachas 

ón réamhscoil go dtí an tríú leibhéal riamh ann ónar bunaíodh an Stát ó dheas. Tá deis faoi leith ann mar sin a bheith 

réabhlóideach agus an Ghaeilge sa chóras oideachais a athrú ón mbonn.  

 

As na páirtithe Rialtais, gheall Fianna Fáil agus an Comhaontas Glas go gcuirfeadh siad an polasaí seo le chéile (agus 

thacaigh Fine Gael leis an bpolasaí don Ghaeloideachas). Tá gealltanas sa chlár Rialtais ó shin go soláthrófar polasaí 

cuimsitheach don Ghaeilge ó oideachas réamhscoile go hoideachas múinteoirí. Ach, faraor, níl aon rian le feiceáil den 

pholasaí nó na socruithe leis an bpolasaí seo a chur le chéile ó a thosaigh an Rialtas reatha. Ní raibh tagairt ar bith den 

pholasaí seo sa Ráiteas Straitéise den Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna a cuireadh os comhair an Rialtais le déanaí. 

 
Ba chóir di próiseas comhairliúcháin a chur ar bun láithreach bonn leis an bpolasaí a fhorbairt agus, ar nós a 

rinneadh le forbairt an Pholasaí Oideachais Gaeltachta, ba chóir go mbeadh aighneachtaí ón bpobal, cruinnithe 

poiblí, cruinnithe le geallsealbhóirí agus eile san áireamh sa chomhairliúchán. 

 

Tá tacaíocht an-láidir ann (63%) le polasaí don Ghaeilge sa chóras oideachais ón réamhscoil go dtí an tríú leibhéal a 

bheith curtha le chéile, i. go mbeadh ciall agus ceangal comhtháite le foghlaim na Gaeilge don dalta sa chóras ón 

gcéad lá sa réamhscoil go dtí scrúdú na hArdteiste agus ar aghaidh go dtí an tríú leibhéal. Arís, níl mórán tacaíocht i 

gcoinne an mholadh seo (11%). Níor chóir aon athrú a dhéanamh don Ghaeilge sa sraith shinsearach gan an 

comhthéacs iomlán a bheith tógtha san áireamh. 
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Tá tacaíocht an-láidir ann chomh maith go mbeidh athchóiriú déanta ar an gcóras oideachais le cinntiú go mbeidh 

leibhéal cumasach de Ghaeilge labhartha ag gach dalta nuair a chríochnaíonn siad a gcuid oideachas. B’fhearr an 

fuinneamh a chaitheamh ag socrú seo in ionad aon ísliú stádais a thabhairt don teanga. 
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1  

  BACKGROUND  
 

Conradh na Gaeilge is the democratic forum of the Irish language community and the organisation works to promote 
the Irish language throughout Ireland and around the world. 

 
The organisation’s main aim is to reinstate the Irish language as the everyday language of Ireland. Since its 
establishment on the 31st July 1893, members of the Conradh have been actively promoting Irish in all aspects of Irish 
life, from the law and education to the development of Irish language media and Irish language services. 

 
Conradh na Gaeilge has been selected by Foras na Gaeilge; the all-island body which functions on behalf of both 
Governments, North and South, to promote Irish; as one of the six lead organisations it funds, to develop Irish on the 
island of Ireland. Primarily, Conradh na Gaeilge is focused on language protection, advocacy and on raising awareness 
of the Irish language. 

 
The Conradh has 180 branches and numerous individual members and all the Conradh na Gaeilge members work 
tirelessly to promote the use of Irish in their local areas.  More information about the work of the Conradh can be 
found at www.cnag.ie. 
 
Is é Conradh na Gaeilge fóram daonlathach phobal na Gaeilge agus saothraíonn an eagraíocht ar son na teanga ar fud 
na hÉireann uile agus timpeall na cruinne. 

 
 

  FOREWARD  
 

Conradh na Gaeilge welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and 
Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science on Leaving Certificate Reform. 

http://www.cnag.ie/


2  

  RECOMMENDATIONS  

 
1. Assessment Options 

• There should be an advanced level course with CAO bonus points or two distinct Irish Language subjects for 
Irish at Leaving Cert level instead of the new L1 / L2 system being recommended by the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment. In addition, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR)1  should be used to inform teaching, assessment and reporting, and applied also to the Junior Cycle2. 

2. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 
• Irish should be retained as a core subject at senior cycle which all students study3. 

3. Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports 
• The use of the CEFR would help with student access, equality and wellbeing given that the system could be 

extremely flexible in the following ways 
o The framework could cater to students who arrive later into the system, e.g. a student starting in the 

Irish school system for the first time in third year of secondary school could do the A1 level Irish 
course and he or she could be awarded CAO points based on that level. 

o The framework could cater to students with learning difficulties, e.g. a student who experiences 
difficulties with writing could focus on spoken Irish only through the framework and they could be 
awarded CAO points based on that level. 

• This would help lower the number of students seeking exemption from Irish significantly and it could help 
eliminate or significantly reduce the practice of separating or giving students who do not study Irish 
differential treatment. 

• This system would cater for student ability as opposed to the current system which has no flexibility and does 
not satisfactorily cater for student ability. 

4. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths 
• The Official Languages Bill contains a target that 20% of new recruits into the public sector be competent in 

Irish. Level B2 on the CEFR is the most common basic benchmark cited internationally as a basic requirement 
for a person to perform functions in a particular language in a professional context. There is an opportunity 
to ensure that schoolchildren are achieving this level of competency upon completing the Leaving Cert. 

5. Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
• There should be an advanced level course with CAO bonus points or two distinct Irish language subjects for 

Irish at Leaving Cert level in place of the new L1 / L2 system being recommended by the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment. In addition, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) should be used to inform teaching, assessment and reporting, and applied also to the Junior Cycle. 

• Irish should be retained as a core subject at senior cycle which all students study. 
• Any changes to senior cycle Irish should be introduced as part of the Policy for Irish in the Education System 

from  Preschool to Third Level4 
• Foundation Level Irish should be retained for Leaving Cert and should come under the CEFR also. 

6. International Evidence and Best Practice 
The CEFR is based on international best practice in terms of language teaching, assessment and reporting. This 
best practice should be followed for Leaving Cert and through the entire education system. 
 

 

1 The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001) is a 
competency framework for languages and today it is the most widely used system internationally to 
describe language proficiency and also the various levels of proficiency. The the first edition  of the CEFR was 
published in 2001 and an additional booklet was published in 2020. 
2 Additional information is available in Appendix A and in Plécháipéis ag freagairt do Dhréachtsonraíochtaí 
Gaeilge na Sraithe Sinsearaí T1 agus T2 a foilsíodh do chomhairliúchán ag an gComhairle Náisiúnta 
Curaclaim agus Measúnachta ar an 23 Feabhra 2021 [Consultation Document in response to the L1 and L2 
Draft Specifications  for Senior Cycle  Irish published for a consultation by the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment on the 23rd February 2021] available at: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dTYPY8R3rLYhgBc6hZ0BgFJ1j1IrZXY7/view?usp=sharing 
3 Additional information is available in Appendix B 
4 Additional information is available in Appendix C 

https://rm.coe.int/1680459f97
https://rm.coe.int/common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learning-teaching/16809ea0d4
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dTYPY8R3rLYhgBc6hZ0BgFJ1j1IrZXY7/view?usp=sharing
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Appendix A: 
Recommendations in relation to Irish at leaving Certificate Level 

 
We have two options for Irish at Leaving Cert level: 

 
Option 1 - Provide new specifications at the following four levels: 

• Foundation level 
• Ordinary level 
• Higher level 
• Advanced level – a new course aimed at high competency in spoken and written language as well as 

knowledge of aspects of Irish language culture, heritage and literature 
The following are the benefits associated with Option 1: 
1. Students in L1 schools would have the option of taking the exam at Advanced level if they wished and it 

would also be open to students in L2 schools. It would not be an additional subject similar to Maths and 
Applied Maths but another specification that properly meets the learning needs of a cohort of students 
whose needs have not been properly met at senior cycle level to date. 

2. There are four levels under this model as in the L1 and L2 draft specifications but these levels respond better 
and in a simpler way, in our view, to the target groups concerned. 

3. There would be no need for a L1 ordinary level exam, as there would be no demand for such an exam. 
4. It would ensure that a cohort of students for whom a Foundation level specification would be more suited to 

their learning needs would be catered for. 
5. The various levels could be linked in a transparent way to the Common European Framework of Reference, thus 

ensuring that the specifications are aligned with other government policies for the language. 
The specifications at these various levels would be open to all students who wish to undertake them and a certain 
number of additional CAO points would be available to those who choose the examination at Advanced Level to 
compensate for the additional work that would be required for this specification. 

 
Option 2 - Provide specifications at the following three levels: 

• Foundation level 
• Ordinary level 
• Higher level 
AND 
Develop a new subject, Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge (Irish Language Culture, Heritage and Literature) 
which would be available to a cohort of students interested in undertaking the same model as Maths / 
Applied Maths which is currently being offered to students. The Irish Language Culture, Heritage and 
Literature subject would be available to all students who wish to undertake it and CAO points would be 
allocated for it in the same way as Maths / Applied Maths. 

 
The following are the benefits associated with Option 2: 
1. Students in L1 schools would have the option of taking the subject Saíocht agus Litríocht na Gaeilge,  if they 

wished, and it would also be open to students in L2 schools.  It would be an additional subject similar to 
Maths and Applied Maths with a specification that properly meets the learning needs of a cohort of students 
whose needs have not been properly met at senior cycle level to date. 

2. This model would involve 3 levels for Irish and an additional optional subject at one level. 
3. There would be no need for a L1 ordinary level exam, as there would be no demand for such an exam. 
4. It would ensure that a cohort of students for whom a Foundation level specification would be more suited to 

their learning needs would be catered for. 
5. The various levels could be linked in a transparent way to the Common European Framework of Reference, thus 

ensuring that the specifications are aligned with other government policies for the language. 
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Appendix B: 
Irish should be retained as a core subject at senior cycle which all students study 

 

Irish should be retained as a core subject at senior cycle i.e.  a subject which all students study, for the following reasons: 
• According to the 2016 Census in the Republic of Ireland, 1,761,420 people said they spoke Irish, this 

equates to 39.8% of the population. According to the 1911 Census, before Irish was taught as a core 
subject, there were 553,717 Irish speakers; this equated to 17.60% of the population. Therefore, there 
are three times the number of Irish speakers, and double the percentage of Irish speakers today. The 
primary reason for this is the experience people in the Republic of Ireland gained with Irish in school as a 
core subject. 

• The Irish people have a positive attitude towards the Irish language. According to research by ESRO, 93% of 
the population are in favour of reviving or conserving Irish. 

• In the North, 184,853 people or 10.65% of the population have some knowledge of Irish. In the South, there 
are 4 times as many people who have knowledge of Irish by percentage of population compared with the 
north. The main difference is that in one jurisdiction, the Republic of Ireland, Irish is taught as a core subject 
until the end of second level. 

• Every citizen in the country has the right to do business with the State through Irish. Schools/the 
Department of Education have a responsibility to empower students so that they ultimately will have a 
choice of whether to choose Irish or English. This right is being denied to those who do not learn Irish. 

• Every citizen in the country has the right to do business with the State through Irish. Schools/the 
Department of Education have a responsibility to empower pupils so that they ultimately will have a choice 
of whether to choose Irish or English. This right is being denied to those that do not get the opportunity to 
continue learning the language in order to achieve a high standard up to the point where they enter the 
world on leaving school. 

• According to the results of a survey on public attitudes to Irish compiled by Kantar in 2019, there is very 
strong support for Irish as a core subject at Leaving Cert (64%) which is studied by all second level 
students, and there is little support in favour of changing this status (14%). 

• Each school level is interdependent - if Irish is optional at Leaving Cert, there will be less emphasis on it at 
Junior Certificate and even in primary school. 

• When the study of modern languages was made optional in England for GCSE, the numbers studying 
languages fell from 79% in 2001 to 41% in 2018. This figure would be even lower save for the fact that some 
private schools continued to make languages compulsory. Now, no modern languages are taught in 7% of 
schools from Year 7 on as a result. 

• We cannot be certain that Irish would be offered to all school pupils if it was an optional subject. The 
availability of any subject is dependent on various conditions: student demand, teacher supply, room 
availability etc. 
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• If Irish were optional, it would be added to the mix with everything else from Art to Home Economics and 
Music to Chemistry. It should also be noted that more and more subjects are continually being added to this 
mix - for example: physical education, politics and computer science, etc. 

• Fewer second level students would be able to proceed to become primary school teachers 
• Changing the status of Irish would spell the end of the road for a significant number of Coláistí Samhraidh in 

the Gaeltacht, and this would be hugely damaging to those Gaeltacht regions. The link between learners and 
native speakers would also be severed. 

• Students not studying Irish for Leaving Cert would miss out on countless employment and professional 
opportunities. 

• Making Irish optional would be a contravention of state policy as outlined in the 20 Year Strategy for the Irish 
Language 2010-30 and the Policy on Gaeltacht Education. 

• Irish would not receive adequate investment if it was in competition for investment with other subjects. This 
would create a huge question mark regarding the viability of the language. 

• There would be major problems in the Gaeltacht if students were able to opt out of studying Irish, and as a 
result the policy on Gaeltacht Education would be under threat, as well as every strategy and state policy that 
aims to conserve, protect and strengthen the language. 

• Instead of honing in on Irish as a subject that is ‘challenging and stressful’, we need to focus on strategies to 
mitigate any challenges, including: teaching students (and teachers) about the value of the language; 
strategies for differentiated teaching; strategies to incentivise students to seek out opportunities to speak 
Irish outside of the classroom; provision of appropriate social infrastructure in the Irish language, etc. 

 
Professor David Little's opinion on this matter: 
“We could make Irish optional for Leaving Certificate; and after a few years we might come to think that it should be optional for 
Junior Certificate too; and after that – well, what’s the point of bothering with compulsory Irish at primary level, if it’s going to be 
taken only by a tiny minority at second level? If we follow this path, we may well find that by the end of this decade Ireland has sold 
its linguistic birthright and staked its entire future – cultural, political, economic – on the continuing international dominance of 
English. On the other hand, we can respond by taking seriously the linguistic challenge of the European project; recognizing that 
Irish belongs not just to Ireland’s but to Europe’s linguistic heritage; taking note of the empirical fact that the more languages you 
learn, the easier it becomes; insisting that Ireland’s membership of Europe requires us to make foreign language learning a 
compulsory part of schooling; and seeking ways of achieving more effective learning outcomes. This  kind  of  response  requires 
political commitment and a coherent national effort leading to a language education policy capable of generating an integrated 
language curriculum that in turn can facilitate pedagogical reform.” 

From The future of languages in Irish education: policy, curriculum, pedagogy 
 

Comparison with the decision taken in the 1970's to remove the Irish language requirement from the public sector: 
When the entry requirement that applicants for jobs in the civil service needed to have Irish was removed in 1974, the 
number of staff who were able to provide services in Irish fell significantly across the entire public service.  For 
example, just 1.5% of staff in the Department of Education and Skills are sufficiently competent to provide services in 
Irish today. This fact contradicts the theory that was put forward in 1974 that the use of Irish within the civil service 
would take off significantly if the Irish requirement were dropped: 

"The government is fully confident that this policy change, which promotes encouragement instead of compulsion, 
will result in increased goodwill towards the Irish language and will help to widen language use inside and outside the 
Civil Service." 

Minister Richie Ryan, 5th November 1974 
 

Interestingly, Conor Cruise O’Brien, who was a Minister in the same Government, admitted that he regretted this 
decision being taken: 

"…I would say that without a doubt Irish was reduced in status. Therefore, in retrospect, I do not believe we did the 
right thing. And I am very sorry about it." 

Former Minister Conor Cruise O’Brien, 24th August 1984 
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Appendix C: 
A Policy on Irish in the Education System from Preschool to Third Level 

 

Too much time is spent putting out fires, when it comes to Irish in the education system, instead of planning 
comprehensively, cohesively and for the long-term. This is why, in the run up to the election in 2020, that the 
#Gaeilge4All campaign put forward a recommendation to all political parties that there should be a Policy on Irish in 
the education system from preschool to third level.  The policy would encompass Irish in the education system at all 
levels, and in all sectors, and the following three core policies would be included: 

• The current policy on Gaeltacht Education; 
• A Policy for Irish-medium Education (promised by the former Minister of Education Joe McHugh in December 

2019); and 
• A Policy for English-medium education 

Partial immersion, total immersion, the curriculum, specifications, teacher training, establishment of Irish-medium 
schools, exemptions, assessment and all other matters would be included. 

 
Such a policy would have many advantages: 

• The learning of Irish would be meaningful and be linked cohesively for students from the first day of their 
education up to Leaving Cert and beyond into third level. 

• A policy like this would bring all the various stakeholders together to focus on a specific goal. 
• The policy would speak to the legitimate concerns of young people regarding learning Irish and would seek to 

allay them by putting in place a meaningful system for them from one level to another, one which 
communicates the opportunities and advantages associated with learning Irish, etc. 

• At the most basic level, the policy would address some of the untruths and inaccuracies in relation to Irish 
that a minority of the community believe to be true, for example. ‘Irish is a dead language’, 13 years of 
learning Irish and nobody can put a sentence together, ‘It is too difficult to learn it’. 

• A policy such as this would completely rejuvinate the teaching of Irish and would increase Irish usage as a 
regular community language across the country. 

• A policy such as this would reduce the need to seek exemptions from studying Irish for students coming into 
the system at later stages or for students with learning difficulties because the system would cater much 
more to students’ various learning needs and their abilities. 

 
An example of such a cohesive  and comprehensive policy can be seen in the Policy on Gaeltacht Education, a policy 
which was compiled with the support, ownership and input of the community and educators. They also have a role in 
the policy’s implementation. The policy could be based, for example, on the Common European Framework of 
Reference (Council of Europe, 2001) and there would be an opportunity to lay down learning outcomes for preschool, 
which would feed into learning outcomes for primary level and would then feed into post-primary and into third level. 
There has never been an Irish Language policy for the education system from preschool to third level since the 
foundation of the State in the south. We therefore have a unique opportunity to be revolutionary and completely 
transform the teaching of Irish in our Education system. 

 
Of the Government parties, Fianna Fáil and the Green Party promised they would create this policy (and Fine Gael 
supported the policy for Irish-medium Education). There has been a commitment in the programme for Government 
since that time stating that a comprehensive policy for Irish, covering everything from preschool education to teacher 
training will be provided. But unfortunately, there has been no sign of the policy or any arrangements relating to the 
formation of the policy since the formation of the current Government. There was no reference to this policy in the 
Department of Education and Skills’ Strategic Statement which was recently presented to Government. 

 
The Department should immediately launch a consultation process to develop the policy, and, as was done with the 
Policy on Gaeltacht Education, submissions from the public, community meetings, meetings with stakeholders and 
others should be included in the consultation. 

 
There is very strong support (63%) for the formation of a policy on Irish in the Education System from Preschool to 
Third Level, i.e. that the learning of Irish would be meaningful and be linked cohesively for students in the system from 
their first day of preschool up to the Leaving Cert examination and on into Third Level. Again, there is little opposition 
to this proposal (11%). No changes should be made to senior cycle Irish without taking the wider context into account. 



7  

 
 

There is also very strong support in favour of overhauling the education system to ensure that every student attains a 
level of competency in spoken Irish by the time they complete their education. Our energy would be best spent in 
bringing this about, rather than downgrading the status of the language. 
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Submission to Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science.  

From: Hugh Ahern  

Date: 20th October 2021 

Ref No: JCES-I-2021-[590] 

Re: Submission on “Leaving Cert Reform”. 

Executive Summary  
My name is Hugh Ahern and I am currently a third-year student of the Patrician Academy Mallow. I am 
aged fifteen. I would like to thank the Joint Committee on Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science for the invitation to submit on the Committee’s examination of Leaving 
Certificate Reform. In summary, I wish to make the following recommendations: 

Recommendation #1  Continuous assessment during Fifth Year 

Recommendation #2  Removal of bonus points for Higher Level Maths 

Recommendation #3  The use of project work  

Recommendation #4  Promote applied science subjects in girls’ schools   

Recommendation #5  Promote home economics in boys’ schools   

Recommendation #6  SPHE and Life Skills as a new subject     

Recommendation #7  High-speed broadband Wi-Fi in schools  

Recommendations #8    All students should have access to a digital device   for schoolwork  

Recommendation #9  English support for students whose first language is not English 

Recommendation #10 Equal funding for schools  

Recommendation #11  A new level for students who have completed Level 1 or Level 2  

Recommendation #12 Encourage apprenticeships   

Recommendation #13  More focus on oral and listening work in Irish  

JCH499(i)
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Leaving Certificate Assessment  
I believe Covid-19 has shown us that there is a need for a change in how we grade the Leaving 
Certificate. That is why I recommend three changes to be made to the assessment approach of the 
Leaving Certificate.  

Recommendation #1 Continuous Assessment during Fith Year 
The 5th year Christmas examination and the 5th year summer examination could be used for 
Continuous Assessment. The Fifth-Year exams could count for say 30% of the overall Leaving Cert grade. 
Then in Sith Year, the student would sit one examination, as is currently the case. The reason I believe in 
continuous assessment is that the current leaving cert examination, with only one final exam on one 
specific day, does not suit all students. For example, someone could have died in the family, and they 
may not be feeling well on the day of the exam. 

Recommendation #2 Removal of Bonus Points for Higher Level Maths  
I believe that the bonus points for higher-level maths is not a fair option as it can add an extra twenty-
five points onto someone's results. The reason I believe that that bonus points should be removed is 
because let's say a student did not choose higher level maths and got the maximum points possible (600 
points). In this scenario, even if he received the maximum possible, he can still get twenty-five points 
less than the student who did higher-level maths. Also, students put so much time and effort into 
higher-level maths that they can forget about the other subjects. I hope the committee can see my point 
on this. 

Recommendation #3 The use of project work  
I believe project work would be beneficial for students who may struggle with exams. The way this 
might work is that one project would be completed in Fith  Year and another project in Sith Year. The 
two projects could count for twenty per cent of the overall final grade for the Leaving Cert. 

Subjects  
The current key subjects for the Leaving Cert are English, Maths and Irish. Currently, syllabuses are 
available in 36 subjects. But not all schools offer all 36 subjects. Refer to Appendix 1 where I give a table 
to show what different schools offer with different genders. Unfortunately, I see many all-girls schools 
not encouraging the Applied Sciences (woodwork, engineering and metalwork) and I see many all-boys 
schools not encouraging home economics. I feel this is outdated as many girls are interested in this 
career  (i.e. Gwynne Shotwell, COO of SpaceX) and many boys make excellent chefs (i.e. Gordon 
Ramsey).  Also, I think that the Leaving Cert encourages students to go to college and not all students 
want to go to college. 
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Recommendation #4 -  Promote Applied Sciences (woodwork, engineering and metalwork) in girls  
schools   
I believe that woodwork, engineering and metalwork should be offered in all schools regardless of the 
gender profile of the school. The reason I believe this is because unfortunately, a lot of girls schools do 
not offer these subjects.  

Recommendation #5 -  Promote home economics in boys’ schools   
I believe that home economics should be offered in all schools regardless of the gender profile of the 
school. The reason I believe this is because running a household correctly and knowing how to cook is an 
incredibly important life skill. Unfortunately, a lot of boy’s schools do not offer this  

Recommendation #6 – SPHE and Life Skills as a new subject     
For students, or schools, who do not select, or who cannot offer home economics as a subject, a life 
skills course should be offered to help students deal with life’s situations. I also believe that SPHE should 
become part of the senior cycle curriculum as many schools do not have an SPHE Class.  

