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18th June, 2020 
 
 
 
Ms Aileen Fallon 
Clerk to the Committee 
Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 
Leinster House 
Dublin 2 
D02 XR20 
 
E-mail: aileen.fallon@oireachtas.ie 
Cc E-mail: covid19@oireachtas.ie  
 
 

Re: Special Committee on Covid-19 Response – Submissions 
Third Level,  

Re-opening primary and post-primary schools,  
Leaving Certificate 

 
Dear Ms. Fallon, 
 
I acknowledge receipt of your letter of 9th June, 2020.  The TUI welcomes the invitation to 
make a written submission in relation to the Covid-19 response across three areas of the 
education system and I now enclose, for your attention, a copy of the Union’s written 
responses to each topic. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact us if any further information is required. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
____________________________ 
David Duffy 
Education/Research Officer 
 
Enc. 
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Teachers’ Union of Ireland 

Submission to the Special Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 Response regarding ‘Leaving 

Certificate’ (June 2020) 

 

Introduction 

The TUI represents teachers, lecturers, researchers and other grades (19,000+) employed by 

Education and Training Boards (ETBs), voluntary secondary schools, Community and 

Comprehensive (C&C) schools and the institutes of technology and technological universities. 

 

Key Points 

The TUI welcomes the work of the Oireachtas Committee in examining issues around Covid-

19 and its impact on the Leaving Certificate examinations.   

 

Process around calculated grades 

Prior to the introduction of the calculated grades system, the TUI agreed and supported the 

idea that teachers would work during the holiday period in an effort to assist with the Leaving 

Certificate being able to progress.  Following on from its decision that the Leaving Certificate 

written exams could not proceed this year due to ongoing public health concerns, the 

Government decided to introduce a system of calculated grades on an exceptional basis. 

While the clear preference of the TUI had always been that the written examinations would 

proceed, the Union’s Executive Committee, recognising that this was not possible in the 

context of the Covid-19 public health emergency, decided that members would engage with 

the calculated grades system to allow students to move on to the next stage of their lives.  It 
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was agreed that this was a response to an exceptional and unprecedented situation and as 

such would not be seen as a precedent. 

 

The TUI has engaged intensively with the Department and other education partners in 

relation to this emergency system, and the union welcomed the extensive guidance that 

issued, following significant consultation with the Unions.   While the guidance is as 

comprehensive as is possible, we of course addressed, and continue to address, any issues 

arising with the Department such as details surrounding the operation of the appeals process. 

 

Crucially, there is clear legal indemnity for teachers and schools. This is of vital importance. It 

is also noteworthy that the guidelines included a provision to address any potential 

canvassing  of teachers. It is the TUI’s strong position that teachers should not be subject to 

any undue pressure in relation to their role regarding estimating marks for the calculated 

grades process. This also protects students, as to favour one would be to put others at a 

disadvantage. 

 

The TUI has secured the agreement of the Department, the State Examinations Commission 

and the Minister for Education and Skills that the system does not involve student profiling 

and that the level of achievement of every student, irrespective of school status or of socio-

economic background, will be fairly reflected and that no student will be disadvantaged by 

the system or by circumstances outside of her/her control. 

 

It is important that once the process of collating results of the Leaving Certificate 2020 is 

complete, results need to be available in early August so that the CAO process can proceed 

on time and students starting into further education, higher education, employment or 

training can start the new phase of their career on time. 
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It is important to state once again that implementation of these measures on an emergency 

basis will not and cannot be regarded as a precedent or as agreement to operate such 

measures in future years and we note that this is recognised by the Department of Education 

and Skills and the Minister. 

 

Non-school students 

The TUI recognises the difficult position the education system is in, in terms of reliably 

assessing the work of a Leaving Certificate candidate who is not in school.  A school’s 

estimation of a student’s percentage mark must be based on professional judgement, taking 

into account the evidence available within the school context.  

 

In the case of students taking an additional subject outside school - if school management 

authorities are confident that there is sufficient evidence of the student’s achievement to 

make an objective judgement, then an estimated percentage mark will be given. For students 

in receipt of home tuition with an association to the school, school authorities were asked to 

engage with the home tutor in arriving at a decision. Whether a valid estimate of performance 

can be provided will depend on whether or not the school is satisfied that there is sufficient 

evidence to support the judgement. 

 

If a student is repeating her/his Leaving Certificate, having previously been enrolled in the 

same school for the first sitting, evidence of achievement from both cycles could have been 

considered, but particular weight was given to the student’s work and level of achievement 

during the repeat year.  If the student had a different teacher during the repeat year from the 

one they previously had, teachers have ensured that, as the student’s current/most recent 

teacher (who will be making the estimate), they are in a position to consult with the previous 

teacher/s and have access to any necessary records subject to adherence to any GDPR 

implications that may arise. 

 

If the student was previously enrolled in a different school, school management, in 

compliance with data protection, contacted the student’s previous school to ascertain 

whether additional information could be made available to support the process. The consent 
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of the student, or of the parent or guardian if the student is under 18, was sought to enable 

this process.  Management had to advise that, if this consent is not granted, it may not be 

possible to generate a calculated grade for the student. 

 

Impact on CAO system and third-level admissions 

Third level entry, through the CAO system, for the 2020/21 academic year will be determined 

by the Calculated Grades. It is important to note that, some students would prefer to sit 

Leaving Certificate exams (rather than, or in addition to, receiving a calculated grade), 

however, they will not be able until it is safe to do so. As a consequence, results of the written 

examination will issue too late for the purposes of entry to Third Level for the 2020/2021 

academic year. 

 

However, for the purposes of entry to third level for the 2021/22 academic year, students will 

be allowed to avail of the best combination of their calculated grades and their Leaving 

Certificate examination grades. If this results in securing a preferred course for 2021/22, a 

student will retain all SUSI grants entitlements as if 2021/22 were her/his first year in 

higher/further education.  It is not possible for the TUI, at time of writing, to assess what 

impact may occur in terms of numbers of admissions and timing of same.  However, the TUI 

would like to refer the Committee to the TUI submission also being made to the Covid-19 

Committee on the issue of third level post-Covid-19 and the enormous funding challenges 

arising for already underfunded higher education institutions. 

 

Next Steps 

The TUI welcomes this research by the Oireachtas Committee and would strongly welcome 

any future initiatives of the Committee to further examine the impact of Covid-19 for staffing 

and resourcing of the Leaving Certificate and post-primary schools generally, as well as the 

funding challenges for third level.  The TUI would like to emphasise that teachers went to 

enormous lengths to participate in and support the revised arrangements for the Leaving 

Certificate 2020 due to the health emergency.  The DES has acknowledged the great work 

being done by teachers to maintain teaching and learning during this unprecedented time 

and has confirmed, in writing, to the unions that a precedent will not be established.  The DES 
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has stated “it is accepted that such temporary measures are being operated by staff on a 

without prejudice basis