Digital learning 
This pandemic has shown us that there is a need for digital learning in our education system that is why I 
recommend the following. 

Recommendations #7 – High-Speed Broadband Wi-Fi in schools  
Every school in the country should be fitted with high-speed Wi-Fi as schools progress into the digital 
age.  

Recommendations #8 – All students should have access to a digital device   for schoolwork  
Covid-19 has shown us that there is a need for all students to have access to a digital device as currently 
only eight one pre cent of DEIS students have access to a digital deceive for schoolwork while  88%  of 
non-DEIS students have access to a device.  

Access, Equality and Wellbeing Supports  
I believe every child in Ireland should be given the same access to education but sadly not every child in 
Ireland is given the same access to education. That is why I believe that the following changes need to 
take place in the Senior Cycle. I am recommending the following  

Recommendation #9 – English support for students whose first langue is not English 
I believe all schools should be required to offer support to students who have langue difficulties as 
English may not be their first language as many students struggle with learning the language.  

Recommendation #10 – Equal funding for schools  
The same level of funding should be given to voluntary secondary schools as is offered to those in DEIS 
schools as all students should be given the same access to education. 
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Recommendation #11 – New level for students who have completed Level 1 or Level 2  
Refer to Chart 1 below to see the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ). Unfortunately, there is a 
gap in the Junior and Senior Cycle system presently where the students completing Leve1 or Level 2 in 
Junior Cycle have no equivalent system at Senior Cycle. That is why I am recommending that a new level 
be introduced for the students who have completed Level  1 or Level 2 they should be offered to take 
another next level so they can move onto to Senior Cycle. 

Chart 1 National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) 

Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational 
Options and Career Paths 
Recommendation #12 – Encourage apprenticeships more  
To do an apprenticeship, the student must be at least sixteen years of age and is expected to have a 
minimum of grade D in five subjects in the Junior Certificate or equivalent exam.Now a days a lot of 
employers require that the Leaving Cert has been completed. The pathway to apprenticeships should be 
more encouraged by schools as currently, a lot more schools encourage their students to go to college 
and not all students wish to go to college. 
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Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 
I believe the Irish language is incredibly important and I recommend the following: 

Recommendation #13 – More oral and listening work 
More oral and listening work should be included in the curriculum. The amount of literature studied 
should be reduced. This is because many students will use the oral and listening aspects of Irish rather 
than literature.  
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Appendix 1: Subjects available in three  Secondary Schools 
in Mallow, Co. Cork  

School A-All boys  School B-All girls  School C-Mixed  

Languages group Languages group Languages group 

English, French and Irish  English, French or German 
and Irish 

English, French or German and 
Irish 

Science group Science group Science group 

Chemistry, Biology, Physics 
and Mathematics  

Chemistry, Biology, Physics 
and Mathematics 

Applied Mathematics, Chemistry, 
Biology, Physics and Mathematics 

Business studies group Business studies group Business studies group 

Accounting, Business and 
Economics 

Accounting, Business and 
Economics 

Accounting, Business and 
Economics 

Applied science group Applied science group Applied science group 

Agricultural Science, 
Construction Studies, Physical 
Education 

Physical Education as a non-
exam subject  

Agricultural Science, Construction 
Studies, Engineering, design, and 

Communication Graphics, 
Computer Science, Physical 

Education 

Social studies group Social studies group Social studies group 

Art, Geography, History, Music, 
Religious Education  

Art, Geography, History, 
Music, Religious Education 

and Home Economics 

Art, Geography, History, Music 
and Home Economics and 

Religious Education 
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Appendix 2: Summary of the Leaving Cert Program1 
1. Leaving Certificate Established 

The Leaving Cert established is the course that most Senior Cycle students choose. This is a two-year 
program. Subjects are normally studied at either Ordinary or Higher Levels. Two subjects, Irish and 
Mathematics, can be studied be at Foundation Level. Foundation Level is geared to the needs of 
students who might have difficulty with those subjects at Ordinary or Higher Level. 

2. The Leaving Certificate Vocational Program (LCVP) 

The Leaving Certificate Applied is a two-year Leaving Certificate program aimed at preparing students 
for adult and working life. The program focuses on the talents of each student and helps students apply 
what they learn to the real world. The two-year program consists of four half-year blocks called sessions. 
Achievements are credited in each session. The Leaving Certificate subjects are examined through the 
standard Leaving Certificate examination. The link modules are assessed in a written examination 
representing 40% of total marks and a portfolio of coursework representing 60% of total marks. 
Students who complete the program are awarded a Leaving Certificate from the Department of 
Education.  

3. Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) 

The Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) program consists of Leaving Certificate subjects, together with 
three compulsory link modules on enterprise education, preparation for work and work experience. 
Students must take at least five Leaving Certificate subjects, one of which must be Irish and a 
continental language or vocational language module. The link modules are activity-based. They usually 
take a total of two to three class periods per week, compared with a Leaving Certificate subject, which 
generally takes four to five class periods in a week. Students receive the same certificate as other 
Leaving Certificate students, but their Leaving Certificate includes an additional statement of the results 
of the link modules (pass, merit or distinction). 

 

 
1 Extracted from the Senior Cycle information page on the cit izens information website 

 



 
 

 

Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education,  

Research, Innovation and Science:  

‘Leaving Certificate Reform’ 

 

Submission by the Ombudsman for Children’s Office 

20 October 2021 

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1. As Ombudsman for Children I welcome the decision taken by the Joint Committee on 

Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (Joint 

Committee) to include the issue of Leaving Certificate Reform in their programme of work.  

 

1.2. The Ombudsman for Children’s Office (OCO) is an independent statutory body which was 

established in 2004 under the Ombudsman for Children Act 2002 (2002 Act). Under the 

2002 Act (as amended), the OCO has two core statutory functions: 

 

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

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

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

may have adversely affected a child. 

 

1.3. I am making this current submission in accordance with our statutory duties under sections 

7(1)(b), 7(1)(c), 7(1)(e) and 7(4) of the 2002 Act. The purpose of this submission is to briefly 

highlight a number of issues relating to the Leaving Certificate (LC) that have arisen in the 

course of the OCO’s work and that are of concern to me as Ombudsman for Children. I 

hope that the Joint Committee will give due consideration to these matters in the context 

of its current examination of this issue. 

 

2    When considering the levels of stress related to our final examination process for 

secondary students, we need to be aware that in 2016 the UN Committee on the Rights of 

the Child (UN Committee), in their Concluding Observations on Ireland, recommended that 

the Irish State needed to reform the Leaving Certificate. They made this recommendation 

following a meeting with young people from Ireland in Geneva, 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). Ireland is again due to report 

to, and be examined by, the UN Committee in 2022. I believe that, six years on, the State 

will fail to show any real progress on the implementation of this recommendation, despite 
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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 not been 

made public and is still to be presented to the Government for formal consideration. It has 

also been made clear that any move to implement change following the acceptance of the 

document would take up to 20301.  

2.1  I believe that such a timeline is excessively long, especially when compared to the recent 

government commitment, via the Lisbon Declaration, to eradicate homelessness by the 

same time point. If we can commit to eradicate homelessness in nine years, we should be 

easily able to implement changes to the senior cycle within a much shorter timeframe. The 

suggested date of 2030 for implementation of senior cycle changes, is unlikely to be 

suggestive of massive modifications, but rather is indicative of the time needed to navigate 

the complexity of 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. 

2.2 In early 2020 the OCO received a large increase in direct contacts from children and the vast 

majority related to the impact of the lack of clarity around how the Leaving Certificate would 

be run. There were many points of views being expressed by the students who wrote to us 

but, without fail, every one of them mentioned the negative impact the situation was having 

on their own, and friends, mental health. 

2.3 In an article for the Irish Times2, Gerry McNamara, Professor of Education at Dublin City 

University, highlighted the absurdity of the rush and determination to return to the status 

quo of 2019 when he said: “The Leaving Certificate today is largely the same as when I 

taught it 30 years ago, or indeed sat it myself 45 years ago. In a world changed beyond 

recognition, the exam has survived in Ireland as a terrifying rite of passage from adolescence 

to adulthood”. The time has come for us, as a society, to 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 can 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.  

Adaptability, resilience, teamwork, forward thinking, risk assessment and self-confidence are 

all skills and characteristics which our young people will need as they leave secondary school 

and strive to progress in the world. We should take this chance to add new concepts to the 

senior cycle, such as entrepreneurship, skills for innovation, increasing creativity and project 

management. We need our students to be able to work and thrive in a new world which 

constantly evolves and changes so that they will need to be able to do the same over the 

course of their lifetime.  

3  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. It should be stressed that the primary stakeholders in any reform of the Leaving 

Certificate are the pupils themselves. If the aim is to reform the examination in such a way 

as to best serve those young people both during senior cycle and beyond, their views must 

                                                           
1 NCCA to NAPD Seminar entitled “What Does a Well Educated 18 Year Old Look Like?” – 13/3/18 
2 Covid-19 opens new way to finally fix the Leaving Cert (11/9/20) 



be heard and considered in a manner that gives them equal weight with other stakeholders. 

In that regard I must commend the committee for inviting the Irish Secondary Students 

Union to make a submission on this issue and for bringing them in to discuss this vital 

subject – they are the voice of the most relevant education partner. 

3.1 Ms. Emer Neville (ISSU President) spoke, at your Committee (6/10/21), about how harmful it 

may be to carry out the ‘traditional’ leaving certificate exam in 2022 because of the damage 

done to students’ by the Covid lockdowns and subsequent move to online learning during 

the past two years. She also made the point that our “traditional June exams” were “unduly 

stressful”.  She gave examples of the skills required to succeed in this system as “fast 

handwriting under intense pressure” and “the ability to regurgitate facts in a timed 

environment” 3and she seemed to be of the view that these are outdated and irrelevant in a 

world where most work is typed and facts are at your fingertips via ICT. Thus the 

Department of Education’s haste to revert so quickly to this system may be seen as a missed 

opportunity for updating the process.  

3.2  This Office endorses the ISSU call, made at the same Committee meeting, 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”.4 

4. Assessment Options:  

In the coming year, we need to be mindful that many students will not have sat any State 

exams previously due to the cancellation of the Junior Certificate in 2020. In addition, most 

of the current cohort of Leaving Certificate students will have missed up to 3 months in the 

classroom at the start of 2021, some will experience absences this year due to ongoing Covid 

19 concerns, and all will have spent their senior cycle attending school under varying levels 

of Covid restrictions. 

There must be consideration given to providing options, 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. 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. 

 
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”. 5These need to be considered in the 
context of improving the senior cycle and LC examination process. 

 
5. Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning: there has, I think, been a growing conversation in 

recent years about the breadth and number of subjects that children are required to study 
at senior cycle. Much of that is driven by the fact that the UK A-Level courses only ask a 

                                                           
3 Secondary students don’t want traditional exams (Irish Independent, Katherine Donnelly, 6/10/21) 
4 Ibid 
5 Statement by the Joint Managerial Board for Voluntary Secondary Schools to the Joint Committee on 24/9/21 



student to focus on three subjects. There are a number of issues that may be worth 
investigating further. 

 Firstly, I wish to make one point about the overall infrastructure in schools, which is 
relevant across the education system, not just about the LC or senior cycle. While 
most will agree that face to face education is optimal there is a very clear 
opportunity to use our experiences from the pandemic lockdown to allow the, 
livestreaming or recording of certain classes so that some students can still engage 
them if they are unable to attend school due to their circumstances. That may be 
related to poor physical or mental health, or behavioural issues. This will of course 
require investment in the elimination of the digital divide for many of our students 
across the country. I would also suggest that the Government need to facilitate all 
schools to use the same online platform for teaching so that remote learning is not 
contingent on some teachers having IT skills or knowledge of a particular platform. 
 

 I would ask the Committee to consider reducing the number of examination subjects 
that a student must take from 7 to 5 and thereby free up one day a week for them 
to focus on the issues/ideas/hobbies that they enjoy. This may involve a work 
experience scenario or practice of a hobby or development of a project that they are 
interested in. That day should be recorded, via a journal or video blog, and offered 
as support for a more rounded, positive and personalised experience for their senior 
cycle and, ultimately, their Leaving Certificate. This would facilitate and encourage 
all those students who have skills that are currently outside of the scope of the 
academic focussed senior cycle, to build on them and be proud of them. Students 
who farm, work on engines, do hairdressing, gardening, sports, charity work and 
many other diverse activities would be offered a chance to build on their love for an 
activity and learn that society values them for those engagements too. To 
strengthen this argument I will put forward a quote from Martin Luther King when 
he said that  
“The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically… 
We must remember that intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus character—that 
is the goal of true education” 6 

 

 The emphasis on the senior cycle and the Leaving Certificate as a means to an end, 
that is, progression to higher and further education, has completely detracted from 
this as an experiential, developmental and maturational process for students. In 
considering any reform it is vital that we keep in mind the many and broad functions 
of education beyond the passing of exams. Article 29 of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) says that a child or young person’s education should be 
directed to the development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and 
physical abilities to their fullest potential. It should also build their respect for other 
people and the world around them. In particular, they should learn to respect: 

o their rights and the rights of others 

o their freedoms and the freedoms of others 

o their parents 

o the identity, language and values of countries— including their own. 

Can we say that currently the senior cycle and the LC exam process is ensuring our 
young people get such a rounded and holistic education? 

 

                                                           
6 Martin Luther King Jr., speech at Morehouse College, 1948 
 

https://www.unicef-irc.org/php/Thesaurus/Glossary_Display.php?PoPuP=No&GLOSS_ID=168
https://www.unicef-irc.org/php/Thesaurus/Glossary_Display.php?PoPuP=No&GLOSS_ID=105


6. Access, Equality and Well Being Supports:  These three areas are all crucial and are all inter-
related. There are a number of issues here both directly and indirectly related to Leaving 
Certificate reform. If we take basic access, this could be thought of as getting through the 
school gates and into a classroom. I believe that some key issues here are the cost of 
attending school including school transport, uniforms and books. Senior cycle in particular 
can have a number of expenses attached, including examination fees for both pre-Leaving 
and Leaving Certificate exams as well as CAO fees, if applicable.  

 
Access also applies to making the Leaving Certificate itself accessible to children by ensuring 
that subjects are offered across schools for children of different academic abilities and 
interests and, as above, that all students can access and use any digital input that is 
required. 
 
The Department of Education needs to develop, or select, a single digital platform which 

they will support across all schools so that every school has access to the same online option 

in the future. They must also offer training to teachers on how to use and maximise such a 

platform so that pupils’ experience of online learning is not determined by whether or not 

their school has someone who knows how to use a particular platform. Standardisation will 

offer consistency and certainty for all pupils. 

Issues that affect equality of access to senior cycle, and the Leaving Certificate particularly, 
for specific groups of children also need to be considered. For example, the needs of 
children with various disabilities for additional supports such as scribes, readers, extra time 
etc. have come to our attention on many occasions. Recently, issues relating to access to 
books and SNAs, as well as lack of accommodation by teachers and schools were brought to 
us by children who are blind or have sight loss. The issue of reduced timetables among other 
groups of children including Travellers and Roma at Junior Cycle hampers their access to and 
progression through senior cycle and the Leaving Certificate.  
 
As stated already, some students with health, mental health or behavioural issues would 

benefit greatly from having recordings or streaming of classes because they can access them 

at home either simultaneously to their classmates, or at a time that is more appropriate to 

their ability to learn. This needs to be given serious consideration, initially for senior cycle 

students, but it is likely to benefit all students. 

I believe the same system of streaming and recording could also facilitate many of the DEIS 

schools to offer different subjects or to offer higher level options where only a few students 

want that. If schools offering higher level maths could stream their classes to another school 

for 5 - 10 students then accessibility and ambition could align for many young people in less 

advantaged areas. It could help too in subjects where there are a shortage of teachers such 

as languages or history.  

With regard to well-being, the lack of in-school therapists for children experiencing 
psychosocial difficulties or with a mental illness may have particular implications when 
married with the extreme stress that the Leaving Certificate generates in many students. 
This Office has consistently advocated for independent school therapists so that students 
can feel confident that their whole wellbeing is catered for across the duration of their 
educational career. It would be the ultimate prevention measure to avoid undue stress 



across the senior cycle. This idea forms part of the recommendations from this Committee in 
relation to the Mental Health Impact of School Bullying7 
 

7. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths:  
Reform of the Leaving Certificate and senior cycle will of course have to take account of the 
requirements, expectations and needs of the stakeholders in all of these areas. However, as 
it stands the emphasis for the Leaving Certificate is primarily on the more academic subjects 
which offer pathways into university and higher education. It would appear that the 
vocational and applied subjects have been devalued and the same might be said of further 
education and apprenticeships. This is in part attitudinal and is promoted by the Leaving 
Certificate curriculum where much of the emphasis is on academic rather than applied 
subjects. However, this is also influenced by the examination process and the points race as 
the primary route to access higher education.  
 
The widening of the access routes into higher and further education as well as an increase in 
the support for, and importance of, vocational careers needs to be an important part of any 
changes coming out of this discussion. The establishment of Technical Universities with a 
ladder of opportunities from Level 6 up to PhD is an extremely positive step in that direction. 
The job market must also be reviewed to allow more opportunities for our students to begin 
work straight after they do their Leaving Certificate so that it becomes a more viable 
alternative to entering college and perhaps dropping out because you are not suited to it. 
 

 

 

                                                           
7 The Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science report 
on School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health (23/8/21). 
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Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
 
Senior Cycle Reform  
 
State Examinations Commission  
 

1. Introduction 
The Irish state examinations system is a key national service and the examinations are important life 
events which have a large human -interest value each year directly impacting on 125, 000 students, 
over 20,000 teachers, and touching on the lives many more.  The state examinations are a national 
institution with many stakeholders including students, parents, teachers and school communities, 
third level institutions, employers, and state bodies. The SEC must maintain the very high level of 
confidence that the examinations  enjoy by continuing to focus on quality, high standards, and 
security in the preparation and delivery of the examinations services each year.  The Leaving 
Certificate qualification is held in high regard at home and internationally enjoying broad public trust 
and confidence. The State Examinations Commission (SEC) takes a purposeful approach to ensuring 
high standards in order to ensure confidence in the quality of the Certificate Examinations and, by 
reflection, on the second level education system.   
In seeking to deliver the core aspect of the mission statement of the SEC “to provide a high-quality 
candidate-centred examination service”, the SEC currently provides a large and varied range of 
assessment components each year including written examinations, coursework and practical 
performance tests.  
 
A solid starting point in the consideration of future assessment options at Leaving Certificate it to 
reflect on the range of modes of assessment already offered as set out below.  Details are also 
provided of the increasing role played by technology in the administration and delivery of the state 
examinations and some thoughts are offered for consideration in relation to future assessment 
options.   The SEC also provides a range of measures to ensure access to the examinations and 
supports for students taking examinations through the medium of Irish and these are also described 
below.  
 

2. Range of assessment components in the Leaving Certificate 
The SEC designs, implements, and marks a complex range of components which extend the 
assessment landscape far beyond the written examinations and which includes a total of 316 test 
instruments including written examinations, coursework, oral and aural tests etc.  The purpose of the 
range of components in place already is to allow students to work independently, research areas of 
particular interest to them and to demonstrate their knowledge, understanding and skills, in areas 
that cannot always be assessed in a written examination.  These components also help to alleviate 
some of the pressures associated with single-point-in-time assessment, by spreading the assessment 
load and allowing candidates to ‘bank’ credit for their achievements. In all cases in Senior Cycle 
where there is a component(s) in addition to the written examination, they provide students with the 
opportunity to obtain a percentage of marks in that subject before they sit the written examination.  
Appendix 1 provides an overview of the completion schedule for these components.  A number of 
new subjects and revised specifications are coming on stream and in all cases, there will be a non-
written examination component which will facilitate assessing a wider range of skills, and provide a 
broader range of opportunities for candidates to demonstrate their attainment. 
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This range of components include: 

• Written examinations across the suite of Leaving Certificate subjects including both English 
and Irish versions in the majority of cases. 

• Coursework produced in school in response to a brief issued by the SEC.  This may include a  
• Physical or digital artefact with folio, a research report or a digital file or record. 

The coursework may be submitted to SEC in hardcopy, submitted digitally to SEC using the 
SEC’s Schools’ Online Portal or retained by the school and marked in school by an external 
SEC appointed examiner. 

• Oral interviews assessed in schools by SEC appointed external examiners 
• Aural tests conducted under conditions specified by the SEC 
• Practical tests – demonstration of skills conducted under conditions specified by the SEC and 

marked by SEC appointed examiners 
• Performance tests – demonstration of skills conducted under conditions specified by the SEC 

assessed in schools by SEC appointed external examiners. 

In 2022 in the Leaving Certificate Established and Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme, 41 
curricular subjects will be examined.  Table 1 summarises the types of components included in the 
assessment of these subjects.  Fourteen subjects will be assessed by a written examination only while 
the remaining 27 will include a number of assessment components.  Appendix 2 provides a summary 
of the assessment components by subject. 
Table 1 Summary of the modes of assessment in LCE and LCVP, 2022 

Number of 
subjects Components % of subjects 

14 Written only 34 

11 Written + Coursework 27 

11 Written + Oral + Aural 27 

5 Written + Coursework + Practical 12 

Total 41  100 
 
As new and revised subject specifications continue to be introduced at Senior Cycle, there is a move to 
including components other than written examinations, in the few remaining cases where these do 
not already exist, and where it is considered appropriate.  Since 2018, a number of new Leaving 
Certificate subjects have been introduced, all of which have one or more assessment component in 
addition to the written examination, which have been designed so that they provide opportunities for 
students to demonstrate as wide a range of knowledge, understanding and skills as possible.  These 
components are submitted in a digital format to the SEC for marking and include Politics and Society, 
Physical Education, Computer Science, Economics and Agricultural Science.   
 
A number of new curricular languages will be examined for the first time in 2022 and revised 
specifications in Applied Mathematics, Classical Studies and Art will be examined for the first time in 
2023 both of which will be have a written examination and a coursework component (Appendix 2).  
Significant progress is being made in relation to the work on the revised specifications in Biology, 
Physics and Chemistry and again it is proposed that the assessment of these revised specifications 
will include a written examination and coursework component.  Two new specification in Leaving 
Certificate Gaeilge are currently at consultation stage. 
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3. Technology enabled assessment in the SEC 
Technology enabled assessment refers to the use of digital technologies to facilitate aspects of the 
assessment process.  This includes the submission of assessments in a digital format, already a 
common feature of assessment across a wide range of Leaving Certificate subjects.  In addition to 
the submission of assessment components in a digital format, the SEC is rolling out a system of 
online marking since 2012, following a pilot project in 2016, to mark examination scripts and both 
digital and hard copy coursework material. There are many advantages to online marking for the 
examination system as a whole. In particular, marking online reduces significantly the administrative 
aspects of the marking process and allows examiners to focus on the marking itself thereby 
improving the quality and accuracy of the marking. Furthermore, it provides greater flexibility for 
candidates in relation to the viewing of their scripts as they no longer are required to view the 
scripts in their school and can now view them digitally on the candidate portal.  The 2022 
examinations will see a role out of online marking across the majority of Leaving Certificate subjects. 
 
This expansion, when embedded, may provide opportunities for the delivery and marking of a 
greater range of components than is currently the case and may also support other service 
improvements. 
 
Information and Communication Technology has a vital role to play in ensuring that the examination 
process is effective, open and transparent. At the heart of this is providing candidates with access to 
past examination papers, marking schemes, their own examination scripts and providing detailed 
information on each step of the process. This level of access and communication has been enabled 
by continuous investment in, and exploitation of, key information technology tools which include the 
SEC website, the Candidate Self Service Portal and the Schools Portal. 
 

4. Access, Equality and Well-being supports  
The State Examinations Commission (SEC) provides a scheme of Reasonable Accommodations at the 
Certificate Examinations (RACE Scheme) to support candidates who might have difficulty in accessing 
the examinations due to their special educational needs.  The scheme provides accommodations for 
some 20,000 candidates each year with a variety of complex needs including learning difficulties as 
well as permanent or temporary physical, visual, hearing, medical, sensory, emotional, behavioral or 
other conditions.   
 
The purpose of the scheme is to allow candidates who have special educational needs that interfere 
with their capacity to engage with the standard examination arrangements to demonstrate what 
they know and can do, without compromising the integrity of the assessment.  This involves such 
students being held to the same standard as other candidates with regard to what the examination 
is intended to measure.  In common with similar schemes which operate in other jurisdictions, the 
focus of the scheme is on the need to remove barriers to accessing the examinations, while retaining 
the need to assess the same underlying skills and competencies as are assessed for all other 
candidates, and to apply the same standards of achievement as apply to all other candidates.  
Following a comprehensive review by the board of the SEC, which involved intensive consultation 
with stakeholders including disability advocacy groups, representatives of school management, 
parents including those of students with special educational needs, and teacher representatives, the 
scheme was substantially reformed in 2017 in order to broaden access, enhance equity and improve 
timeliness and clarity of decisions.  The SEC believes that these changes have made a positive 
difference in the lives of young people with special educational needs in undertaking their state 
examinations.   
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A further aspect of the review by the Board was addressing trauma and adversity experienced by 
candidates at examinations time.  A significant challenge has been, the absence until recently, of any 
alternative for students who encountered difficult life circumstance at the time of the examinations.  
This was addressed for the first time at the 2019 Leaving Certificate examinations through the 
introduction of a limited provision of alternative examinations for student who were bereaved at the 
time of the examinations.  It was acknowledged at the time that students also experience other 
forms of trauma and adversity, such as serious illness, around the time of the Leaving Certificate 
examinations.  The SEC had commenced a comprehensive review of the broader issue of how best to 
support students experiencing all forms of trauma and adversity at examination time but this was 
interrupted due to the COVID pandemic. 
   
As part of the changes for the 2022 examinations, the Minister announced the intention to run 
alternative Leaving Certificate examinations, shortly after the main set of examinations, limited to 
students who are unable to sit the main set of examinations due to close family bereavement, 
COVID-19 related illness and certain other categories of serious illness to be determined.  The issues 
in determining eligibility are sensitive and extremely complex, and further complicated due to COVID.  
In the context of the high-stakes Leaving Certificate examinations, there is a tension to be managed 
between the need to maintain integrity and public confidence in the examinations on the one hand, 
and on the other, the need to better provide for candidates who have found themselves in traumatic 
circumstances which have impacted on their participation in the examinations. This tension gives rise 
to difficulties in developing fair, equitable and verifiable criteria for determining eligibility for any 
alternative examination.  Work is underway by the SEC on the development of an appropriate 
methodology for determining eligibility which will involve detailed discussions with stakeholders 
including school management, parents and, of course, candidates, and this will take some further 
time. 
 

5. Irish language and Irish medium education 
The SEC supports Irish medium education through the provision of Irish versions of all examination 
material including, for example, examination papers, coursework booklets, briefs etc.  In addition, it 
is supported through the award of bonus marks as provided for in Rule 29 of the Rules and 
Programme for Secondary Schools, made by the Minster for Education and Skills under the Education 
Acts 1897 to 1998.  The policy of awarding bonus mark awards in the state examinations was 
introduced by Government in the 1920’s as one of a number of initiatives to promote the study of 
subjects through Irish, recognising the extra effort required by students and the lack of textbooks 
and other teaching resources available in Irish. This policy continues to the present day in order to 
take account of the wider issues of public policy towards the Irish language.  It is considered that the 
system of bonus marks is a valuable incentive to encourage the wider use of Irish and give due 
recognition to the extra effort put in by those studying through the medium of Irish.  The State 
Examinations Commission, as an agent of Government, implements this national policy through the 
arrangements it puts in place for the application of the bonus marks for Irish at the State certificate 
examinations. 
 

6. Future considerations 
Consideration of changes to assessments at Senior Cycle must be cognisant of the demands already 
on the system including on schools, teachers, candidates and the SEC.  The introduction of new forms 
of assessment and the introduction of additional assessment components will bring further system 
wide demands in terms of time, capacity and authentication requirements and will have resource 
implications.  System wide factors that need to be considered include: 

• The potential load of assessment on the candidate in terms of timing and number of 
assessments  

• Authentication of coursework components to ensure equity and fairness to all candidates 
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• Whole of system capacity in terms of candidates, teachers, schools and the SEC to manage 
and deliver additional assessment events and the potential impact on time available for 
teaching and learning 

• Capacity to ensure that all assessments can be marked reliably, to a high quality and in the 
time available.  Examiner supply is an ongoing issue for the SEC. 

• Cost of managing and delivering further assessment events across the system. 

For consideration  
A number of initiatives are actively under consideration currently.  These include: 

• The SEC provides digital versions of coursework completion booklets in a range of subjects 
for students with special educational needs using IT supports under the scheme of 
Reasonable Accommodations.  Consideration is being given to migrating to the digital 
completion and submission of the coursework reports in History, Geography and Religious 
Education for all Leaving Certificate candidates.   

• The coursework components in Leaving Certificate Physical Education, Computer Science and 
Design and Communication Graphics (DCG) are submitted digitally for marking.  In the longer 
term once the marking of e-Coursework has been trialled and implemented it is planned to 
migrate the marking of these components to the online system.  In the meantime, an interim 
measure is being interrogated which may be a portal-based marking system.  

• In 2020 and 2021 the SEC issued coursework briefs to schools earlier than normal to facilitate 
earlier planning for the choice and completion of coursework in light of the issues that have 
arisen due to the COVID pandemic.  Consideration is currently being given to continuing with 
the earlier issue of briefs to schools going forward. 

Other areas for consideration: 

• Review of the timeline and schedule for the completion of coursework which is currently 
being assessed as part of the Leaving Certificate, in terms of assessment load for the 
candidate and the system 

• A review of subjects which currently have more than two assessment components with a 
view to reducing the number of components to assist in alleviating the assessment load in 
such subjects 

• Timing and scheduling of assessment that are delivered in schools by externally appointed 
SEC examiners 

• Potential alternatives to multiple written examinations in subjects where this is currently the 
case 

• Potential for the use digital assessments such as e-Assessments, noting that consideration of 
this form of assessment must be integrated with the broader digital strategy for schools. 
 

7. Conclusion  
The perceived strengths and weaknesses of the current system of Leaving Certificate are well 
known.  It must be borne in mind that the Leaving Certificate is only one element of the Senior Cycle 
and reform of the Leaving Certificate can only occur as part of the broader reform process. 
Nonetheless, changes to examinations and assessment have a critical role in leveraging educational 
reform – these effects can influence teacher behaviour and classroom practice, improving 
educational quality through enhanced student learning.  
Reform is necessary, and the SEC is already playing a key role in implementing curricular change and 
by being proactive in addressing concerns such as introducing changes to examinations to assess 
higher order skills.  However, trust and  confidence built up over years can be very quickly lost. Thus, 
in the process of reform there must be a focus on providing a fit for purpose 21st century 
examinations system and also one which preserves trust in the currency and value of the 
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qualification by assuring quality and standards to end-users and stakeholders. The objective of the  
SEC is to provide an examinations system for the future; one which is fair, equitable and inclusive, in 
which all students have equal opportunity to participate and achieve, and which is technology -
enabled rather than technology led. The SEC is committed to playing a central role in the process of 
Senior Cycle reform.  
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Appendix 1 Schedule of assessment completion and delivery by month 

Month Component for Completion 
November Home Economics Food Studies Assignment 
  
December Economics Research Study Report 

PE Physical Activity Project 
  
January DCG Student Assignment 
  
February  
  
March Computer Science coursework 

Art coursework 
Engineering project 
PE Performance Assessment 
LCVP Portfolio of Coursework 

  
March/April Oral tests: 

Gaeilge 
German, French, Spanish, Italian, Russian, Japanese 
Polish, Portuguese, Lithuanian, Mandarin Chinese* 
Music Practical Performance Test 

  
April Technology project 

Construction Studies project 
Geography coursework 
History coursework 
Religious Education coursework 
Politics and Society coursework 
Agricultural Science coursework 

  
May  Engineering practical day examination 

Construction Studies practical day examination 
Art Life Sketching 
Computer Science examination 
LCVP Link Modules examination 

  
June Written examinations 

*To be assessed for the first time in 2022 
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Appendix 2 Subjects and components marked by the SEC in the LCE and LCVP programme 

Subject 
Assessment Components 

Written Oral Aural Coursework Practical 
1. Accounting      
2. Agricultural Science      
3. Ancient Greek      
4. Applied Mathematics      
5. Arabic      
6. Art      
7. Biology      
8. Business      
9. Chemistry      
10. Classical Studies      
11. Computer Science     * 
12. Construction Studies      
13. Design & Communication Graphics      
14. Economics      
15. Engineering      
16. English      
17. French      
18. Geography      
19. German      
20. Hebrew Studies      
21. History      
22. Home Economics - Scientific & Social      
23. Irish      
24. Italian      
25. Japanese      
26. Latin      
27. Mathematics      
28. Music      
29. Physics and Chemistry      
30. Physical Education      
31. Physics      
32. Politics and Society      
33. Religious Education      
34. Russian      
35. Spanish      
36. Technology      
37. LCVP Link Modules      
From 2022      
38. Polish      
39. Lithuanian      
40. Portuguese      
41. Mandarin Chinese      
Revised specifications from 2023      
Applied Mathematics      
Classical Studies      
Art     ** 

*Combined written and practical examination   
**Combined coursework and practical examination 
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An Chomhairle um Oideachas Gaeltachta agus Gaelscolaíochta (COGG) 

Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation and Science regarding the Joint 

Committee's examination of Leaving Certificate Reform. 

COGG was established under the provisions of the Education Act (1998) and its statutory functions 
include advising the Minister and the Department of Education on Irish-medium education and the 
teaching of Irish in the country's primary and post-primary schools. It is in this context that this 
submission is being made to the Joint Committee. 

Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

Regarding the proposed reform of the Senior Cycle, it is assumed that there will be major changes 
to the current subject specifications and that the current subject choice will be expanded. Regarding 
Senior Cycle students in Gaeltacht and Irish-medium post-primary schools, it is essential that  full  
provision for teaching and learning material of a high standard be in place before the new 

specifications and the new subjects are introduced. It is not acceptable for these students to be 
disadvantaged because the educational publishers do not provide for their needs and it is essential 
that the human and financial resources be made available to COGG in order to ensure the provision 
of textbooks and other facilities. 

• That the video content of TG4 Foghlaim be further developed and further invested in with 
respect to Irish and other subjects which are taught through Irish, in partnership with 
stakeholders in the education sector, to ensure that current gaps in provision are addressed. 

That a specific effective programme be established to place Irish language teenage literature on a 
more secure footing, in order to ensure that contemporary literary works of a high standard are 
available to be drawn upon for the reading lists in the various genres, at both Junior and Senior Cycle 
levels. 

State policy dictates that Irish is a core subject for all primary and post-primary students up to Leaving 
Certificate level, but the operation of the Primary School Language Curriculum and the Irish 
specifications in the Junior Cycle must be evaluated before any new specification is introduced at 
Leaving Certificate level. Due to the pandemic, no student has taken the State Examinations 
Commission's final examination since the new specifications came into effect in 2017. 
 

It is proposed that different  specifications be introduced with respect to Irish for English-medium (L2) 
and Gaeltacht and Irish-medium (L1) schools but there is strong opposition to this plan among 
students, parents and teachers in the L1 schools, because one group of students is expected to 
undertake a more challenging specification and assessment than other students, without being 
rewarded by any extra advantage. This is not the case anywhere else in the post-primary education 
system and if pursued, this risks severely damaging Gaeltacht and Irish-medium education. 

It is presumed that an extensive Continuing Professional Development programme will be put in place 
to support the operation of the reforms to be introduced for the Senior Cycle. According to the 
Education Act (Section 7(2)(d)), it is a statutory function of the Minister for Education to provide 
support services through Irish to recognised schools which provide teaching through Irish and this 
needs to be ensured so that all support provided through English is simultaneously available through 
Irish. To this end, it will be necessary for the support services to ensure that they have among their 
staff people who are highly proficient in Irish and  have experience of teaching through Irish. 
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Assessment Options 

With regard to the Leaving Certificate examinations of the State Examinations Commission for Irish, 
it is evident that major problems exist due to the predictability of the questions in the final 
examination. This is particularly the case with the oral exam. The exam is not credible or valid because 
candidates have up to two years to learn the content for the exam off by heart. In addition, 40% of 
the total marks are awarded for a pre-prepared oral examination which only lasts 15 minutes and this 
distorts the Leaving Certificate results for Irish. The number of Higher Level H1 grades awarded in the 
Leaving Certificate Irish examination has increased by 120% in two years even though it is widely 
acknowledged that students have a very low standard leaving school. 

Over 60% of applicants obtained a grade of H3 or higher for Irish in 2021, the core subject with the 
highest percentage of H1, H2 and H3’s but, at the same time, 52% decided not to sit the written exam 
at all and instead accepted predicted grades. 

The oral exam is a common exam, therefore no distinction is made between Higher level and Ordinary 
level applicants. This results in Ordinary level candidates being discriminated against in terms of CAO 
points, as they receive up to 40% of 60 points while Higher level candidates receive up to 40% of 100 
points. 

The written papers pose similar problems in terms of rote learning and predictability of questions and 
despite the Leaving Certificate Irish Chief Examiners reporting this, no efforts have been made to 
address this problem to date. 
 

It is essential that an oral exam under the control of the State Examinations Commission remains part 
of the assessment of Irish in the Leaving Certificate with external examiners and a modified system. 
It is recommended that the oral exam be restructured so that it is not predictable and that it, and the 
written assessment, be based on the Common European Framework of Reference. It is also 
recommended that formative assessment be implemented in the schools in order to guide learning 
and to provide evidence of the progress of the student and teacher. 

Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning 

The Covid-19 Pandemic demonstrated how essential technology is to society, and, as a part thereof, 
to the education system. It was clear that abandoning traditional teaching and using digital media for 
remote learning was a challenge for a large number of teachers when this was demanded of them. 
There were additional difficulties of schools with no broadband coverage, and it is essential to ensure 
that every school in the country, regardless of geographical location, has reliable high speed 
broadband coverage. Information and Communication Technology (ICT) needs to be a core subject in 
the post-primary education system. 

The progress made to date in relation to certain projects during the period of the Policy for Gaeltacht 
Education is acknowledged. The good start made by COGG in partnership with Scoilnet and the 
Gaeltacht Education Unit (GEU) on the portal www.cogg.ie/tairseach and on the structures of the 
online subject-based communities of practice must now be built upon. 

The Department of Education's / GEU's hub school project, which made the Leaving Certificate physics 
course available online to students in Gaeltacht schools, was a great success and it is recommended 
that it be extended to include more schools and that more subjects be made available. The main 
challenge for Gaeltacht and Irish-medium post-primary schools is the ability to recruit qualified 
teachers with a high standard of Irish. If a hub school system were available, this problem could be 
alleviated.  



It is recommended that there be further development of and investment in the video content of 
TG4 Foghlaim for Irish and for other subjects taught through Irish, in conjunction with stakeholders 
in the education sector, to ensure that current gaps in provision are addressed. 

Muireann Ní Mhóráin 
On behalf of COGG 
20 October 2021 



 

 

 

47 – 49 Pearse Street, Dublin 2 

 

Ms Tara Kelly, 
Committee on Education, Further  
and Higher Education, Research,  
Innovation and Science, and Education, 
Leinster House, 
Kildare Street, 
Dublin 2, 
D02 XR20 
 
22 October 2021 
 
 
By eMail to education@oireachtas.ie 

 

 
Dear Tara, 
 
I hope this letter finds you well. 
 
I am writing to you on behalf of the Consultative Committee of Accountancy Bodies Ireland 
(CCAB-I) regarding the Leaving Certificate Accounting syllabus. We recently met with the 
Committee Chair, Paul Kehoe along with Special Advisor to An Tánaiste, Philip O Callaghan 
to discuss our concerns, in particular the need for urgent reform of the current syllabus. 
Following the meeting, we were advised by Deputy Kehoe to write to you in order to 
progress our initiative.  
 
We wish to engage formally with the Committee with a view to ensuring that reform of  the 

Leaving Certificate Accounting syllabus is prioritised. We believe such reform is essential in 

order to reignite interest in accounting as a career choice for school leavers. Ireland is 

currently experiencing a significant shortage of professionally qualified accountants. This 

skills shortage risks harming Ireland’s economic recovery and eroding our competitiveness 

in attracting new investment.  
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The CCAB-I conducted a comprehensive review of the Leaving Certificate accounting 

syllabus and the examination papers and solutions published by the State Examinations 

Commission, which informed a recent submission to the National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment (NCCA). It identifies the importance of maintaining close alignment between 

classroom learning and real-world trends to ensure the education system continues to 

produce the high calibre of graduate that the market requires.  

 

The current Leaving Certificate accounting syllabus was introduced 25 years ago and we 

have seen very significant changes in the accounting profession in the intervening period. 

Whilst third level accounting courses have kept pace with these change, there is now a 

major misalignment between Leaving Certificate Accounting and the modern, real world 

practice of accounting. 

Although current third level business and accounting courses have capacity for additional 

students, Leaving Certificate Accounting is failing to sufficiently engage, encourage and 

enthuse students to choose accounting programmes at third level.  Whilst demand for 

accountants across all sectors of the Irish economy continues to grow, the corresponding 

pipeline of new talent seeking to enter the profession is insufficient to fill the opportunities 

available. If steps are not taken to address this, it will inevitably lead to an increase in the 

critical skills shortage which could seriously impede Irish economic recovery and future 

growth prospects. 

 

We wish to work with the Committee and key stakeholders in education to reignite interest 

in accounting as a career choice for school leavers. Taking action now to deliver a new and 

relevant Leaving Certificate Accounting specification will ensure a healthy pipeline of newly 

qualified accountants will be available to support recovery and growth across all sectors of 

the economy. 

 

Many thanks in advance for your consideration of these issues. We would be delighted to 

have the opportunity to discuss the issues raised in this letter with the Committee. If any 

point requires clarification or if it would be useful for you to discuss them with us, please 

contact me (feighanb@gmail.com, +35387 1473176) or my colleague Bríd Heffernan 

(brid.heffernan@charteredaccountants.ie +35385 7053040). 

 

I hope you and yours continue to keep safe and well. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Brian Feighan 

Chair of CCAB-I Working Group 

https://www.charteredaccountants.ie/docs/default-source/dept-public-policy/representations/2021-05-submission-on-reform-of-the-leaving-certificate-accounting-syllabus.pdf?sfvrsn=c60bb67c_2
mailto:brid.heffernan@charteredaccountants.ie
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Leaving Certificate Reform 

USI Submission  

October 2021 

 

Introduction  

The Union of Students in Ireland (Aontas na Mac Léinn in Éirinn) is the national 

representative body for third-level Students’ Unions in Ireland. Founded in 1959, USI now 

represents more than 374,000 students in over thirty colleges across the island of Ireland. 

The goal of USI is to work for the rights of students and for a fair and equal third-level 

education system in Ireland.  

USI is a full member of the European Students’ Union (ESU) which represents students from 

46 National Students’ Unions in 39 countries. 

It must be noted that USI’s core mission has always been to protect access to education, 

ensure equal opportunities for all and remove any barriers that prevent the pursuing of a 

third level degree. 

USI believes that the Leaving Cert, in its current structure has prevented too many students 

from entering their preferred third-level course, due to the unjust points system which acts 

as an entry exam into college. 

 

1. Assessment Options  

1.1 The current assessment practices for the Leaving Certificate are very restrictive and do 

not allow students to excel and meaningfully demonstrate their knowledge on a particular 

topic. The Leaving Cert is often based on a single written exam which tests the student’s 

memory and ability to retain information on one day, resulting in enormous pressure and 

stress placed on a student to perform. Many students fall ill, have personal circumstances 
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arise, have family bereavements or bad days recalling course material. The Leaving Cert, 

which can be seen as an entrance exam to Higher Education in this State, does not take this 

human factor into consideration.  

 

1.2 To permit all students to succeed in showcasing their strengths in a subject, they must 

be supported to illustrate their knowledge through a mechanism that enhances their 

learning, rather than attempting to confirm one's ability to reiterate material learnt off by 

heart. A survey conducted by the Irish Secondary Schools Union (ISSU) in conjunction with 

ESRI worryingly found that 57.4% of students believe that the Senior Cycle does not 

encourage creativity, curiosity and engagement (Senior Cycle Reform, 2020). This is highly 

concerning due to the importance of such skills being considered as “top competencies” by 

the World Economic Forum (The Future of Jobs, 2020). 

1.3 Future assessment practices must be more flexible, supportive and capable of 

accommodating the diverse needs of the student. This must include a mix of formative and 

summative assessments to ensure that no student is left behind. This can be achieved with 

more continuous assessment, multiple-choice questions, practical and oral work and 

important experience in practices such as group work, presentations and class discussions. 

Students should also be consulted on the methods of assessment that suit them to ensure 

an ever-evolving, best-practice approach is taken. 
  

1.4 An essential part of the discussion is around the multiplicity of methods of teaching in 

the modern classroom. The teaching and learning environment must adopt a ‘universal 

design for learning’ approach to ensure every student can fully participate in their education 

(AHEAD, UDL Framework, 2017). In the last two years, the Leaving Certificate has not been 

completed in the traditional format due to COVID-19, and it is USI’s opinion that this should 

not be the form reverted back to. We believe that the Department has a huge opportunity 

to ensure these assessment practices, which have been in place for over a hundred years 

are reformed and renewed to be in line with best practice guidelines. We have the chance 

to do right by the thousands of students across the country for whom these examinations 

determine the trajectory of their lives.  

 

2.  Key Subject Areas and Digital Learning   

2.1 COVID-19, although having a significant negative impact on students, certainly brought 

many advantages to the field of digital learning due to the rapid nature in which we turned 

to the online space. This shift, in many cases, lead to education becoming more accessible 

and accommodating for the students who needed it. The investment and exploration to 

digital learning practices is recognised as an evolving and ever-growing area, but we must 

bridge the digital divide to ensure all students have equal opportunities. It must be noted 

that not every student has a laptop, sufficient internet connection or the technology and 

software needed to engage in an online hybrid model. We need state funding to support 

students and expand the national broadband plan to ensure that no one is put at a 

disadvantage. 

https://www.issu.ie/news2/senior-cycle-reform-report
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf
https://www.ahead.ie/udl-framework
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2.2 A recent IBEC survey found that four in five Irish CEO’s consider preparedness for 

technological change as a crucial skill. (IBEC Digitalised Europe Prioroties, 2020)   Students 

must be able to build their digital skills and capacity in order to enter today’s workforce. The 

Irish education system has played a vital role in societal and economical evolution in the last 

few decades. As we recover from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, we have a real 

opportunity to improve the digitalisation of our education sector, but this can only be 

achieved through innovative and sustained investment to meet the demands of the 

workforce, industry and society. USI urges the Department to establish a cross-

governmental national digital strategy to continue work in this space. This would ensure the 

flexibility of methods to complete examinations and would see the inclusion of digital 

literacy skills within the Leaving Certificate curriculum.  

2.3 USI concurs with ISSU’s call for the improvement of the provision of Relationship and 

Sexuality Education (RSE) following the findings of the forementioned survey which found 

one in three students did not receive any form of RSE and of those who did, 60.4% were 

provided with a very minimal level (Senior Cycle Reform, 2020). USI echoes ISSU’s calls for 

legislation to ensure that RSE classes are provided in a secular, denominal format not 

influenced by the characteristics of any school and for the material to be approved by a 

relevant union within the Health Service Executive. 

 

3. Access & Equality  

3.1 Far too many students and parents encounter serious financial difficulties due to the 

strain of costs associated with education. This includes uniforms and books which should be 

freely available for all students in order to engage in their studies while in second-level 

education. The inaccessibility of the Leaving Certificate is a long-standing issue. The 

expansion of access and progression routes are welcome, yet they still remain inaccessible 

to many students. HEAR and DARE applicants are required to go through a labour-intensive 

process which often requires a large amount of paperwork and proof of diagnosis which 

come at an additional cost, hindering the accessibility of such schemes.  

3.2 There is an urgent need for investment in second-level schools around the country to 

facilitate the expansion of the subjects currently offered, and to alleviate the disadvantage 

of students particularly in DEIS schools. Outreach initiatives and programmes should be 

developed to encourage students from more disadvantaged backgrounds to continue on 

their educational journey. In addition, USI believes that we must do better to support 

students who are living in Direct Provision and are members of the Irish Travelling 

Community.  

3.3 Ireland’s Higher Education Fees being the highest in the European Union is the most 

serious and unavoidable barrier to pursuing a third level degree. We urgently need publicly 

funded education to ensure the generations to follow are not faced with the same challenges 

today’s school leavers experience. Too many students much choose between entering the 

file:///C:/Users/oconn/OneDrive/Desktop/Ibec%20Digitised%20Europe%20Priorities.pdf
https://www.issu.ie/news2/senior-cycle-reform-report
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workforce full time or struggle to make ends meet while attending higher education.  

 

4.  Wellbeing Supports 

4.1  The mental health and wellbeing of students must always inform the reformation of the 

Leaving Certificate. The examinations place undue stress and pressure on students and has a 

significant impact on their mental health. There must be a greater awareness of these 

impacts and educational programmes should be rolled out to improve the knowledge of 

supports for a student’s health and wellbeing. Guidance counsellors should primarily look 

out for students’ wellbeing while attending school. In addition, teachers must be equipped 

with minimum training standards in the areas of student mental health in order to be able 

to recognise, intervene and signpost appropriately when a student is in distress. 

 

5. Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and 

Career Paths  

5.1 USI believes that every person regardless of their age, personal circumstances, financial 

background and journey should be able to attain the level of education they desire. 

Alternative education pathways following the leaving certificate need to be supported and 

developed. Not every student wants to go to college. A PLC course, apprenticeship, entry 

into the work force and taking a year out for self-development can each be as valuable. 

However, the current use of the Leaving Certificate as a college entrance exam devalues and 

undermines these options. These alternative options to third level education are often 

deprecated and seen as a lesser back-up plans for students who ‘fail’ to earn the points 

necessary to secure a place on their chosen course. Each person has different interests, 

skills and ambitions in their life, a hierarchy of approved pathways through lifelong learning 

is not of benefit to anyone.  

5.2 Career & Guidance Counsellors should support students through the decision-making 

processes they face and the transitional period to their young adult lives. Matriculation 

options for students applying to higher education must be expanded and incentivised for 

Higher Education Institutions. Many students are disadvantaged due to the nature of the 

Leaving Certificate examinations and should have further alternative options in applying to 

third level similarly to many of our European counterparts. 

5.3 While the conversation surrounding further education is improving and much 

welcomed, there is further work to be done to ensure that students pursuing a level 5 

qualification following the completion of their Leaving Certificate are valued, empowered 

and supported. USI recommends Irish Secondary Schools collaborate with local Education 

and Training Boards to share their resources and ensure the provision of further subject 

areas to be made available to students who are completing their senior cycle.  

5.4 The timing of the Leaving Certificate results is a long-recognised barrier to students 

being able to attend further and higher education. The long summer wait, and short 
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turnaround time significantly disadvantages students who wish to apply for the UK and 

other international options.  

 

6. The Irish Language and Irish Medium Education 

6.1 USI’s paper on the Teaching of Irish published the results of a survey conducted in 

2018/19, found that most respondents were sympathetic to the language with 67% of 

respondents believing that the Irish language should remain as a compulsory subject at 

Leaving Certificate level (USI, Teaching of Irish Report, 2021). 

6.2 Additionally, through consultation with our members, working groups and external 

organisations, largely Conradh na Gaeilge, USI has been calling on the government to close 

consultations that are currently open looking at the teaching and assessment of Irish, and 

encourage the launch of a consultation into a comprehensive policy on Irish in the education 

system from pre-school to tertiary education. 

6.3 We believe it to be unfair to ask pupils from Gaeltacht areas, Gaelcholáistí and those of a 

higher level of Irish to sit harder exams, without any additional points awarded for doing so. 

This is a recommendation being considered by the National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment. However, this is creating concern and anxiety for many students.  

 

7. International Evidence and Best Practice  

7.1 As it currently stands, Ireland’s focus on summative assessment at the end of a two-year 

senior cycle course leaves students at a disadvantage causing stress, worry and unnecessary 

amounts of pressure to perform to the best of their ability on the day. The Leaving 

Certificate does not consider skills and talents. The United Kingdom facilitates interview 

stages which explore a student’s engagement in work experience, extra curriculars and 

other skills. This process incentivises students to engage in meaningful and important 

activities which assist them in understanding the work they enjoy, and gain invaluable 

experience in real-life settings.  

7.2 The International Baccalaureate programme provides students with the opportunity to 

engage in various types of oral assessments in languages, fieldwork for sciences, 

performance in creative arts as well as external assessments. These practices should be 

employed in the Irish setting and would empower students to be ‘future ready’. 

Unfortunately, while Ireland is recognised as ‘the land of saints and scholars’ and in recent 

years has become home to some of the world's leading companies, we do not have a fair 

and equitable landscape when it comes to education. Access, progression and quality of 

learning urgently need to be improved and steps must be taken to ensure equal 

opportunities for all.  

7.3 As part of the European Higher Education Area, Ireland must push forward on our work 

on the Bologna Process, allowing our students to engage in ‘learning mobility, cross-border 

https://usi.ie/gaeilge/launch-of-usi-report-on-the-teaching-of-irish/
https://www.ibo.org/about-the-ib/
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_en
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academic cooperation and the mutual recognition of study periods and qualifications 

earned abroad.’ The Bologna reform is imperative to ensuring we maintain a dialogue with 

our 48 European counterparts regarding the reform of our education system and share 

questions in relation to determining principles of our sector.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, USI welcomes the public consultation on the Leaving Certificate Reform and 

the opportunity to provide a written submission. We are now faced with an unmatched 

opportunity to reform a system that has been left ignored for decades. Students and our 

higher education sector urgently need commitment to this reform.  

The education provided to our students must be accessible, accommodating and flexible to 

meet the learner where they are at in their educational journey. The Leaving Certificate as it 

is now, is failing our students by being too restrictive, not being reflective of a student’s true 

ability and by causing undue amounts of stress and pressure. We have a significant life-

changing opportunity at our hands, which could, and must, change the future of our 

education system for the better for years to come.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Localise Youth Volunteering  
DCU Alpha Campus, Old Finglas Road, Glasnevin, Dublin 11, D11 KXN4.  virtual.localise.ie 

The value of Youth Volunteerism when accessing Higher Education 
in Ireland and its implications on Leaving Certificate reform. 

 
Introduction 
Localise Youth Volunteering had been empowering young people to be of service to their 
communities since 1972. Our Youth Volunteering programmes provide a liminal space that amplifies 
personal, social and economic outcomes for young people. Localise hopes the proposed reforms to 
the Leaving Certificate will address barriers to education for those who excel in ways other than in 
exam-like conditions.  
 
There are many shared educational aspirations between youth volunteerism and formal education. 
Recognising youth volunteerism in the way in which we do academic performance creates alterative 
pathways by which young people can evidence skills and attribution that better inform access to 
tertiary education.  
 
As Ireland’s National Youth Volunteering Agency, we concur with the NCCA that the Leaving 
Certificate, and its emphasis on a narrow definition of intelligence, has been a huge barrier for many 
young people which limits opportunities for multi-faceted successful lives. (NCCA, 2019, p. 7). 
 
Background 
 
The most significant challenge of education policy is to make determinations as to how we best 
prepare young people for uncertain futures. This challenge becomes more acute when we consider 
the community of diverse learners our education system caters for. At Localise we have witnessed 
the positive effects of volunteerism on many aspects of the lives of young people across a wide 
socio-economic and multi-cultural spectrum. These benefits include but are not limited to education 
attainment, identity formation, transversal skills development, active citizenship, pro-social 
behaviours, humanity and autonomous independent thinking. Our observations reflect the research 
on the topic. (Holdsworth 2010, Grönlund 2011, Kechagias 2011, Roberts 2017, McFadden & 
Smeaton 2017, Khasanzyanova 2017, Harris 2019, Barton, Bates & O’Donovan 2019).  
 
Nobel prize winning economist James Heckman outlines how ‘Achievement test scores predict only a 
small fraction of the variance in later-life success… Achievement tests do not adequately capture 
character skills such as conscientiousness, perseverance, sociability, and curiosity, which are valued in 
the labor market, in school, and in many other domains. Until recently these skills have largely been 
ignored. However, in recent research economists and psychologists have constructed measures of 
these skills and provide evidence that they are stable across situations and predict meaningful life 
outcomes.’(Heckman & Kautz, 2013).  
 
The Future of Jobs Report, prepared by the World Economic Forum, outlines how current job 
profiles are rapidly changing and that the vast majority of employers surveyed expect that skills 
required to perform most jobs will shift considerably. We only need to consider the prospect of self-
driving vehicles and its implications for the taxi, logistics and other transport industries to imagine 
how jobs will evolve in the future. In order to mitigate against such changes, the report explains how 
upskilling in new technologies is only part of the solution. What it refers to as human skills (we 
prefer the term transversal skills) such as creativity, resilience, flexibility, leadership and service 
orientation, will see ‘an outsized increase in demand relative to their current prominence’ (World 
Economic Forum, 2020). 
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https://ncca.ie/media/4025/senior-cycle-review-interim-report-july-2019.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40980910
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41307841
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228461634_The_EU_lifelong_learning_programme_and_the_enhancement_of_engineering_education_in_Europe_and_on_the_global_scale
https://www.fimrc.org/blog-complete/2017/5/25/volunesia-the-filipino-way
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1170180.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1170180.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11159-017-9645-2
https://journalofleadershiped.org/jole_articles/leadership-emergence-through-volunteerism-a-case-study-of-late-adolescent-exemplars/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1365827
https://www.nber.org/papers/w19656
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2020/digest
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2020/digest
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If we take it that skills are the deployment of knowledge, there ought to be structures in place 
whereby young people have the opportunity to develop these much-vaunted skills. What youth 
volunteerism allows for is the development of a series of skills clusters of that are hugely significant 
for the future world of work. We are in the process of developing to build a national infrastructure 
whereby the voluntary contribution of young people is not only facilitated and actively encouraged 
but recognised, affirmed and accredited. We are building an online mechanism whereby young 
people can digitally record their skills gained through volunteerism.  
 
The EU Commission and the EDOS Foundation/ImproVal project views ‘The recognition and 
validation of non-formal and informal learning as highly relevant in the European educational area’ 
(EU Commission, 2020). We envision a scenario whereby certain courses of study in Further and 
Higher Education will take into consideration a profile of volunteering achievements as evidence of 
accomplishments when allocating places for study.  
 
We are in the early stages of developing an infrastructure whereby the volunteering contributions of 
young people are not only facilitated and actively encouraged but recognised, affirmed, and 
accredited. We are in advanced talks with DCU faculty of Education to pilot an education pathway 
using this mechanism.   
 
Education’s Purpose  
Fundamental to any discussion of reform of education is to determine education’s purpose. In the 
NCCA Senior Cycle Review: Consultation Document one of the key findings on the ‘emerging 
purpose’ of education is that it is concerned with fulfilling potential, developing skills knowledge, as 
well as personal and social development, and, the ability to participate fully in society as young 
people transitioning from school (NCCA, 2019, p. 19).  
 
Professor Gert Biesta of the Centre for Public Education and Pedagogy in Maynooth, succinctly 
outlines the three functions of education; Qualification, where the students are provided with skills 
and knowledge to do something new, Socialisation, which is about the multitude of ways in which 
we become part of the social, political and cultural fabric of society as it exists, and Subjectification, 
which in a way is the opposite to socialisation in that education should bring about new ways of 
being that are independent of society as it exists. He elaborated on the notion of Subjectification 
when discussing trends in modern education.  
 

‘Many educators see their task not simply as that of modifying or conditioning behaviour of 
their students. They want their students to become independent, autonomous, to be able to 
think for themselves, to make their own judgements, and to draw their own conclusions’ 
(Biesta, 2013, p. 78). 

 
The Danish educator Knud Illeris maintains that the most important thing for young people to learn 
is how to orientate themselves, how to make choices that they alone are answerable for.  
 

‘The best security for the future is not to learn a subject on what are perceived as traditional 
premises, but to be ready to change and take hold of what is relevant in many different 
situations. Uncertainty cannot be countered by stability, but by being open, flexible and 
constantly orientated to learning’ (Illeris, 2007, p. 193). 

 
As well as providing the opportunity for young people to become connected, respected contributors 
to their communities (Outcome #5, Better Outcomes Brighter Futures BOBF), inculcating a planned 

https://www.edosfoundation.com/images/Improval/Validation_in_volunteering_appendix_to_the_policy_paper.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4025/senior-cycle-review-interim-report-july-2019.pdf
https://www.routledge.com/Beautiful-Risk-of-Education/Biesta/p/book/9781612050270
https://www.routledge.com/How-We-Learn-Learning-and-non-learning-in-school-and-beyond/Illeris/p/book/9781138689817
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/775847-better-outcomes-brighter-futures/
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programme of volunteerism does much to orientate young people so that they can become 
independent, autonomous active citizens that are capable of managing inevitable change.  
 
The Voice of Young People 
At Localise we conducted a survey of 11,167 young people and we found out that 61% are actively 
engaged in volunteering. We also found universal agreement that young people view volunteering 
as part of their future. The Localise survey participants encompass those who have little or no 
interest or experience in volunteerism, what they are telling us is that despite not being interested 
or involved presently, they do anticipate that volunteering will play some role in their lives. 
 
Civic Leaders of the Future 
Civic leadership is often most noticeable where it is absent. The Mulvey Report, An Outline Plan for 
the Social and Economic Regeneration of Dublin's North East Inner City has highlighted the need for 
local civic leadership to be built within the community involving the new and next generation, one of 
the ways it suggests to do this is to develop youth led leadership programme based around 
volunteering.  
 
This thinking is not limited to the North East Inner City of Dublin, international research has found 
that “If suitable ways of volunteering are offered to young people, volunteering can actually serve as 
an arena in which identity and values can be acknowledged. Moreover, suitable roles and arenas of 
responsibility for the future can be sought. This will benefit young adults personally but can also build 
interest and responsibility in social issues and pro-social action, with volunteerism being an integral 
part of it.” (Grönlund, 2011). 
 
The Backwash Effect  
In 2011 the Higher Education Authority and the NCCA held a seminar on Entry Into Higher Education 
in Ireland. Professor Áine Hyland prepare a discussion paper that outlines the significance of the 
Leaving Certificate and how this high-stakes exam has a ‘back-wash’ effect on teaching and learning. 
Because of the way in which points are awarded for grades achieved in the Leaving Cert, the 
accumulation of points is, in the main, the determining factor in accessing Higher Education. This has 
implications on what is learned, why it is learned and how it is taught.  
 

‘The points system influences an individual student’s subject choice; the examination 
becomes the determinant of what is studied and how; non-examination subjects get little or 
no attention and, in many cases, broader co-curricular activities are ignored or minimised. 
Student stress levels increase as the June examination looms and for some students their 
final year in school is an unhappy experience which they simply want to get through as 
quickly as possible.’ (Hyland, 2011, p. 4). 

 
Valuing youth volunteerism in the way in which we do academic performance creates alternative 
pathways by which young people can evidence skills and attribution that better inform access to 
tertiary education. It also creates a culture of volunteerism, this is the type of backwash effect that 
will have a positive effect on the lives of young people, their communities and the future of our 
nation.  
 
Conclusions  
The ATAR (Australian Territories Admissions Ranking) is similar in may ways to the CAO points 
system. In Australia, as well as in many jurisdictions around the world, are developing alternative 
pathways to higher education because students are ‘… subjected to narrow curriculum areas and 
stressful forms of high stakes assessment for little gain. Assessments by high stakes exams can drive 

https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/26859/1/MulveyReport.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41307841
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/Aine-Hyland_Entry-to-Higher-Education-in-Ireland-in-21st-Century-2011.pdf
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pedagogy focused around memorising and recalling content’ (O’Connell, Milligan & Bentley 2019). 
There is a concerted effort to broaden pathways through secondary education and create a better 
combination of outcomes, opportunities and capability for the futures of young people.  
 
Leaving Certificate has been found to have an adverse effect on the wellbeing of students and on 
teaching and learning, which permeates much of the educational experience. Inculcating a planned 
programme of volunteerism does much to redress these adverse effects as young people, become 
connected, respected and contributors to their communities.  
 
If we truly believe that volunteering helps young people to have successful lives, and that 
volunteering helps to create the civic, social and community leaders of the future, then a structured 
approach to building a youth volunteerism framework is essential and valuing volunteerism in the 
way we do academic achievements is a must.  
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Executive Summary 

There is broad consensus in the research literature that high quality educational assessments are 
underpinned by a number of key principles. The first is that all assessments should be designed to 
support accurate (valid), consistent (reliable) and fair decision making about the progress and 
achievement of learners. The principle that all assessments contain measurement error means that 
single assessments are a poor basis for making high stakes decisions about learners. In addition, 
while assessment systems provide information to many stakeholders (including policy makers), 
learners are the most important users of assessment information and, for this reason, a balance 
needs to be struck between assessments that support learning and those that measure it.  The 
positive and/or negative consequences that derive from the use of an individual assessment or the 
implementation of an assessment system must always be considered when making judgements 
about assessment quality.  

 

These principles underpin arguments outlined in this submission for why the certification of 
achievement at the end of Senior Cycle needs to be based on the outcomes of a broad range of 
assessment approaches. Four proposals are made: (1) exams spread out over fifth and sixth year 
with reduced content that, in time, move from paper-based to computer-based so that the power 
of digital technology can be leveraged to broaden the scope of what can be assessed; (2) continuous 
assessments that involve a combination of tasks externally set and marked and tasks assessed by 
the student’s own teacher; (3) the collective judgement of in-school teams of teachers about the 
achievement of students across the Key Skills Framework for Senior Cycle; (4) an element of student 
self-assessment contributing to decisions around the grading of some assignments and, in 
particular, competences associated with the Key Skills Framework. Data from all four modes of 
assessment should be used for certifying achievement at the end of post-primary education.  

 

The potential for over-assessment and increased workloads/stress for both students and teachers 
are threats that need to be considered when evaluating the proposals outlined in this submission. 
Moreover, the current relationship between the Leaving Certificate Examination and the CAO 
points system poses a formidable barrier to assessment reform at Senior Cycle.   

2021/517(i)
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1. Introduction 

 
1.1. My name is Michael O’Leary. I hold the Prometric Chair in Assessment at the Institute of 

Education, DCU where I also direct the Centre for Assessment Research, Policy and Practice 

in Education (CARPE). In June 2020 I was appointed by the Minister for Education to the 

Independent Steering Committee on the implementation of Calculated Grades. Over the 

past five years I have led a number of large-scale research studies focused on assessment 

at Senior Cycle. My commentaries and research on assessment have been published in 

academic journals across Europe, Asia and the US.  

 

 

2. Assessment Terminology and Principles 

 
2.1. In this written submission I address issues related to Assessment Options for certification 

at Senior Cycle. However, I would like to draw your attention to two issues before I begin 

to move to the main substance of my paper.  

 

2.2. I use the term, assessment, to refer to the process of gathering, recording, interpreting, 

using and/or reporting information about learning (i.e. the knowledge, skills, attitudes, 

dispositions we want learners to have) to aid decision-making. All assessments are 

fundamentally about decision-making of one kind or another. For example, students make 

decisions about subject choice based on their past exam performance or teachers use 

questioning to decide who needs help in class. At the system level, a decision to implement 

a policy such as the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy would have been inspired by the 

outcomes of national and international assessments.   

 

2.3. It is also important to note that tests and examinations (summative assessments or 

Assessments of Learning) are just one way of collecting information about learners. Indeed, 

formative assessments, or those assessments carried out on a daily basis in classrooms, are 

crucial given that they are designed to support learning as it is ongoing.    

 

2.4. There are at least five principles that I believe underpin high quality educational 

assessments and assessment systems. These principles are well established in the 

assessment literature (e.g. Gardner, 2006; Russell & Airasian, 2012), but are worth 

reiterating here as they may be unfamiliar to non-assessment specialists.  They are: 

 High quality assessments facilitate highly accurate (valid), consistent (reliable) and fair 

decision-making. 

 Single assessments are a poor basis for making important decisions about learners 

because all assessments contain (measurement) error.  

 Assessment provides information for many stakeholders but learners are the most 

important users of assessment information. 

 A balance needs to be struck between assessments that support learning (Assessment for 

Learning or Formative Assessment) and those that measure it (Assessment of Learning or 

Summative Assessment). 

 The positive and/or negative social consequences that can result from using an 

assessment are important to consider when evaluating the merit or worth of an 

assessment (known in the assessment literature as consequential validity). 
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3. High Quality Assessment Systems 

 
3.1. If principles serve as the foundation for a chain of reasoning, then our actions within 

assessment systems should be consistent with our assessment principles in so as far as is 

practically possible. I have drawn on the principles set out in Section 2 to provide a critique 

of the Leaving Certificate examination system that was in place up to 2019 (see the 

Appendix on page 7). Here, I wish to focus the Committee Member’s attention on how 

assessment quality at Senior Cycle might be improved to support good decision making 

while at the same time remaining balanced, useful to stakeholders (especially learners) and 

consequentially valid.  

 

4.  The Use of Teacher Judgement in Assessment for Certification  

4.1. Leaving Certificate (LC) assessment has been firmly on the agenda since the National 

Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) began its review of Senior Cycle in 2016.  

Documents detailing the outcomes of the consultation process with teachers, parents and 

students (see NCCA.ie) reveal an acceptance that the LC examination system, and especially 

the traditional (established) LC, needs to be reformed in a way that places less emphasis 

on written exams each June with: (1) exams being spaced out over the final two years of 

Senior Cycle and (2) more emphasis on continuous assessment including approaches more 

apparent in the LC Applied programme (e.g. portfolios). I agree wholeheartedly with both 

proposals. However, the issue of whether or not the grades awarded to a student at the 

end of post-primary education should be reflective of their teachers’ judgements, in 

addition to the outcomes of written examinations and externally marked assignments, has 

not featured strongly in the debate up to now. 

 

4.2. Those of us working in education could never have foreseen the crisis brought about by the 

cancellation of the traditional Leaving Certificate examinations in June 2020 as a result of 

COVID-19.  The fact that post-primary teachers agreed to be directly involved in assessing 

their own students for certification purposes that year and again in 2021 seems scarcely 

believable now given their previous opposition to any idea suggesting such involvement. 

But has the experience of calculated grades in 2020 and accredited grades in 2021 changed 

teachers’ hearts and minds about assessment? Are teachers more or less likely now to 

consider playing a part in deciding what appears on the certificate students get at the end 

of their post-primary education?  It will take some time for these questions to be addressed 

fully but findings from a recent online survey of over 700 post-primary teachers involved in 

the Leaving Certificate (LC) 2020 calculated grades process are worth considering in the 

interim.  

 

4.3. As described in a report on the survey (see Doyle, Lysaght & O’Leary, 2021, 

https://www.dcu.ie/carpe), many respondents expressed confidence in their professional 

judgements with most indicating that they had enough information to reach an informed 

decision about the most likely mark the majority of their students would have achieved had 

the examinations gone ahead.  While most agreed the process in schools had gone well, 

decision-making around grade boundaries, reconciling inconsistencies in student 

performance, maintaining an unbiased position with respect to individual students and the 

strict application of Department of Education calculated grades guidelines were seen as 
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particular challenges. Many teachers did not hold back when describing the pressure and 

stress they felt throughout the process.  While many were adamant that they would not 

engage in a calculated grades process in the future, some took a more nuanced view 

indicating overall satisfaction with the process in the context of exceptional circumstances 

and highlighting the potential benefits it offered some students.  

 

4.4. This latter point in particular is worth highlighting. Prior to 2020, personnel representing 

teacher unions were adamant that teachers did not wish to be directly involved in state 

exams, arguing that a system of external marking was fairer to students. However, 

additional analyses carried out on data from the DCU study (yet to be published) suggest 

that this may not be how all post-primary teachers see it. In this study, over a third of 

respondents indicated their belief that teacher involvement in assessment for certification 

purposes would lead to fairer outcomes for the students in their schools. Perhaps even 

more surprising was the significant minority (almost 30%) who agreed that, as a result of 

having been involved in the calculated grades process, they felt more positively disposed 

to being involved directly in assessing their own students for certification purposes. While 

fully acknowledging the limitations of a study drawing on data from a sample of a relatively 

modest size, the findings seem significant in that they point to the possibility that there are 

voices among the teaching body that have not, heretofore, been heard.   

 

4.5. Surely now, given everything that has happened in education since the advent of the 

pandemic, a conversation about solutions involving teachers in state certification 

examinations must take place?  I don’t believe anyone will be arguing for a system of 

calculated/accredited grades where teachers are the sole arbiters of what appears on a 

student’s leaving certificate. International research showing that teachers tend to 

overestimate their students’ performance in exams and the levels of grade inflation 

witnessed in Ireland in 2020 and 2021 make this a dubious idea in any event.  But what 

about a teacher judgement element in addition to modified exams and continuous 

assessments?  Would that result in a more balanced assessment system – one where 

teaching, learning and assessment are better aligned in terms of the aims and aspirations 

of the Senior Cycle programme? For example, could a system be designed so that a 

determination about achievement in cross-curricular areas such as communication, 

creativity, problem solving, collaboration or global awareness has the same standing on a 

student’s certificate at the end of post-primary education as a grade in one of the 

traditional subject areas?  It is hard to argue against the notion that teachers are likely to 

know more about their students’ achievements than any set of examinations can reveal. At 

the heart of the matter is fairness for students. There is much to learn from the 

unprecedented experiences of everyone involved in the past two iterations of the LC. If the 

conversation about the role of teachers in assessment for certification is shut down, then 

the pandemic will have resulted in an educational crisis wasted.  

 

5. Proposals for Assessment Reform at Senior Cycle 

 
5.1. I wish to focus this section of my submission on four assessment approaches that, if 

implemented, have the potential to improve on the current system. The first two are 

variations or extensions of proposals contained in the NCCA Senior Cycle Review 
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documents, while the third relates to the use of teacher judgements in the context of cross-

curricular or transversal skills.  The fourth is focused on how an element of student self-

assessment might be incorporated into the certification of achievement at Senior Cycle.  

 

5.2. Externally set and marked examinations should count for no more than 50% of final grades 

in all subjects (remember, single assessments are a poor basis for making important 

decisions about learners).  They should be designed to examine greatly reduced subject 

content and should take place over the two years of Senior Cycle.  The results of those 

exams taking place in 5th year should be available to students and teachers during the first 

term of 6th year to ensure that the outcomes can be used for formative purposes 

(remember, learners are the most important users of assessment information). As soon as  

possible, all exams should become computer-based so that the full capabilities of digital 

technology can be leveraged to create questions that use something other than static text. 

The use of video, virtual reality, interactive images can help in creating exams that assess 

something other than low-order cognitive functioning. Computer-based exams are also 

likely to be more highly regarded by today’s generation of technologically-savvy young 

people.   

 

5.3. A limited set of continuous assessments designed to assess the higher-order skills of 

analysis, synthesis and evaluation should be administered throughout the two years of 

Senior Cycle (good practice in continuous assessment for the Leaving Cert Applied 

Programme and Leaving Cert Vocational Programme should be noted here). Some of these 

assessments could be completed by the end of 5th year with results available in 6th year to 

support assessment for learning.  While, in the short term, it is likely that teachers will want 

assessments to be externally set and marked, consideration should be given to how some 

element of this work can be undertaken by students’ own teachers. After all, they are in 

the best position to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses (remember, high quality 

assessments facilitate highly accurate, consistent and fair decision-making).  Some 

inspiration can be drawn from what happened with the LC in 2021 where exams and 

teacher judgements were given equal status. So, for example, teachers could also be asked 

to submit ratings of the externally set and marked continuous assessments. In the short 

term students could be allowed to keep the higher mark, but, over time as moderation 

procedures to ensure alignment of judgements across schools become embedded and 

teachers become more confident in their assessment judgements, full responsibility for 

marking some of the externally set continuous assessments could be given to schools.   

 

5.4. Teacher judgements of achievement across the Key Skills Framework for Senior Cycle 

especially those pertaining to, for example, Information Processing, Communication, 

Collaborative Problem Solving, Critical Thinking and Creativity, should be introduced on a 

phased basis. These should be assessed by in-school teams of teachers who know the 

student being assessed, e.g. the students’ subject teachers and Year Heads. These teacher 

judgements should be based primarily on data from daily interactions with students. To 

ensure credibility and academic standing, the grade awarded for the key skills should count 

for certification purposes in the same way as a grade in say, English, Irish or Maths 

(remember, consequential validity is important to consider here).  It is accepted that 

learning outcomes/curriculum content would need to be agreed for each of these areas 

and that some system of moderation would need to apply to ensure fairness across schools. 



6 
 

It is also likely that an extensive pilot of one or two of the areas would need to be conducted 

in the early phases of implementation. 

 

5.5. Taking a longer term view, some element of student self-assessment should be 

incorporated into the certification of achievement at Senior Cycle.  For example, students 

could be asked to contribute a percentage of the marks (say 10-20%) towards a grade for 

some continuous assessments and/or assessments of key skills.  The rationale for such an 

approach derives from the fact that learners are the most important users of assessment 

information and being able to self-assess is crucial to life-long learning.  Moreover, an 

argument can be made that an assessment system incorporating data from student self-

assessments is a more balanced one. I acknowledge that the idea of involving students 

directly in certification decisions is unusual (even radical) and that research tells us that 

students are prone to overestimate their grades (e.g. Attwood et al., 2013). However, the 

idea is democratic and would be a clear expression of trust in our young adults to be 

responsibly involved in a process that has a major impact on their futures. All of that being 

said, any initiative involving the high stakes use of student self-assessment data would need 

to begin at Junior Cycle to ensure that, by the time students reach the final years of their 

post-primary education, they are competent and confident enough to make accurate, 

reliable and fair decisions (judgements) about their own achievements. 

 

6. Caveats 

 

6.1. To end, I wish to add some caveats. First, it is important to bear in mind that a more 

balanced system of assessment does not necessarily guarantee positive consequences. For 

example, there is a danger of over-assessment in the proposal with the associated danger 

of increased stress and workloads for both students and their teachers.  

 

6.2. Second, the system of assessment I am suggesting will not, in and of itself, alleviate the 

difficulties caused by the current relationship between the LC Examination and the CAO 

points system.  It is difficult to envision real reform of assessment at Senior Cycle occurring 

as long as institutions of higher education (and further education and training) use the LC 

exam as a mechanism for streamlining the process of how our learners move from one 

phase of their education to another.    

 

6.3. Finally, as we build on the experiences of the past in trying to improve what we do with 

assessment at Senior Cycle in the future, a warning contained in the recent OECD 

publication, Education in Ireland: An OECD Assessment of the Senior Cycle Review, is worth 

remembering:  

 

There is ambivalence in the support that some stakeholders manifest for 

change, which jeopardises the chance to settle some of the issues 

acknowledged. Even when convinced of the need for change in senior cycle 

education, stakeholders tend to disagree on the nature and scope of the 

change, which makes finding common solutions considerably more 

challenging.  

(OECD, 2020)  
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Appendix 1 

 

A Short Critique of the Current Leaving Certificate Examination Drawing on Principles 

Underlying High Quality Assessment Systems 

Five principles, well established in the assessment literature, are worth considering when 

evaluating the quality of any assessment system and here I draw on each to offer a critique of the 

current arrangements for certifying achievement for the majority of Irish students at the end of 

their post- primary education. These principles are:   

1. High quality assessments facilitate highly accurate (valid), consistent (reliable) and fair 

decision-making. 

2. Single assessments are a poor basis for making important decisions about learners 

because all assessments contain (measurement) error.  

3. Assessment provides information for many stakeholders but learners are the most 

important users of assessment information. 

4. A balance needs to be struck between assessments that support learning (Assessment for 

Learning or Formative Assessment) and those that measure it (Assessment of Learning or 

Summative Assessment). 

5. The positive and/or negative social consequences that can result from using an 

assessment are important to consider when evaluating the merit or worth of an 

assessment (known in the assessment literature as consequential validity). 

While the LC examination system has many strengths, we should be careful about holding it up as 

a paragon of accuracy, consistency and fairness.  There are very good reasons why efforts to reform 

it are underway. The reality is that there is no ultimate truth in a LC result (or the outcomes from 

any assessment for that matter) because each exam cannot measure all elements of a subject area.  

As a consequence, every educational assessment contains what is called measurement error 

(which also accounts for some of the variation in rankings). It is analogous to the idea of the margin 

of error (e.g. ±3%) in opinion polls that involve a sample rather than all possible respondents. There 

are also the myriad factors that affect student performance on the day of an exam, e.g. misreading 

a question, not feeling well etc. And yet we persist in making important decisions about what we 

will allow our young people to do in terms of pursuing further studies on the basis of one-off exams 

in June. It is true that many LC subjects are partly assessed using approaches other that written 

exams, but it is worth remembering that there are at least a dozen subjects where 100% of the 

grade awarded is down to a single exam (e.g. English, maths, applied maths, physics, chemistry, 

biology, economics, business and accounting). For many others, the final grade is heavily weighted 

in favour of the one-off written exam e.g. history and geography.  

The LC is fair in so far as everyone takes the same test and under the same conditions that include 

anonymous marking. The public has confidence in the system and that is important. However, 

students do not arrive at the testing centres with nothing but ability and a track record of diligent 

study separating them. Some had better teachers than others and some were able to avail of the 

benefits that economic advantage bestows e.g. grinds. Indeed, so many of the problems faced by 

students in 2020 and 2021 in terms of having access to technology, having a quiet space at home 

to study and so on, have been relevant to the LC fairness issue long before the arrival of Covid-19.   

In terms of teaching and learning, it has been well flagged in multiple studies conducted at Senior 

Cycle that the current LC examination system dominates the final two years of post-primary 
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education (e.g. see, https://www.esri.ie/news/as-leaving-certificate-and-leaving-school-looms-

teenagers-participation-in-cultural-activities).  The focus on exam outcomes and CAO points 

narrows the curriculum to the extent that anything not likely to be on the exam is considered 

superfluous. The problem of rote learning and its corollary, a lack of engagement with higher order, 

critical and creative thinking skills are other negative consequences highlighted by many 

commentators (e.g. McManus (2018; Baird et al., 2016). A research study conducted with 

undergraduate students at the end of their first year in DCU indicated that the majority of 

participants did not regard the LC Programme (Senior Cycle) as having been a good preparation for 

higher education (O’Leary & Scully, 2018). 

Moreover, the public focus on the content of LC papers in June and on the LC results when they are 

issues in August of each year is another social consequence of what some have referred to as a 

national obsession with the exam. We are so familiar with the behaviours associated with this 

obsession in Ireland that it comes as a surprise to learn that in most other countries the state exams 

pass by without undue public fuss. External observers marvel at how the link between the LC exam 

and the CAO points system and the “race” for places at third level consumes acres of news print 

every Summer (Baird et al. 2016). All of this attention does little to reduce the stress felt by students 

prior to and during the examination period.  The finding from research conducted at Maynooth 

University in 2020 following the cancellation of the LC exams that “a substantial proportion of 

students reported a strong sense of relief and lower levels of reported stress and anxiety” is worth 

noting (Quinn et al., 2020).  

The negative consequences of distilling all learning at Senior Cycle down to a number – a CAO 

points total – are many, but the lack of balance in how assessment functions at Senior Cycle is an 

important one to consider. It is well known that when summative assessment dominates, the role 

of formative assessment in supporting day-to-day teaching and learning tends to be diminished as 

priority is given to “exam content coverage” rather than to ensuring learning is taking place.  And 

when that happens, the assessment information needs of learners play second fiddle to the 

assessment information needs of the system.  

In Ireland, it could be argued that the assessment information required to aid decision-making 

focused on moving learners from post-primary into higher and further education has been 

paramount. Moreover, the teachers’ familiarity with the traditional LC exams is so ingrained and 

the streamlined system put in place by the State Examinations Commission to administer and mark 

them is so efficient and well organised that efforts to effect change at Senior Cycle have often been 

stymied or supported with little enthusiasm.    This is certainly the view expressed in a recent 

publication entitled Education in Ireland: An OECD Assessment of the Senior Cycle Review:  “Even 

when convinced of the need for change in senior cycle education, stakeholders tend to disagree on 

the nature and scope of the change, which makes finding common solutions considerably more 

challenging” (OECD, 2020) 
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National Parents Council Post Primary Opening Statement to the  

JCEFHERIS – Leaving Certificate Reform Committee meeting 

9th November 2021 

 

The National Parents Council Post Primary (NPCPP) thank the committee for the opportunity to 

participate in these consultations and to participate in today’s session. 

 NPCPP is a registered charity, that is run and governed by a board of volunteers, whose objective 

remains throughout, to be the national representatives for all schools’ parents’ associations and all 

parents/guardians of post primary students in Ireland.  

Over the last year NPCPP has significantly and demonstrably increased active engagements with 

parents and Parent Associations, across all traditional sectors alongside those now representative 

of the increased diversity in Irish society, via our office and on-line facilities. 

Through this interaction it is very clear that the parents of post primary students are concerned 

about the relevance of our traditional Leaving Certificate programme, the established assessment 

model in place and the relevance both have in recognising a students talents and achievements and 

in preparation for their further study or career. 

One of the roles of NPCPP is to consult with the Minister of Education as out lined in The Role of 

Parents in the Education Systems of the European Union ( Ireland pp 57 – 62 )  

‘In contrast, in some countries there are bodies consisting exclusively of parents. These are 

generally established at national level and their role is to consult with the minister, as the case in 

Belgium (French community), Ireland, Austria, Sweden and Norway’ 

Other areas of consultation include the Department of Education advisory groups, Curriculum 

review and reform forums, Educational stakeholder consultations, Student welfare forums etc.  

Today our submission will briefly address specific areas of discussion relating to the much awaited 

Leaving Certificate Reform. 

Every year we (National Parents Council Post Primary) organise and host an event, the NPCPP 

Leaving Certificate Helpline. This free phone service addresses issues of concern arising from the 

Leaving Certificate Results being released. The overwhelming area of distress and anxiety 

presenting itself, by both parents and students to this Helpline is the historical battle between grades  
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and points. Fortunately for all involved, the helpline phones are manned by professional Guidance 

Counsellors from the IGC, who expertly deal with all issues arising. 

Its has long been viewed by parents, that this terminal examination concept exerts undue pressure 

on their children and does not necessarily acknowledge the talents and abilities of an individual 

student, nor in many cases does it encourage continued engagement with education and learning. 

The arrival of Covid-19 to our shores demanded an alternative approach to the concept of a singular 

final seated exam for school leavers, with the inclusion of calculated grades in 2020 and accredited 

grades in 2021. However, we are still left with the question ‘is the traditional Leaving Certificate 

seated exam fit for purpose?’ 

It is our belief that those ideals expressed in the paper the Curriculum Reform in the European 

Schools; Towards a 21st Century Vision (by Sandra Leaton Grey, David Scott and Peeter Mehisto) 

are reflective as to what we as a nation should aspire to, within our educational system. It outlines 

the Key Competences for lifelong learning and states; 

Excerpt: ‘The students of the European school are future citizens of Europe and the world. As such, 

they need a range of competences if they are to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing world. In 

2006 the European Council and European Parliament adopted a European Framework for Key 

Competences for lifelong learning. It identifies eight key competencies which all individuals need 

for personal fulfilment and development, for active citizenship, for social inclusion and for 

employment: communication in the mother tongue; communication in foreign languages; 

mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology; digital competence; 

learning to learn; social and civic competences; sense of initiative and entrepreneurship; and 

cultural awareness and expression. The European Schools’ syllabuses seek to develop all of these 

key competencies in the students (Board of Governors 2013:3)’ 

Assessment options 

If we briefly address each aspect of todays meeting, firstly we look at the assessment options. Is it 

appropriate to continue with tradition, a state examination which relies totally, in most subjects, on 

a student’s performance solely on their ability to recall information at a specific time on a specific 

day culminating in a grade which is supposedly reflective of their performance during their entire 

school life? A variety of subjects have introduced project, aural and oral aspects to them but the  
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concept of standardised continuous classroom-based assessment has not yet been explored as a real 

option. It is very clear from our consultations with parents that this must now be addressed. 

 Another area which we must explore is standardising the use of digital technology in education and 

exploring the effects that would be experienced by differing demographic groups therein. 

One of the main factors which must be addressed in any scenario would be the support and 

guidelines which would be necessary for the teaching profession to adopt in order to implement any 

alternative approach. 

 A modular approach to examinations and assessment, as is practised in third level institutions, 

could also be reflected in the way second level students are treated. There are undoubtedly many 

differing creative approaches which must be explored as speedily as is possible to ensure our 

educational system does not become stagnant, fail our youth in the pursuit of their life goals and fail 

our societies future both economically and culturally. 

 

Key subject Areas and Digital Learning 

Those Key subject areas of learning which schools focus on are 

• Reading/Language Arts, Writing standards. 

• Mathematics.  

• Foreign Language. 

• Science. 

• Social Studies.  

• Physical Education and Health. 

 

STEM has increasingly become an important factor, especially in terms of the needs of industry and 

future economic development in Ireland. The subjects included are broader than many realise - 

Leaving Certificate subjects, for the purposes of the STEM Education Policy Statement (source: 

Education Indicators for Ireland December 2020) are agricultural science, mathematics, applied 

mathematics, biology, physics, chemistry, physics and chemistry, engineering, construction studies, 

design and communication graphics and technology.  
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The overall educational trend still focuses mainly on the academic abilities of a young person, 

where the physical / practical talents, creative abilities and general non-academic achievements are 

not awarded equal attention or priority. Results have demonstrated the positive effects of arts 

education in several areas including a students' intrinsic enjoyment, art form knowledge and skills, 

social and cultural knowledge, creativity and thinking skills, communication and expressive skills, 

personal and social development, effects that transfer to other contexts. 

Source:  Arts Education in Secondary Schools: Effects and Effectiveness. National Foundation for 

Educational Research: The Mere, Upton Park, Slough, Berkshire, UK. 

 

Access, Equality and Well-Being Supports 

In terms of access, equality and wellbeing supports many obstacles exist as socially accepted 

rhetoric is prolific, but the problems remain. Inclusion being one of the main factors, and we must 

ask ourselves, how serious and committed are we as a nation to the ideology of inclusion and 

equality in education for all our young people. 

 The social constructs of identification placed upon an individual, be that of gender identity, 

categorised mental ability, perceived physical ability, ethnicity etc. all lend themselves to the 

probability that the educational experience of these individuals will be less than that of the 

individual which fits neatly into the ‘normal’ box. And even in the ‘normal’ box, issues arise daily 

which require extra support in the form of guidance, mental support and building of resilience. Our 

conversations with parents indicate the need for substantially increased focus on these areas. 

Should all pupils, including those with special educational needs, be entitled to a national 

certification of their educational achievements? Do all pupils receive the access, equality and well-

being supports they require? These questions form part of an ongoing survey we are carrying out, 

the results will be circulated to you but today I can certainly indicate which way the trends are 

going on these and other questions. 
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Irish Language and the Irish Medium Education 

The 20-year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030. A key objective of this Strategy “is to 

increase on an incremental basis the use and knowledge of Irish as a community language” 

(Government of Ireland, 2010, p.3). Particular emphasis is also placed on the development of 

bilingualism, rejuvenation of Irish in Gaeltacht areas, increased use of Irish in public discourse and 

services and heighted visibility of the language in society The education system however is viewed 

as one of “the critical engines for generating the linguistic ability” on which this 20-Year Strategy is 

based (Government of Ireland, 2010, p.12) 

So in terms of teaching and examining Irish as a curricular subject we must examine what our 

expectation is and what can be realistically achieved in the classroom, whether it be in an english 

language based second level school or a ‘Gaelcholáiste’, by the time students reach the end of the 

senior cycle. 

Many factors come into play none more so than The low level of motivation for learning and using 

Irish among many students along with the dearth of opportunities to use the language continues to 

pose one of the more serious challenges to the societal revitalization of the Irish language (source; 

Department of Education and Skills, 2015; Harris et al., 2006;) 

More than half a million people in Ireland speak another language in Ireland ( ref.census 2011) This 

linguistical change will continue as Ireland becomes a more diverse society culturally and 

ethnically, and may be the impetus required to re-evaluate the place the spoken word is held in Irish 

education. The pace of change in our world today accelerates continuously. Our post primary 

education system must adapt and keep up with the requirements of further education, the 

commercial world and society. 

We must not fear considered change, nor the challenge that its implementation may bring but 

should embrace and implement it as and when required. There is real opportunity to address these 

matters right now and we should do so without delay. In order for the Leaving Certificate 

Programme to remain relevant the required changes must include the necessary supports for our 

post primary students to effectively prepare them for their future lives and careers and to assist 

where necessary to ensure equality of opportunity particularly for those who are disadvantaged or 

who require particular supports. 

Thank you. 

I would like to thank this committee for the opportunity to attend and present this submission on 

behalf of National Parents Council Post Primary. 
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Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science 

 

Briefing Paper – Leaving Certificate Reform 

Prof Anne Looney, Dublin City University 

 

Given the breadth of scope of the Committee’s current work on Leaving Certificate and Senior Cycle 

reform I am going to confine this briefing paper – and my remarks to the committee – to the issue of 

the reform of the Leaving Certificate examination and assessment options in that context.  

Given that progression to higher and further education is, in the Irish context, inevitably connected 

to assessment options, I will also address this to some degree. In fact, a feature of most upper 

secondary systems is their complexity. At the interface between schooling and other phases of 

education and training, and between schooling and employment, upper secondary is where cultural 

assumptions about social progress and economic success are most visible – and most powerful -  in 

school systems.  

The Leaving Certificate and The Educational Imaginary 

There is little contestation about assessment practice across senior cycle. Building on the experience 

of junior cycle, nowadays most teachers use a wide variety of assessment approaches, students get 

feedback of different kinds, and they have opportunities to work in groups and provide feedback to 

each other on these collaborative tasks. All of these practices are underpinned by strong research 

evidence that suggests that assessment is most effective in supporting learning when it happens 

close to when and where the learning takes place; gives rise to good quality feedback – beyond 

letters or scores -  for students, and when teachers are able to provide not just the feedback but 

advice and support to learners on how to use that feedback to make progress. For older students in 

particular, this kind of dialogue can support the development of more autonomy in learning and a 

greater sense of agency and independence.  

However, the closer a student gets to the end of senior cycle and the Leaving Certificate 

examination, the more likely it is that this kind of rich, rewarding and evidence-based assessment 

gets displaced by practice for examinations, completion of pieces of coursework, a focus on 
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examination questions, marking schemes and sample answers, and extensive revision with a view to 

recall under time constraints.  

The research on this kind of assessment is less compelling. While summative tests with stakes can 

act as a motivator for some groups of students, in general, most students (indeed, most adults) find 

them stressful to some degree, with some students being more negatively impacted. With limited 

and narrow feedback provided (just letters and numbers) and an emphasis on representing learning 

in written or numeric format for the most part, in highly formal and ritualised settings, the 

completion of public examinations like the Leaving Certificate run counter to most of the research 

we have about assessment that supports student learning.   

Why is this the case? Because public examinations – including the Leaving Certificate - are less 

artefacts of assessment and more artefacts of culture.  Formal written tests have their origins in 

entry to the civil service in China and then expanded in England in the 19th century as a means of 

entry to the professions. Written tests in Universities became more widespread in the 18th century 

across Europe and this practice was then adopted in schools, with tests sometimes provided by 

Universities, but now in most modern systems, provided by the state, at national or regional level as 

public examinations.  

And yet, few rituals in education are as old-fashioned and out of kilter with the way the world works 

today as examinations, both in their physical format and their end goal of regurgitating reams of 

notes and index cards containing declarative knowledge to be mentally stored for a relatively short 

period of time. But examinations persist because they are social rather than assessment process.  

The Leaving Certificate has its current form not because it reflects best practice in assessment, or 

our most recent research insights in how to support learning and learners, but because it is culturally 

embedded. It persists, despite an annual liturgy of handwringing and head wagging about 

inequalities in class and gender, concerns for student wellbeing, and pernicious impact on the kind 

of learning and lives we want for young people, because it has become part of Irish social and 

cultural life – well beyond the school system. And for this reason, at the end of the annual liturgy as 

the procession of critics, myself included, moves back into the sanctuary of the academy or 

‘commentariat’, we conclude that, in the end, ‘sure what else would we do’, and ‘sure look at the 

mess they made everywhere else,’ and ‘Amen, let us go in peace to do it all again next year.’ 

Other countries and systems point to Ireland’s upper secondary examination as an anachronism, 

with its reliance on external assessment, and limited inclusion of coursework; and none at all in 

English and Mathematics. But for our part we would find the Norwegian practice of announcing the 
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subjects selected for examination 24 hours before the test unthinkable, and would scratch our heads 

at current controversies in Alberta following the decision to reduce the final examination to only 

10% of the final mark, with the rest coming from teachers and schools.  The designers of 

examinations in Alberta and Norway have access to the same research available to us in Ireland. But 

we all arrived at different systems for historical and cultural reasons. Real examination reform – if 

we want it – means addressing at least some of these historical and cultural issues.  

The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor (2004) uses the phrase ‘social imaginary’ to describe how 

people imagine their social existence the expectations that they have of that existence, and the 

deeper normative notions and images that underpin these expectations. He uses the concept of 

‘imaginary’ because ‘theory’ is associated with elites, whereas social imaginaries are carried by 

ordinary people in images, stories, legends and mythologies. Ireland has a very particular ‘imaginary’ 

of public education that shapes the development and enactment of policies and ongoing 

contestation and debates. Despite many current debates about the value of vocational knowledge 

and skills, our imaginary places a greater value on theoretical knowledge, one of the consequences 

of developing an examination system based on paper and pencil tests and one of the reasons why it 

persists. Another defining feature of our imaginary is a conviction that participation in tertiary 

education is a measure of personal, familial and system success. And another, often unspoken, is 

that ultimately, the Leaving Certificate does a reasonable job of sorting people into those who have 

earned and deserve success and those who have not earned it or do not deserve it often summed up 

as ‘it may be brutal, but it is fair’…. 

Educational imaginaries (Neill, 2016) are sustained by the convictions of ordinary people about what 

schools are for and how education should be organised. The Leaving Certificate persists because it is 

part of Ireland’s educational imaginary. And therefore change to the Leaving Cert is always 

incremental, gradual, evolutionary never revolutionary, adding some continuous assessment for 

example, but not enough to make any real impact on the experiences of learners, because on our 

imaginary, those pieces of continuous assessment risk becoming a series of smaller examinations, 

another source of pressure, and inevitably another market opportunity for those who sell private 

tuition and coaching to families who can afford it, and to many who can’t.  

COVID 19 has many things to answer for. We won’t know for some time whether it did any 

permanent damage to the educational imaginary.  It certainly re-enforced our sense of a system that 

places a high value on relationships and connections. But in 2020 we managed without any Leaving 

Certificate at all, and in 2021 with a version of the Leaving Certificate that had some remnants of the 

familiar, but notable radical departures, particularly in the agency given to students who in previous 
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examinations sat in silence in serried rows in patrolled desks, but this time chose how they wanted 

to be assessed. Unprecedented. Unexpected. Untenable in our educational imaginary, but it 

happened. And Students progressed to higher and further education without doing a Leaving 

Certificate. So the cultural artefact of the Leaving Certificate, while it appears fixed and unshakeable, 

proved itself to be more fragile than we thought.  

Systems with more school based assessment in their public examinations proved more resilient and 

changes were less controversial and extensive and not subject to relentless attention of media and 

public scrutiny and comment as was the case in Ireland.  Mess with the imaginary at your peril! If 

you want to understand how deep this runs, consider the call made at the height of the pandemic, 

as the system struggled to get a vaccination programme up and running, to vaccinate the LC 

students ahead of others so that they could take their examinations.  

I’m something of a veteran of Leaving Certificate Reform; I’ve been the proponent of the slow and 

steady change. I’ve led the introduction of coursework, and helped design the revised system of 

grades and points designed to try to slow down an accelerating points race. And, her we are again, 

on the same themes, identifying the same challenges, ready to embark on a series of changes that 

will be the result of extensive consultation and probably have broad support, although I expect the 

students may be more vocal critics than heretofore.  We will design an assessment system that will 

have a balance between validity, reliability and manageability and that will settle on a series of 

bearable trade-offs between 

• public trust in the examinations 

• providing a mechanism by which students can select courses in tertiary education 

• supporting an inclusive system and opportunities for all learners 

• the support of the teaching profession 

• costs and manageability 

And we will move on. And get ready for the next round of handwringing liturgies! 

Examining the imaginary? 

 UNESCO has just published the report on the International Commission on the Futures of Education. 

Assessment gets just a couple of paragraphs. Instead the focus is on the prevailing educational 

imaginary, and the need to move beyond it to what they call ‘the new social contract for education’. 

The report pulls few punches on the crises now faced by the human race and the planet, of which 

the ongoing pandemic is just the smallest, and proposes a new social contract – a new imaginary -  

that will deliver on the promise of quality education for all while also realising the transformational 
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power of education to create sustainable futures for all. It’s an interesting read for an educator, and 

for a policy maker. One of the most interesting propositions is that in the future education is going 

to have to concern itself not just with learning, but with unlearning. Looking to the future, suggests 

the report, education will need to support us in our need to ‘unlearn human exceptionalism and 

possessive individualism’ (p.59).  If we were to make a similar proposition for education in Ireland, 

particularly in senior cycle, what might we want to ‘unlearn’. What behaviours and attitudes does 

our current system ‘teach’ that may be contributing to the crises we now face; hyper-

competitiveness; possessive individualism; compliance at the expense of creativity? We could think 

of others. According to UNESCO, the new social contract will be built on pedagogies that learn in and 

with the world, and that are founded on collaboration, co-operation and solidarity. What might a 

new educational imaginary for Ireland be founded on?  

Given where we find ourselves, before we move on to the next edition of the Leaving Certificate that 

will further embed our current educational imaginary, should we give some time to considering 

whether this imaginary is the one we want and need to get us through what are going to be the 

most challenging decades in human history? Addressing this question, at least putting our current 

educational imaginary through some form of examination, whether through the Citizens Assembly 

on Education as proposed by the current government, or another deliberative process, has never 

been more urgent for us.  

If we don’t at least question the current educational imaginary, then we are confirming for 

generations past and to come that it really is ALL ABOUT THE POINTS. 
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Submission from National College of Ireland to Joint Oireachtas Committee’s Roundtable 
Discussion on Leaving Certificate Reform with reference to Higher and Further Education 

Requirements, Vocational Options and Career Paths. 
  
Context  
In the context of the Joint Committee’s discussions to date on the topic of ‘Leaving Certificate 
Reform with reference to Higher and Further Education Requirements, Vocational Options and 
Career Paths’ we at National College of Ireland would like to draw the attention of the members to 
an exciting initiative that we believe provides a concrete exemplar of an effective and innovative 
learner-centred partnership approach that supports learners reaching higher by breaking down real 
and perceived FE and HE barriers. We believe that this is one solution to LC reform and increasing 
accessibility, pathways and successful progression to further and higher education and employment.  
 
 
P-TECH Overview   
In November 2018, An Taoiseach, the Minster for Education and Skills and the Minister for Public 
Expenditure and Reform announced the launch of the P-TECH School Initiative for three schools in 
Dublin’s North East Inner City. The project is an adaptation of P-TECH (Pathways in Technology), an 
innovative model of education-industry collaboration that was first developed in 2011 in the USA by 
IBM and local educators. Since then, P-TECH has grown to more than 100 schools across the US and 
in other countries, with more than 500 businesses participating.   
In Ireland, P-TECH is a collaboration between the schools (St Joseph’s CBS, Marino College and Larkin 
Community College), business partners (IBM, Cisco, Virgin Media, Irish Water, Irish Life), National 
College of Ireland and the Department of Education and Dublin’s North East Inner City (NEIC).  The 
aim of P-TECH is to provide post-primary students in the NEIC area with an innovative and highly 
relevant education programme that enables them to earn third-level credits. The project supports all 
three progression options for these students to higher and further education routes as well as 
directly to employment.   
 
In September 2021, Quality Qualifications Ireland (QQI) validated NCI’s Certificate in P-TECH, a 10-
credit programme at HE Level 6 on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ). This innovative 
HE award, is currently delivered as part of the senior-cycle curriculum within three P-TECH Partner 
schools. Transition Year students in these schools are enrolled on the HE programme and complete 
it alongside their other senior-cycle subjects over three academic years. It forms one element in the 
National P-TECH Initiative, which spans five years of secondary schooling from 2nd year to 6th 
year. To ensure high quality and consistent delivery of the Certificate programme in a school 
environment, NCI also designed, and QQI validated the award of a HE Level 9 Certificate in 
Educational Practice for P-TECH support teachers delivering the Level 6 HE P-TECH Certificate in 
selected schools.  
 
The Certificate in P-TECH aims to support a wide range of students in earning their traditional 
second-level qualifications (e.g., the Leaving Certificate) as well as giving them a unique opportunity 
to also gain Higher Education skills, experiences and a Higher Education award from a 
Higher Education Institute. The high calibre work experience delivered as a key component of the P-
TECH programme also provides learners with a competitive advantage in employment in IT and 
related areas on completion of senior cycle. Engagement with Higher Education (HE) level learning is 
also anticipated to help retain them in the education system and give them the confidence to 
progress to tertiary level education at a Further Education College or Higher Education Institute.   
The Certificate combines second-level school education with elements of higher-level education and 
authentic high-quality work experiences, mentoring, structured internships, and tasters of subjects 
in higher education. Students who enrol on the Level 6 Certificate in P-TECH continue to study their 
six subjects during the senior cycle and can also achieve an additional qualification or ‘second 
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HE/QQI transcript’ in place of a seventh subject. The Level 6 HE Award is therefore positioned to sit 
alongside the senior cycle curriculum as enhancing and not competing with students’ existing 
learning and assessment requirements (including the Leaving Certificate) without adding additional 
burdens or stress.   
The Certificate in P-TECH comprises two modules entitled “Skills for Business & Career” and “Skills 
for a Digital World”. Each module carries 5 ECTS (European Credit Transfers) at Level 6 on the 
National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) and is delivered simultaneously over the duration of the 
programme. The programme curriculum is built upon four P-TECH Values which were developed 
through a consultation process with the National P-TECH Curriculum Working Group. Taking a 
decision to embed values in the curriculum from the beginning means that values have been part of 
the curriculum design and decision-making processes relating to the programme and module aims, 
teaching and learning strategies, content, and assessment approaches. The four values are also 
aligned to the programme and module learning outcomes.  
  

  
 
Insights from P-TECH for Committee  

 The P-TECH pilot is a model that demonstrates how second level students can gain 
third level learning combined with industry experience and be accredited on the 
National Framework of Qualifications  
 Vitally, it provides three progression paths for second level students: 1) employment 
2) further education or 3) higher education  
 It gives students confidence to plan a future beyond the Leaving Certificate and 
Senior Cycle and provides them with the tools and evidence to know what they can 
achieve  
 This model demonstrates how convergence between the State Examination 
Commission and QQI as awarding bodies is necessary to facilitate seamless transitions 
from Senior Cycle to Further and Higher Education  
 P-TECH also highlights the need for CAO points allocation for the P-TECH modules in 
order to have currency and value for students, employers and educators. The CAO 
system already recognises ‘link modules’ in the Leaving Certificate Vocational 
Programme (LCVP)  
 Second level students are, via P-TECH, already demonstrating competence at Level 6 
on the NFQ while still studying for their Leaving Certificate which is a Level 5 
qualification  
 P-TECH brings the employer in to the classroom and the student to the employer  
 Transitions between all levels of education is a critical time for a student and an 
initiative such as P-TECH highlights how it can ease the transition for the student 
between second level education and 1) the world of work 2) further education or 3) 
higher education  
 The Committee, via the appropriate mechanism and channel (DFHERIS, 
HEA, Solas) is invited to monitor this P-TECH initiative to assess how the approach could 
be scaled to become a solution with wider reach  



 
 
Library Association of Ireland School Libraries Group (LAI SLG) response to the invitation of the 

Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science to make a submission as part of the Committee’s examination of 

the topic “Leaving Certificate Reform”. 
(January 2022) 

1. INTRODUCTION  
The LAI SLG would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission on the 
topic of Leaving Certificate Reform.    
 
The LAI SLG is the professional organisation representing librarians, teachers, staff and others 
working in the school library sector in schools and Youthreach centres across Ireland.  
 
2. BACKGROUND TO SCHOOL LIBRARY PROVISION IN SECOND-LEVEL SCHOOLS 
Ireland lags behind the rest of the developed world in terms of school library provision.  While most 
fee-paying schools in Ireland have school libraries staffed by professional librarians, only 30 publicly 
funded schools have funded and professionally staffed school libraries. These 30 schools are part of 
the JCSP Demonstration Library Project. Set up as a research project in 11 schools in 2002, the 
evidenced impact of the initiative (Room for Reading Report 2005) on student engagement, 
retention and literacy development led to a commitment in the 2005 DEIS Action Plan to expand the 
Project into 50 DEIS schools by 2010, with further expansion to be considered thereafter. Having 
expanded to a total of only 30 schools, further expansion was put on hold in 2008. Expansion 
remains on hold in 2022 (14 years later). 
 
3. QUALIFIED SCHOOL LIBRARIAN – DEFINITION 
• A qualified practitioner educated to degree or post graduate level in Library and Information 

Science; 
• An enthusiastic and knowledgeable professional who supports the learning, cultural, leisure and 

wider needs of the learner; 
• An information expert who has knowledge of learning styles, best routes to find information, 

information literacy and transferable skills; 
• A champion who recognises the benefits of reading for pleasure; 
• A networker who will develop and cultivate partnerships working with other key organisations 

within and beyond the school, including wider professional agencies. 
 
4. THE NEED FOR SCHOOL LIBRARIES 
Schools exist to educate students. School libraries aid this aim in their provision of resources to 
directly address the curriculum and to read around it. As information experts, school librarians teach 
information-, digital-, media- and critical- literacy skills with the aim to help develop independent 
learners who are curious, confident and open to new ideas. They develop critical thinkers, 
enthusiastic readers and ethical use of information. 

School librarians work in professional partnership with school management and teachers in planning 
and running timetabled library classes supporting all areas of the curriculum. They provide beyond 
the school day access to library services and resources. A range of clubs, activities and events take 
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place on an ongoing basis. Every student in the school benefits from the school library, not only in 
terms of support for their academic needs, but also their holistic education and all round 
development. Arts education, reading for pleasure, cultural awareness, resilience and creativity are 
fostered and students are supported to develop a range of skills beneficial to their lives both within 
and beyond school. Flexibility, inclusion, equity, continuity and progression are at the heart of what 
school libraries and professional librarians provide.  
 
5. HOW SCHOOL LIBRARIES CAN SUPPORT THE NEW LEAVING CERTIFICATE CURRICULUM 
This report identifies how school libraries can and do have a positive impact on various sections of 
school life and student experience in Junior and Senior Cycle.  School Librarians can also take the 
following additional measures to support Leaving Certificate Reform: 
• Liaising with third level institutions to identify students’ information literacy needs and 

preparing programmes and packages to assist students with their transition to Higher Education; 
• Implementing a progressive information literacy course from 1st to 6th year, where students 

learn research skills, critical thinking and ethical use of information; 
• Developing bespoke library collections and delivering library classes that can particularly help 

with any modular assessments and short courses that may be introduced.  
 

6. BRIDGING THE LEARNING GAP AND FOSTERING SOCIAL INCLUSION 
All educators, particularly those working in DEIS schools, are concerned that the educational 
attainment gap will have widened considerably over the periods of school closure due to COVID-19. 
Disadvantaged students who may already have been dealing with major challenges are at particular 
risk of falling behind even further. 
The extra supports school libraries can offer to students in DEIS schools are now more important 
than ever.  School librarians and libraries can make a difference by: 
• Supporting the implementation of the Government’s roadmap for Social Inclusion to improve 

retention rates at second level in DEIS Schools.  Research has shown the JCSP Library Project has 
positively impacted on literacy skills, attendance, engagement, academic attainment and 
retention to Senior Cycle.  

• Providing additional supports to students such as supported homework clubs, breakfast clubs 
and one-to-one guidance on project research. 

• Giving students access to resources and supports that they may not have a home such as 
textbooks, exam packs, digital devices, study space, etc. 

• Providing all students with access to a safe, comfortable, inviting and print-rich environment. 
 

7. IMPACT SCHOOL LIBRARIES AND SCHOOL LIBRARIANS HAVE ON:  
 

7.1. Reading for Pleasure 
The National Strategy for Literacy and Numeracy 2011 recommends schools should ‘Foster an 
enjoyment of reading among children and young people’. Teachers are less likely to know about the 
latest in Children’s or Young Adult Literature (Cremin, Mottram, Bearne, & Goodwin, 2008) 
and may not be able to devote the necessary time to reading promotion. School Librarians have the 
knowledge and expertise to promote reading for pleasure and can do so by: 
• Ensuring the library is a calm and welcoming space where students can enjoy reading and where 

they will have the opportunity to select their own books. 
• Building an enriching collection of books, audio books and e-books, both in fiction and non-

fiction, to suit all reading levels and tastes.   

https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/46557/bf7011904ede4562b925f98b15c4f1b5.pdf#page=1
https://jcsplibraries.com/research/
https://assets.gov.ie/24520/defd56aec10946798ab2d32a42dc0d86.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2014/09/08/why-kids-should-choose-their-own-books-to-read-in-school/
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• Developing a reading culture across the whole school community by leading reading groups and 
engaging with initiatives such as Drop Everything and Read, Great Reads Awards and KPMG 
Children’s Book Awards. 
 

7.2. Information / Media / Digital Literacy 
While reading physical books can be a welcome distraction from online devices, society has become 
more dependent on technology:  80% of people use the internet every day.  While the internet has 
many benefits, it has unfortunately made it more difficult for students to distinguish between 
reliable sources and misinformation. PISA (2018) reported that just 9% of 15-year-olds were able to 
tell the difference between fact and opinion. To ensure best outcomes for teaching and learning, 
students need to learn how to evaluate information effectively. School librarians are qualified to 
teach information literacy. Their goal is to “develop information literate students who are 
responsible and ethical participants of society” (IFLA School Libraries Section Standing Committee, 
2015). School librarians can support digital literacy by:  
• Teaching research skills classes that include digital verification and research techniques; 
• Running internet safety workshops; 
• Team teaching and assisting students with Classroom Based Assessments and Senior Cycle 

project work; 
• Creating dynamic, information-rich displays in physical and digital format; 
• Curating lists of reliable resources for all subject areas on the school and library websites, social 

media platforms, etc. 
 
7.3. Wellbeing  
Studies have shown that children and young people who use the school library have, on average, 
higher mental wellbeing scores (Teravainen & Clark, 2017). 
School librarians can promote wellbeing by: 

• Safeguarding the library as a communal sanctuary where all students feel a sense of ownership 
and belonging; 

• Keeping the library as a vibrant and shared space where students from all year groups can meet 
in a social context for extra-curricular clubs such as Debating, Book Clubs, Chess, Board Games, 
Film, Coding, etc.; 

• Inviting motivational, inspirational and instructional speakers; 
• Supporting the Arts in Education Charter (2012) by fostering an appreciation of arts and culture 

via workshops, exhibitions, and activities such as maker space;  
• Promoting reading for pleasure which has been scientifically proven to promote empathy 

(Tamir, Bricker, Dodell-Feder, & Mitchell, 2016); 
• Building a collection of resources to promote wellbeing and help build students’ self-esteem 
• Promoting inclusivity by providing access to books in migrant students home languages 

through for example, the Post Primary Languages Ireland School Library Home Languages 
Scheme  and the JCSP Library Project Digital Library Service; 

• Offering both structured and informal pastoral care especially for young people who may have 
difficult personal and family circumstances; 

• Liaising with stakeholders like Narrative 4,  Amber Flag Initiative and BeLonG To to support and 
develop student wellbeing. All JCSP librarians are already trained as Narrative 4 facilitators. 

 
 

https://jcsplibraries.com/2021/04/12/national-drop-everything-and-read-challenge-2021/
https://schoollibrariesireland.com/great-reads-award/
https://home.kpmg/ie/en/home/insights/2021/03/kpmg-children-books-awards-2021-shortlist.html#:%7E:text=The%202021%20KPMG%20Children%E2%80%99s%20Books%20Ireland%20Awards%20shortlist,of%20the%20status%20of%20contemporary%20Irish%20children%E2%80%99s%20literature.
https://home.kpmg/ie/en/home/insights/2021/03/kpmg-children-books-awards-2021-shortlist.html#:%7E:text=The%202021%20KPMG%20Children%E2%80%99s%20Books%20Ireland%20Awards%20shortlist,of%20the%20status%20of%20contemporary%20Irish%20children%E2%80%99s%20literature.
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-isshh/informationsocietystatistics-households2019/frequencyofinternetusage/
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/pisa-2018-results.htm
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/pisa-2018-results.htm
https://artsineducation.ie/en/read/arts-in-education-charter/
https://ppli.ie/news/home-language-materials-in-school-libraries/
https://ppli.ie/news/home-language-materials-in-school-libraries/
https://jcsplibraries.com/jcsp-digital-library/
https://narrative4.com/
https://www.pieta.ie/how-we-can-help/prevention-programmes/amber-flag-initiative/
https://www.belongto.org/
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7.4. Student Progression and Personal Development 
“The school library equips students with lifelong learning skills and develops the imagination, 
enabling them to live as responsible citizens” (IFLA, 2021). School librarians can support the 
challenges students face with the transition from post primary to higher and further education as 
identified in the National Forum of Enhancement of Teaching and Learning 2015 and can help 
students develop skills needed to progress in their career by: 
• Curating a diverse collection of resources that ignites the imagination, supports lifelong 

learning and encourages students to continue with their educational pursuits; 
• Teaching independent research and critical thinking and exposing students to a wide range of 

literature that will help improve their writing; 
• Creating an environment where students can develop transversal skills that are, as outlined in 

Ireland’s National Skills Strategy 2025, relevant to a broad range of occupations and sectors;  
• Exposing post-primary students to how a library works, to make them become less reluctant 

to avail of library services at higher level.  This helps towards the achievement of the National 
Strategy for Higher Education aim to ensure a high-quality student experience for all students;  

• Improving academic achievement and attitude to education by: 
- Promoting reading for pleasure which has been linked to higher academic achievement 

(PISA, 2018); 
- Implementing a high-quality library programme which has a positive impact on student 

learning (Curry Lance & Kachel, 2018), particularly for those who struggle the most 
(Hovendick Francis, Curry Lance, & Lietzau, 2010) ;  

- Fostering student engagement and supporting a holistic learning environment. 
 
 
7.5. Curriculum and AEN Support  
School libraries have been found “to impact pupils’ general academic attainment, reading and 
writing skills, plus wider learning skills, as well as their scores in history, mathematics and science” 
(Teravainen & Clark, 2017).  School librarians can support the curriculum by: 
• Ensuring the library is a “Creative Environment that can facilitate the incorporation of STEM 

methodologies” as mentioned in the STEM Education Review Group Report; 
• Enabling students to become active, self-directed learners that engage in enquiry-based 

learning and use open ended exploration; 
• Contributing to the literacy and numeracy policy of the school; 
• Providing CPD resources to teachers; 
• Providing access to a wide range of resources that can enrich the learning experience within 

the curriculum; 
• Collaborating with teachers to create interdisciplinary and collaborative learning opportunities 

e.g. exhibitions that promote open ended enquiry and active learning; 
• Applying principles of Universal Design in the library and offering resources in a variety of 

formats e.g. eBooks, Audiobooks, Assistive Technology, etc. that can cater for the range of 
students’ learning needs.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/NF-2015-Transition-from-Second-Level-and-Further-Education-to-Higher-Education.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/69fd2-irelands-national-skills-strategy-2025-irelands-future/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/072a65-national-strategy-for-higher-education-to-2030/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/072a65-national-strategy-for-higher-education-to-2030/
https://assets.gov.ie/86096/a71d71e8-6ea1-4c62-9cc5-a2a38cffdd6f.pdf
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8. THE NEED FOR A NATIONAL DIGITAL LIBRARY SERVICE FOR IRISH SCHOOLS 
As part of its outreach services, the JCSP Library Project provides free access to its Digital Library 
service to students and staff in all JCSP/DEIS (second-level) schools in Ireland. Over 100,000 students 
and 9,000 staff from across the 220 member schools now have access to the service.  The library 
contains over 9,400 unique titles (eBooks, eAudiobooks and Read-Alongs), with multiple 
copies/class sets of many of these titles bringing the overall total to over 32,600 copies. Over 500 of 
these titles are currently available for ‘simultaneous use’ which means that every student in every 
JCSP/DEIS school in the country can download and read them at the same time. All students and 
staff in member schools have 24/7/365 access to the collection, from any location (school, home, 
etc.). 
Curated collections are created to meet the ever evolving needs of our student and staff members. 
These include curriculum support collections such as Prescribed Texts for Leaving Certificate English, 
Historical Topics collection for Leaving Certificate History Projects, Read Your Mind collection 
focusing on young people’s mental health (set up in collaboration with Jigsaw), Home Languages 
collection of over 600 titles across 26 languages (set up in collaboration with Post-Primary 
Languages Ireland), collections across all JC and LC subject areas, CPD collection for teachers, etc. 
All titles in the collections are available to all students and staff in all member schools: it is a very 
efficient way of providing access to digital reading resources. 
 
Demand for our Digital Library service has increased very significantly over the past few years – 
particularly during Covid lockdowns. Checkouts rose from 31,190 in 2019/20 to 57,651 in 2020/21 
(an 85% increase). Time spent reading has increased by over 400% over the past 2 years - from 
15,000 hours in 2019/20 to over 62,500 hours over the past year. 
Over 48,000 items were borrowed in the first term of the 2021/22 year – so demand continues to 
increase. The table below shows the continuous increase in demand for the service since the 
consortium arrangement was set up in 2016.  However, there has been no increase in funding and 
staffing support over this period – so it is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain, let alone 
further develop, the service. 
 

 
There is an extremely high level of demand from non JCSP/DEIS schools and Youthreach Centres to 
have access to the JCSP Library Project Digital Library Service – there is no alternative consortium 
service available to these schools. Non JCSP/DEIS schools have been quoted prices of over €2,000 
each p.a. for individual access to a very limited digital library service. Absorbing this level of cost is 
not an option for most schools. Facilitating all second-level schools and Youthreach centres to join 
the JCSP Library Project Digital Library would be a cost-effective way of providing access to a wide 
range of reading materials for all (for pleasure reading and for learning).  Expansion of the service 
could be achieved very quickly and at a very reasonable cost - the set-up and the expertise are 
already in place.  All that is needed is additional funding and administrative support.  
 
To view a Showcase of the JCSP Library Project Digital Library, please copy this url into your browser: 
https://ods.overdrive.com/v2/jcsp 
 

https://ods.overdrive.com/v2/jcsp
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9. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The LAI SLG would like to make the following recommendations to the Committee: 

• Establish a National Advisory Group on School Library Provision – with a view to developing a 
National Strategy for School Libraries (similar to the Scottish Strategy 2018-2023) 

• Described by one school principal as “the best [Department of Education] initiative in 20 years 
of initiatives” the LAI SLG recommends the immediate recommencement of the expansion of 
the JCSP Demonstration Library Project – as committed to in the 2005 DEIS Action Plan. 
We recommend that this be included under the Budget 2022 commitment of an ‘additional 
allocation of €18 million (full year allocation of €32 million) for expansion of the DEIS 
Programme’. 

• Immediate expansion of the JCSP Digital Library Service to become a National Digital Library 
Service for all second-level schools and Youthreach centres. 
Budget 2022 includes an allocation of €20 million to schools for ‘the purchase of books, audio 
books and other media for the purposes of improving their existing literacy resource banks’. We 
recommend directing just a small portion of this allocation to the establishment of a National 
Digital Library Service, giving immediate access to a professionally selected and curated 
collection of eBooks, eAudiobooks, Read-Alongs and Digital Magazines to students and staff in 
all schools and Youthreach centres. 
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a word from OUR FOUNDERS, CHARLES AND LIZ RITCHIE

“What makes this programme unique is that it focuses on the role of the 
gambling industry and the harm caused by its addictive products and 
harmful practices.

"By raising awareness of the harm that gambling can cause from an early 
age, as opposed to just waiting for the harm to occur, we’re confident we 
can help protect many young people.

“But education must also be accompanied by real changes to our 
outdated gambling regulations to have the biggest impact.”

Gambling with Lives (GwL) is a charity that was been set up by the families and friends of young 
people who had taken their own lives as a direct result of gambling. No one knows how many 
deaths there are related to gambling each year; research indicates that there may be between 250 
and 650 gambling-related suicides every year in the UK; a minimum of one every working day. 

GwL aims to:

• Support families who have been bereaved by gambling related suicides

• Raise awareness amongst gamblers, their families and friends, and health professionals of
the dangerous effects of gambling on mental health, and the high suicide risk

• In support of these aims, we will also seek to:

• Reduce gambling related harm by supporting better regulation of gambling products which
lead to an increased risk of gambling addiction and adverse effects on health

• Promote the treatment of gambling as a health issue which requires improved access to
health services integrated with the NHS, and access to support for families and friends

• Give a voice to families and friends (‘affected others’) bereaved by gambling and bring the
health issues surrounding gambling to the attention of policy makers and bodies responsible for
regulating the gambling industry

CHARITY BACKGROUND



 Gambling with Live ducati

introduction and conteXt

In this Act, a reference to the licensing objectives is to protect children and other vulnerable persons from 

being harmed or exploited by gambling. 

Gambling Act 2005 stated objective.

 Gambling with Lives is calling for a public health approach to gambling, including a regulatory objective that the 

entire population should be protected from harm and exploitation. Over the last three decades, the mode and 

frequency of gambling have changed dramatically. It is now more pervasive in our society, more readily available, and 

its use by the younger generations is much more difficult to monitor. 

Online gambling has transformed traditional betting, with the availability of slot machines, casinos and in-play sports 

betting never being more than a click away. Some of these products carry high addiction rates and unlike land-based 

machines such as  fixed-odds betting terminals (£2 a spin), these online products are relatively unrestricted in terms 

of stake size.

The Gambling Commission estimate that 450,00 11–16-year-olds gamble in the UK, with 55,000 children already addicted, 

whilst YouGov research suggests that there are 5 million people currently negatively impacted by gambling. Direct 

gambling harms including damage to mental health, finances, life opportunities, and relationships. One in four gamblers 

are at high risk of suffering harm. These harms affect both the gambler and affected others, such as family members and 

close friends. Gambling is a unique product, as the harms can occur in a matter of seconds – the damage is felt in a much 

shorter period of time than with comparative activities like smoking. 

Tragically there are estimated to be between 250-650 gambling-related suicides every year in the UK, with young people 

most at risk. Gambling with Lives was set up by the families and friends of young people who had taken their own lives as a 

direct result of gambling. These were all very normal, bright, popular and happy young folk who had great futures ahead of 

them … gambling was their only problem.

Their deaths were very sudden – “out of the blue” with no warning. They were not the result of massive gambling debts, 

rather what gambling had done to their hearts and minds.

The last parliamentary legislation on gambling in the UK was the Gambling Act 2005. The Act is widely recognised to have 

substantially failed to consider the enormous change bought about by near-universal bile and access to the internet. In 

fact, it is commonly referred to as "an analogue act in a digital age".
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Gambling marketing has saturated TV and social media, with its presence perhaps felt strongest in sport. At the time of 

writing, only one Premier League club does not have a gambling sponsor or partner. As a consequence, a gambling 

brand is visible up to 89% of the time on Match of the Day. The pervasiveness of gambling marketing has increased 

participation in gambling activity and contributed towards the normalisation of gambling in the UK. 

Until now, gambling has not received the same attention in education as other activities that carry an inherent risk of 

harm, such as tobacco and alcohol. That’s why in 2021, Gambling with Lives has launched this programme, which has 

been created by academics, educational specialists, clinicians, an award-winning filmmaker and people with lived 

experience of gambling harm, for young people aged 14 and over.
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objectives

This resource is intended to provide young people with the knowledge 

necessary to understand the inherent risk of different gambling products and to 

critically respond to gambling marketing. 

This pack contains the overview of the materials that are best suited to be 

delivered as a four-lesson programme as part of personal, social, health and 

economic education (PHSE), for young people aged between 14 and 16 (years 10 

and 11). The materials have been designed for these age groups based on 

research around gambling-based education interventions. However, all of the 

materials can easily be adapted for any young person older than 16 and can be 

used in adult education and in wider awareness-raising activities. 

Students are expected to have some prior knowledge of the nature of risk, the 

key principles of gambling, influences on gambling decisions, and what to do if 

they are concerned about someone else’s gambling behaviour. However, as this 

is a relatively new PSHE topic, these subjects will be covered in the lessons. All of 

these areas will be reinforced throughout the programme and will provide 

young people with the skills to apply these to other areas in the spectrum of 

PSHE learning. 

The programme touches on other areas of learning including topics such as 

online protections, mental health, economic wellbeing, debt, crime, legislation, 

the nature of risk and critical marketing. Previous knowledge of these areas is 

not essential and can be built on throughout the programme.

The key objectives of this programme are:
• To change young people’s attitudes, perceptions, behaviours and understanding of gambling risks.

• To highlight that gambling products can cause mental health issues and how the regulation of products has a 

significant impact on risk across the population.

• To highlight that the normalisation of gambling for young people is having a serious impact through development of 

new gambling environments, technologies, and marketing strategies. 

• To demonstrate where researchers have drawn clear parallels with the normalisation process associated with 
tobacco.

• To positively influence the way in which gambling-based education is delivered in the UK  

• To challenge the prevailing ‘Responsible Gambling’ narrative.

• To influence decision makers by highlighting that a public health approach to gambling will require an independent 

education programme for young people.

Specific learning objectives for each subject are listed below under ‘Learning outcomes’ in the ‘Course structure and 

contents’ section.



using the resources

delivery methods

GwL-led delivery in the classroom 

Throughout the pilot and evaluation, a Gambling with Lives (GwL) representative will facilitate the lesson/session. We will 
consider a wide range of delivery methods longer-term.

The programme is intended to run as four separate lessons

Materials required for the lesson (provided by GwL)

• GwL PowerPoint slide deck, with embedded accompanying films and interactive media
• Fully referenced teachers notes, including lesson plans with optimal timings

The programme, and its evaluation, is best suited to run as four separate lessons (designed for between 45 minutes 

and one hour but can be adapted to fit). 

To suit the needs of the school timetable, the materials can also be delivered flexibly, including as:

• A complete module as part of a PSHE style drop down day

• 10–20 minute bitesize segments for delivery as part of a structured tutor time programme
• A one-off ‘awareness’ session in community settings, in an assembly or as part of a training

programme
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Equipment 

Anyone delivering the programme will need the following materials and facilities to be able to run an

effective session:

• A laptop or computer capable of running MP4 videos and PowerPoint presentations

• External speakers for the laptop or computer capable of volume adequate for the training environment

• If possible, a projector or electronic whiteboard to enhance the impact of the films

Encouraging discussion 

The pilot and the evaluation will be most effective when young people are engaged and are able to offer their views and 

opinions on gambling, before and after the session/lesson. If these views come from first or second-hand experience of 

gambling harm, it is recommended that this discussion happens in a safer environment, with designated safeguarding 

leads that are appropriately signposted. 

Discussions in the lessons should not be moralistic, but explorative and led by the content provided, with additional 

prompts provided throughout the programme. 

The programme’s intention is to encourage young people to think about where gambling and the gambling industry fit 

into a modern society. Children should be prompted into providing their opinions on harm reduction measures and ideas 

on how they would protect fellow young people.

Creating a safe environment

Gambling with Lives has draft ‘working with young people’ policies that can be shared with your establishment ahead of 

delivery. The materials must only be delivered where clear child protection and safeguarding policies have been 

established by the school, sports club or community organisation prior to teaching. Although our programme has been 

designed to fit with in this framework, we recommend that the school policy is understood and referenced throughout 

the delivery of the programme. 

Ground Rules

• Everyone has the right to be respected and heard

• We have the right to “pass” if we do not wish to comment

• We agree to join in and make a positive contribution

• We will listen to each other without interrupting

• We will show respect for each other and each other’s views, even if they are different from our own

• We agree that it is okay to make mistakes and learn from them
• We will support each other and encourage those who are less confident than ourselves



Gambling is a relatively new topic in education and the prevailing ‘Responsible Gambling’ narrative reinforces the idea 

that it is solely up to the individual to safeguard themselves from gambling harms. This programme does not absolve 

young people of agency but it does provide hard-hitting information and materials about the products and practices of 

the gambling industry and therefore we’d recommend being sensitive when talking about the impact. 

YouGov estimate over 5 million people are affected by gambling harm in the UK, including 55,000 children already 

addicted to gambling, so it is likely there will be students that have experienced some form of gambling-related harm. If 

there is a student who has been identified to have been negatively impacted by gambling, we recommend teachers 

speak with safeguarding leads at the school prior to the delivery of the programme, and devise a strategy on how to best 

manage the sensitivity of the topic in hand. 

It is also important to consider that some faith groups object to all forms of gambling and these views should be 

respected and treated with a extra layer of sensitivity, including objecting to any form of judgement from fellow students 

with a different viewpoint. 

Although Gambling with Lives has experience of gambling-related suicide at its very core, we have not made this the 

focus of the content in the programme. There will be a suicide reference in Module 4 (Understanding the lived experience 

of gambling harms) and this will be accompanied by a trigger warning in the teacher's notes.

If students are affected by the content of the programme, we recommend that they speak to:

• A member of staff, preferably the teacher in the room or the designated safeguarding lead

• A family member

• A friend

We also recommend signposting towards the NHS children and young people’s mental health

https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-services/cypmhs-information-for-parents-and-

carers/ 

https://www.cnwl.nhs.uk/services/mental-health-services/addictions-and-substance-misuse/national-problem-

gambling-clinic 

https://www.leedsandyorkpft.nhs.uk/our-services/northern-gambling-service
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evaluation

With the assistance of an independent evaluator, the pilot will be monitored and measured throughout. The aim of the 

evaluation is to assess the effectiveness of the pilot programme, developing a logic model which captures from the 

programme:

1. To measure the number of schools, organisations and young people taking part.

2. To establish what difference the course has made to the young people’s short to medium term:

a. Understanding and perception of gambling risks

b. Attitudes and behaviours in relation to gambling

4. The impacts – the longer-term, sustained effects of the programme. As a result of the programme, it is possible that 

some young people may be found to have been harmed by gambling and will need signposting and support.

In addition, the evaluation will cover:

An assessment of the programme from the teacher/ school perspective, looking at questions such as:

What they thought of the content and the effect this had on the young people?

For the evaluation to be implemented, it will require cooperation from the teacher and the school, as the work done 

towards it will be carried out during and after the session.

It will also survey teachers to measure the effectiveness and usability from a delivery perspective. Both students and 

teachers will be encouraged to provide further feedback throughout the evaluation process, with the latter liaising 

directly with GwL staff.

The evaluation will ensure geographical, cultural and gender diversity in who we deliver to for a wider representation. 

This will form part of the roll-out plan and be monitored throughout.



Course structure and contents 

Module 1: The Changing Gambling Environment 

Module 1 charts the varied history of gambling and its impact on societies through the ages. It includes two video 

resources that provide a basis for class discussion and transport us from Neolithic man to the Digital Age.  The module 

also gives students the opportunity to explore the impact and effect of gambling harms.

Learning outcomes:

At the end of this module, students should be able to:

• Define gambling 
• Describe what effect gambling legislation has had on its evolution 
• Explain how the nature of gambling has changed in recent decades
• Explain how participation rates in gambling have increased 
• Describe the harm gambling can cause

Module 2: Gambling Product Design 

Module 2 helps the class understand the basic maths that show how the gambling industry makes profits through 

having a ‘house edge’, and includes a film to highlight this. The class can then unpick and discuss the strategies used to 

keep customers playing for extended periods of time and ensure the house edge with an interactive app. 

Learning outcomes: 

At the end of this module, students should be able to:

• Describe how some products are more harmful than others
• Describe how gambling products are designed to provide a long-term profit for the
• gambling industry 
• Describe how the odds used by the gambling industry relate to the probability of outcomes
• Describe how many gambling products are designed to maximise the amount of time that people spend on them

Module 3: The Influence and Impact of Gambling Advertising and Marketing

Module 3 explores the influence of gambling promotion and the parallels that can be drawn and lessons learned 

from the marketing practices of the tobacco industry. It also looks at how gambling advertising and marketing 

normalises gambling activity and how that downplays the risk.

Learning outcomes

At the end of this module, students should be able to:

• Describe the most common appeal strategies used in advertising and marketing
by the gambling industry 

• Identify the similar advertising and marketing strategies used in both the tobacco
and gambling industries

• Describe how gambling has become ‘normalised’ through advertising and marketing
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Module 4: Understanding the Lived Experience of Gambling Harms

Module 4 includes a dramatisation of someone harmed by gambling, which is based on real events, to show how 

gambling disorder can affect both the individual and those around them. The module will also help students to recognise 

the early warning signs associated with a gambling disorder and to signpost them to the appropriate support. 

Learning outcomes 

At the end of this module, students should be able to:

• Explain what a gambling disorder is and describe its consequences

• Explain why some people start to gamble and describe the links with mental well-being

• Identify the warning signs of gambling harms and describe ways in which people can get help
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Leaving Certificate Reform  

Foreword. 

CSSPA welcome the opportunity to submit the views of parents at secondary school level and 
look forward to further consultations to achieve reform of the Leaving Certificate. 

Our submission is based on a number of principals and good practice which will enable a 
school community deliver on the talents it has been provided with to sustain society for the 
next generation and create a caring and inclusive society. 

We wish to highlight some of the principals that are the foundation of our educational 
system: 

- Parents as the primary educators must be an integral part of the process. 
- Irish culture should be prioritised in all stages within the educational system 
- Education serves many purposes one is to enlighten students about society which 

they live in and to create understanding of its make up with the tools to contribute. 
- Funding imbalance across the post primary sector requires rebalancing to ensure 

there is equity and the provision of choice for parents and their families. Parents 
are being forced to bridge the funding gap. 

- Supports for parents must be reviewed to ensure that they are involved and have 
the tools to meet changes in society.   

- Communication between all the partners in education is essential to positive 
outcomes. 

Parents prioritise education for their children and contribute both time and financial support 
each year. 
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CSSPA (Catholic Secondary School Parents' Association) is the national representative body 

for over 50% of Parents/Guardians of Irish secondary schools 

 

About CSSPA: 

The Catholic Secondary Schools Parents Associations is the representative body for Parents 

with children in Catholic Voluntary Secondary schools in Ireland. The CSSPA promotes the 

interests of parents and their children in the Catholic Voluntary Secondary School sector at 

local and national level. It comprises of local school parents' councils, regional councils and a 

national executive. Our role is to help parents establish Parent Associations in secondary 

schools, provide information on the role of those Parent Associations and represent the 

views of those Parent Associations at national level.   

We provide information and guidance to help parents and guardians 

• have an effective Parents Association in place in every school 

• communicate with all parents and guardians of young people in post primary education 

• support parents and guardians to participate and be active partners in education 

• provide a structure through which parents and guardians can inform and influence policy 

development 

• take an active role in influencing policy at a national level Membership is open to Parents 

Associations in all Catholic voluntary secondary schools who subscribe to the aims of the 

CSSPA. 
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CSSPA Aims & Ethos: 

To support the rights of parents to be involved and consulted in the education of their 

children and promote the formation and development of Parents Councils in all affiliated 

schools 

To promote the continuous existence of voluntary Catholic Secondary Schools. 

To promote a holistic approach to education which will develop the spiritual, social, 

academic and physical characteristics of the student with emphasis on the growth of the 

individual. 

To promote the continued availability of Catholic education now provided in schools 

administered by religious orders in Ireland. 
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Leaving Certificate Reform  

The following views are a combination of views of parents over a number of years and also 
from our recent survey specifically on their views of the leaving certificate and leaving 
certificate reform. 

In order to deliver a reformed leaving certificate, it is necessary that structures for delivery 
and its implementation are clear to all partners involved in education and supported by 
adequate funding to include reviews that ensure targets are being met. 

The current Leaving Certificate must satisfy a number of questions that would be expected 
from any examination system namely: 

1 Does the Leaving Certificate fairly reward students for their efforts and properly 
reflect their attainment? 

2 Does the Leaving Certificate adequately prepare students for the next stage in their 
educational development be that for either third level study or apprenticeships and work? 

3 Are there adequate supports for both parents/guardians and the student when choosing 
career paths and making post-secondary school choices?  

4 Are there adequate supports in place to ensure that exams do not cause unnecessary 
pressure and anxiety for students?    

5 Does the curriculum reflect the subjects that the various professional bodies and employer 
representative organisations require to meet current day requirements in meeting the skill 
needs for the future? 

6 Does the curriculum meet the requirements of students with special needs with supports for 
parents to access those supports? 

7 Is research undertaken with a view to evaluating annual results of the Leaving Certificate? 

Is this shared with all partners in education for comment? What other independent research is 
undertaken by Universities and Employer Professional Bodies  and is this made available to 
all partners in education?  

8 That the credibility of the Leaving Certificate results are not undermined by any partners in 
education or for political purposes.  
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Leaving Certificate Reform 

It is essential that the current Leaving Certificate is not replaced until a well thought out 
replacement is agreed after discussion with all the partners in education and phased in over a 
specified timeframe.  

The Leaving Certificate must be reformed to meet the needs of students for the future with 
the necessary changes incorporated in the curriculum. The curriculum must reflect what is 
needed for students to meet their requirements to achieve their career choice.   

 The forgoing highlights the needs of students which the curriculum must reflect the fact that  
one size does not fit all. 

The following will assist in supporting parents/guardians and students with a modern Leaving 
Certificate curriculum: 

1 Clear plan for Leaving Certificate exams in a timely manner for students, parents/guardians 
and teachers. It would be preferable that no changes would be requested of students during 
their examination year. 

2 Career guidance teachers to be part of the parent teachers’ meetings for 4th 5th and 6th year 
with a policy to meet parents in 1st 2nd and 3rd year by appointment during the year. This 
would provide clear pathways to a career plan for individual students. 

3 Department of Education & Science to publish reviews of the examination results for all the 
partners in education for feedback.  

4 Department of Education & Science to publish feedback from professional bodies and 
employer organisations to ensure that subject choices are in line with requirements. 

5 The curriculum to promote excellence and innovation in schools through project work 
which should be reviewed independently. 

6 Ensure equality of funding for second level schools thereby reducing the financial demands 
on parents in providing significant voluntary contributions. 

Voluntary schools are particularly underfunded at present and this is all the more unjust in the 
many cases where these are DEIS schools.  

7 Conduct research with a view to tackling the gender biases that influence subject choices 
and leaving certificate outcomes. 



 
 
 

Catholic Secondary Schools  
 
                          Representing Parents in the Catholic Voluntary Secondary Schools 
  Sector since 1975 

Sean O Riordan President, Alan Whelan Vice President, Rowena Hay Secretary, Don Myres Pro.  

 

Leaving Certificate Reform 

8 Request information from students through the CAO registration whether the subject 
selected is thought in their school or outside the school, also enquire if the student received  
an independent grind in a particular subject. 

9 The curriculum must allow for neurodivergence in the student population.  

10 Department of Education & Science to provide information to students and 
parents/guardians through the use of all communication means by making available 
professional presentations on all subjects for examination and career path advice, (RTE could 
be asked to facilitate these presentations which would be available to all other media).  

The above to highlight career paths to Third Level, Apprenticeship and other pathways to a 
career choice. 

11 Representatives from the partners in education to meet the Department of Education and 
Science as required with regular communication throughout the year. 

The following are the results from our recent survey to the main areas asked: 

1 Is the Leaving Certificate outdated? 87% Yes 

2 Does the current Leaving Certificate prepare students for entry into further education 48%  No 

 3 Does the current Leaving Certificate prepare students for entry  into the work environment 82% No  

4 Do you think continuous assessment by teachers should be part of any reform of the Leaving 
Certificate? 91% Yes 

5 Are there too many subjects in the Leaving Certificate Curriculum 52% Yes 

6 Would it suit students that the Leaving Certificate curriculum would be examined over two years? 
(Exams at the end of 5th year and 6th year) 84% Yes 

7 Do you think the Leaving Certificate causes unnecessary anxiety for students? 88% Yes  

8 Should an assessment and evaluation report be published annually and discussed with all                       
the partners in education? 90% Yes 
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          Leaving Certificate Reform  

 

The survey also had open questions where parents were asked to indicate where reform of the 
Leaving Certificate examinations is needed and what elements of the current Leaving 
Certificate examination should be retained. 

In conclusion the current Leaving Certificate has trust and creditability in its operation 
however major changes are needed in the curriculum to reflect the needs for today’s students. 

Parents need annual evaluation reports on the operation of the Leaving Certificate and a 
structure to provide feedback.  

That the Leaving Certificate adequately prepare students for the next stage in their 
development. 

That the structure to deliver a reformed curriculum are adequately funded with assessable 
information for both students and parents/guardians. 

Parents commit significant financial support to the education of their children which is an 
investment that delivers for society as a whole and tackles disadvantage. 

A revised curriculum should provide opportunities for students to acquire the skills needed to 
access further education and training with collaboration between industry and education. 

Where collaboration between industry and education is part of career development it should 
be part of an agreed programme to achieve relevant experience and training with support and 
supervision thereby forming part of the individuals training programme. 

We welcome the invitation to make this submission and look forward to providing any 
additional information you may require. 

 

Is mise le meas 

Sean O Riordan 
President  
Email: secretarycsspa@gmail.com  
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Introduction  

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) was established in 1987 as a 

successor to the Curriculum and Examinations Board (CEB) and was reconstituted as a 

statutory body in July 2001. The remit of the Council, outlined in the Education Act (1998), is 

to advise the Minister for Education on matters relating to the curriculum for early childhood 

education, primary and post-primary schools, and the assessment procedures employed in 

schools and examinations on subjects which are part of the curriculum (Section 41.1 a, b). As 

part of this, the Council has a responsibility to review the curriculum and to advise the 

Minister accordingly (ibid., Section 41.2 a).   

In accordance with the Education Act, the Council is a representative structure and is 

appointed by the Minister for Education for a four-year term. It has 25 members who 

represent teachers, school managers, parents, business interests, trade unions, the Irish 

language sector and other educational interests. Other members include representatives of 

the Department of Education, the State Examinations Commission, a nominee each of the 

Minister for Education and the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and 

Youth. The Minister for Education recently consulted on the expansion of the membership of 

the Council to include a representative of the Irish Second-Level Students’ Union1. The 

 

1 While young people are not currently represented on NCCA’s structures, the Council’s work respects and 
actively promotes the right of children and students to have their voices heard and included in shaping the 
curriculum and assessment advice we develop. The Executive invests significant resources and time in using age- 
and stage-appropriate methodologies to consult with young people on curriculum and assessment for early 
childhood, primary and post-primary education.  
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Council is supported in its work by boards and development groups. The current Council was 

appointed in March this year until February 2026.  

NCCA has a full-time executive staff, led by a Chief Executive. Funding is by way of a grant 

from the Department of Education.  

 

Curriculum and assessment development  

As noted, the Council’s work is progressed through a number of representative structures. 

This representation brings significant experience and expertise and supports the 

development of high-quality advice on curriculum and assessment matters at early childhood, 

primary and post-primary levels. In addition to the Council itself, work is progressed through 

boards and development groups whose work takes place with the agreement and under the 

guidance of Council. Council also uses other structures such as working or standing groups to 

advance aspects of its work such as liaison with key bodies and sectors. 

NCCA’s vision, set out in the new strategic plan, is to lead and sustain developments in 

curriculum and assessment that are sufficiently far-reaching so that all children and students can 

experience and benefit from enjoyable, engaging, relevant and appropriately challenging 

experiences to support learning, living in, contributing to, caring for, and working in a changing 

world (NCCA, 2022, p.14). Guided by this vision, NCCA develops curriculum and assessment 

advice in an iterative and responsive manner through close engagement with learners, 

teachers, practitioners, parents and school leaders; through extensive public consultation; by 

drawing on research evidence, good practice and international experience; and through 

ongoing discussion and deliberation by the Council, boards and development groups (see 

Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Development process 

 

Throughout the work, the Council remains attuned to new opportunities to innovate and to 

new national policy priorities as they arise. While NCCA is not responsible for implementing 

curriculum change, it supports educational change in early childhood settings and in primary 
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and post-primary schools by developing a range of support materials such as examples of 

practice, examples of student work, assessment guidelines and planning resources, and by 

working with those introducing new developments to practitioners and teachers.  

 

Background to the review of senior cycle  

While curriculum and assessment changes have occurred at senior cycle in recent years, 

including the introduction of new subjects, additional assessment components in many 

subjects and a revised grading system, it is still more than 25 years since the last structural 

changes took place. During the interim period much has changed with all other phases of 

education having undergone curriculum change; the role of teachers and students has 

evolved; and much has changed in the wider context of society, culture, the economy and 

technology.  

Set against this backdrop, and in fulfilling its remit, NCCA conducted a review of senior cycle 

between 2016 and 2020. The review was carried out across three phases of work. The initial 

phase (2016-2017) focused on researching how senior cycle is structured internationally. It 

culminated in the publication of a report comparing upper secondary education in eight other 

jurisdictions and in Ireland (O’Donnell, 2018).  

The second phase of the review (2018- early 2019) took place in schools, capturing the views 

of teachers, students, parents and school leaders on what they believed should be the 

purpose of senior cycle. It provided the opportunity to listen to their experiences of existing 

programmes and to hear about the changes or adjustments they would like to see made to 

this phase of education. Feedback from this school-based review was independently analysed 

by researchers in the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI). During phase two, a 

series of seminars around the country brought teachers, school leaders, students, parents and 

stakeholders together for further discussion of emerging ideas, thus opening the 

conversation to a wider audience. An interim report, which identified emerging themes and 

areas for further exploration, was then published. In addition, NCCA invited the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) to assess the Council’s overall 

approach to the senior cycle review process. The OECD team visited schools, attended 

seminars and met various stakeholders to hear their views on senior cycle education and on 

the review process being used by NCCA. This OECD assessment, set out in their report, 

Education in Ireland: An OECD Assessment of the Senior Cycle Review (OECD, 2020), helped to 

inform NCCA’s design of phase three.  
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The third and final phase of the review took place in 2019 and focused on further 

consultation. Teachers, students, parents, stakeholders and the wider public were invited to 

read the Interim report of review of senior cycle education (NCCA, 2019) and respond to it. 

Participants took part in this consultation in a range of ways, via national focus groups, 

written submissions and/or an online survey. A series of bilateral meetings with education 

stakeholders also took place. The findings were analysed and a report on the consultation 

was published in December 2019. Appendix 1 provides further detail on the reports and 

publications arising from the three phases of the review.  

Drawing on the feedback across the three phases, the Senior Cycle Review: Advisory Report 

(NCCA, 2022) was developed. In essence, the Report records and responds to the range of 

stakeholder views about how senior cycle could evolve to meet the needs of all young 

people. Alongside this diversity of perspective, the Report signals the common ground that 

emerged. That common ground centres on a renewed vision for this stage of education and 

on clear purposes and guiding principles for a redeveloped senior cycle. In this way, the 

Report provides strong foundations for the redevelopment of the senior stage of post-

primary education. The Report was approved by Council at its meeting on May 6th 2021 and 

subsequently sent to the Minister for Education for consideration. It was published in late 

March following the response from the Minister.  

In setting out a path forward for the redevelopment of senior cycle, the Report identifies 

three major areas for further research, consideration and action. These three areas are 

reflected in three of the four key areas identified by the Joint Oireachtas Committee in their 

invitation to make this submission: 

• providing more flexible pathways through Senior Cycle for all students.   

• having a greater mix of subjects and modules, including technical, creative, and 

vocational options. 

• broadening assessment and reporting arrangements. 

 

The next sections of this submission draw on the Advisory Report. In order to help 

contextualise these, this submission first spotlights international practice as set out in the 

comparative study on upper secondary education referenced above. 
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International practice 

International practice in upper secondary varies but there is a clear demand for a wider range 

of pathways to the traditional, academic approach to curriculum provision. In almost all 

countries included in O’Donnell’s research (2018), different pathways are available for 

students in this stage of education. This can be a general pathway with several 

academic/vocational/technical routes (The Netherlands); separate general, vocational and 

professional routes (France, Germany); or, credit-based systems where learning across a 

range of options is recognised for certification (New Zealand, Ontario, Queensland). 

In each of these situations, assessment options vary. Most contain a significant element of 

teacher professional judgement in the accumulation of marks/credits throughout the 

duration of the course of study. Most countries included in the research endeavour to 

recognise key skills such as collaboration, teamwork, and independent learning to support 

young people to become lifelong learners, to manage complex ways of thinking and complex 

ways of working. Many jurisdictions have evolved, or are in the process of evolving, their 

assessment systems to align with the intended learning set out in the updated curriculum.  

In some countries, compulsory education stops at 16 and upper secondary allows for student 

specialisation. Key areas identified, such as literacy and numeracy, are often assessed using 

criterion referenced examinations and once competency has been evidenced, students are 

free to specialise. 

Where jurisdictions offer an increasing variety of pathways and where environments outside 

of school make a key contribution to experiential learning, planning is increasingly important 

at both a student and local level. Resources to support student decision-making and planning 

for a particular route or pathway are seen as critical. The goal is to achieve flexibility and 

coherence, diversification without fragmentation, for students and schools. 

Across jurisdictions, official records of achievement, in addition to certification, are a feature 

of upper secondary education while there is also a strong focus on supporting students’ 

physical and mental wellbeing. 

A close analysis across many different education systems and international reports indicated 

that there is no one model for success. However, the importance of a clearly understood and 

shared vision and purpose for senior cycle education, in response to which redevelopment 

and change can evolve, cannot be overemphasised. Furthermore, international evidence on 

curriculum change suggests that reforms will only be partially successful if they are not based 
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on collective initiative. This evidence also highlights the alignment of policy in linked and 

relevant areas, and the coherence that this can bring, as a key condition for reform. 

 

Key area 1: Key subject areas and digital learning  

The current senior cycle programme offers a range of subjects and modules to students 

spread across humanities, social sciences, the arts, the sciences, business and practical 

subjects. There are 40 curricular subjects in total within the Leaving Certificate Established 

with two additional Link Modules available to students taking the Leaving Certificate 

Vocational Programme (LCVP) while students undertaken the Leaving Certificate Applied 

(LCA) Programme will complete a combination of mandatory modules and vocational 

specialisms2 with 26 different modules on offer. All schools have significant autonomy in the 

development of their Transition Year (TY) programme, guided by the Transition Year 

Programmes - Guidelines for School (DES, 1994). 

While this broad range of curriculum components and opportunities represents a welcome 

diversification across the four ring-fenced senior cycle programmes, the learning experience is 

restricted for many students based on the programme(s) they choose at the outset of their 2-

or 3-year senior cycle and the subjects, modules and assessment modalities available to them 

within those programmes. For this reason, as noted in the Senior Cycle Review, 

redevelopment of senior cycle should aim to provide students with access to a broader range 

of curriculum components which can better meet their interests and needs in terms of range, 

continuity, consolidation, progression and transition. This may include opportunities to 

undertake existing subjects and modules, pre-vocational modules, technical, professional, 

vocational, creative or enterprise modules and to develop life skills, thereby supporting all 

students to develop a wide range of knowledge, skills, and dispositions during their senior 

cycle education.  

The recently published Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027 succeeds and builds on the 

previous strategy (2015-2020) and underlines the importance of the development of digital 

skills across the curriculum, as recommended in the OECD (2020) model of curriculum goals. 

This continues to be a focus within a redeveloped senior cycle, with the Senior Cycle Review: 

Advisory Report underlining the need to further scope the potential of digital technologies to 

enhance teaching, learning, assessment and reporting. Senior cycle redevelopment will also 

consider the potential of technology to support both blended and offsite learning.  

 

2 There are nine vocational specialisms from which students choose two. 
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Key area 2: Access and equality  

Many review participants noted that the overt focus on one main pathway through senior 

cycle has had a significant negative impact on access to and development of vocational, 

technical, creative and professional learning in this stage of post-primary education. Access to 

programmes such as LCVP has been limited by the existence of Vocational Subject Groupings 

(VSGs) which no longer reflect the broad scope of subjects available. Students in LCA have 

limited access to further or higher education or apprenticeship routes. Students who have 

completed L1 or L2 Learning Programmes in junior cycle currently have no access to 

appropriate learning in senior cycle. Senior Cycle Review made clear the need to ensure that 

all students have opportunities to build on their learning to date, have meaningful learning 

experiences within senior cycle, and are supported in their transition to adult life and diverse 

futures, whether that’s an apprenticeship, traineeship, further, adult or higher education 

and/or the world of work. Programmes without progression routes should be avoided.  

Equity in education is an issue that was identified in the review of senior cycle. Participants 

identified socio-economic circumstances, as well as single sex schooling, small school size or 

gendered provision of subjects as key factors which impact on equity of access in senior cycle. 

In order to rectify some of these issues, imaginative solutions that employ some of the 

learning gained over the past two years need to be actioned, such as the potential of digital 

technologies to support wider access to subjects and to assessment arrangements. 

Students who participated in the Senior Cycle Review spoke of experiencing significant 

pressure as a result of a relatively narrow examination window, particularly for subjects 

assessed primarily via terminal written examinations and related societal pressure to achieve 

points and transition to further or higher education. The Advisory Report notes the 

importance of exploring how the experience of senior cycle can meet the complex aims and 

objectives of this phase of education while developing and maintaining sustainable wellbeing 

for the entire school community.   

 

Key area 3: Assessment options  

Assessment is experienced differently across the various programmes of senior cycle. In 

Transition Year, assessment is formative, helping to develop learning to learn skills. In Leaving 

Certificate Applied (LCA), it includes cross curricular tasks assessed by means of reports and 

interviews; in the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) it consists of a portfolio 

and an exam that takes place in early May of sixth year; in the Leaving Certificate Established 

the majority of subjects include assessment components such as oral interviews, pre-
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submitted reports and portfolios, practical and aural examinations. For many however, 

assessment in this senior cycle programme is dominated by the final written examinations in 

June.  

In setting out a vision for a redeveloped senior cycle, the Advisory Report recommends that 

students should experience a variety of assessments appropriately spaced across the two or 

three years of senior cycle. Assessment methods, items, component weightings and timing 

could be developed to achieve greater alignment with the flexible learning pathways 

envisaged within this redeveloped stage of a young person’s education.  

Higher and further education requirements, vocational options and career paths  

It is clear from the review that this phase of education needs to be more than a perceived 

selection mechanism for higher education and that this phase of education should adequately 

prepare students for transition to further, adult and higher education, apprenticeships, 

traineeships and the world of work. Senior cycle redevelopment will necessitate the 

development of proposals for a range of diverse learning pathways that encompass 

opportunities arising from concurrent developments in further and higher education. 

Emerging pathways will be explored with schools to consider how best to implement new and 

improved flexible pathways that emerge from the redevelopment. Consideration will need to 

be given to certification, transition and matriculation arrangements to ensure that students 

can access the range of diverse futures they choose for their adult lives. 

 

Key area 4: Irish language and Irish-medium education  

NCCA concluded an extensive consultation on new draft specifications for L1 and L2 Irish last 

November. When enacted, these specifications would support progression in students’ 

learning from the L1 and L2 Junior Cycle Irish specifications. As the committee is aware, these 

draft specifications, which include proposed changes to the assessment of the Irish language 

at senior cycle, have been subject to much discussion during the consultation. A 

comprehensive report on the consultation which draws on feedback gathered through an 

online survey (738 responses), 13 focus group meetings with teachers, students, parents (275 

participants), 8 bi-lateral meetings, 19 one-to-one interviews and 240 written submissions, is 

due to be presented to NCCA Council before the summer. Discussions with Council and the 

Department of Education will inform the future direction and developments in senior cycle 

Irish.  

As part of the review of senior cycle, NCCA consulted with a range of stakeholders involved 

in Irish-medium education through both focus groups and bilateral meetings raising awareness 
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of the need for future redevelopment to align with other government policies in this area such 

as the Policy on Gaeltacht Education 2017-2022 (DES, 2016) and the 20-Year Strategy for the 

Irish Language 2010-2030 (Government of Ireland, 2010).   

  

Conclusion 

The Senior Cycle Review: Advisory Report, grounded in a shared purpose and vision and guided 

by clear principles, provides a strong foundation for the redevelopment of senior cycle 

informed by research, shaped by schools and stakeholders, and responsive to the needs of our 

young people. As with any process of change, it will be vital to identify and explore the many 

ways this redevelopment can be supported, and with a common purpose always in mind to 

ensure that the following high-level strategic directions for development are advanced: 

• more flexible pathways for all students 

• a greater mix of subjects and modules 

• broader assessment and reporting arrangements. 

 

Finally, a deep appreciation of teachers and schools, of their importance for and impact upon 

our young people during the senior cycle phase of their education, should animate and inform 

the work ahead, as a wide cross-section of education stakeholders embark upon the 

redevelopment of senior cycle education together. 
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Appendix 1: Review phases and publications 

 

Phase 1: Scoping and international research (2016/2017)  

 

Areas to be explored in the review were established. Research into upper secondary 

education in nine jurisdictions was conducted and a report arising from this comparative study 

was published. Read more: Upper Secondary Education in Nine Jurisdictions Overview Report 

(NCCA, 2018).  

 

Research reports into Transition Year and the Leaving Certificate Applied programme were 

completed. A wide range of research was consulted throughout the review process.  

 

Advice was sought from stakeholders, curriculum developers and education policy advisors in 

Ireland, Wales, the Netherlands and the OECD about the process for conducting the review.  

View more: Jan Van Den Akker presentation 2018 on approaches towards and experiences of 

curriculum review in the Netherlands. Beatrice Pont (OECD) presentation 2018 on education 

and educational change across a range of countries, including Ireland. 

 

Phase 2: School review and national seminar series (2018/2019)  

 

Teachers, students and parents in a representative cross-section of 41 schools nationwide 

took part in a review of existing senior cycle purposes, pathways and programmes. Feedback 

from this review was analysed and reported on by the ESRI. Read more: Student, Teacher and 

Parent perspectives on senior cycle education (ESRI, 2019).  

 

All review materials were available online. Nine additional schools participated using online 

supports and their submissions fed into the interim report of the review of senior cycle 

education. Teachers, students and stakeholders discussed feedback emerging from the review 

in a series of national seminars in Dublin, Cork, Galway, Limerick, Athlone, Sligo and 

Waterford. Read more: National Seminar series feedback summary (NCCA, 2019). 

 

Review feedback to date was then analysed and emerging themes and areas for further 

exploration were identified. An interim report was compiled to inform the public consultation. 

Read more: Interim report of review of senior cycle education (NCCA, 2019).  

 

OECD education policy advisors conducted an assessment of the senior cycle review process. 

Read more: Ireland Senior Cycle Review: An OECD assessment (OECD, 2020). 

 

Phase 3: Public consultation and advisory report (2019/2020)  

 

A consultation document which summarised areas for further exploration emerging from the 

review was compiled to inform the public consultation. Consultation included 4,300 

responses to the online consultation survey; 12 focus groups; 21 bilateral meetings; a 

consultation forum and a wide range of written submissions. These were analysed and 

compiled into a consultation report. Read more:  

Senior Cycle Review: Consultation Report (NCCA, 2019).  

 

https://ncca.ie/media/3337/scoping-report-online-2.pdf
https://vimeo.com/258835792
https://vimeo.com/258827368
https://vimeo.com/258827368
https://www.esri.ie/publications/student-teacher-and-parent-perspectives-on-senior-cycle-education
https://www.esri.ie/publications/student-teacher-and-parent-perspectives-on-senior-cycle-education
https://ncca.ie/media/4023/national-seminar-series-feedback-summar.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4025/senior-cycle-review-interim-report-july-2019.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/ireland/education-in-ireland-636bc6c1-en.htm
https://ncca.ie/media/4193/consultation-report-for-publication-december-2019.pdf
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An advisory report was compiled offering advice to the Minister for Education on senior cycle 

redevelopment. Read more: Senior Cycle Review: Advisory Report (NCCA, 2022).  

 

https://ncca.ie/media/5399/scr-advisory-report_en.pdf
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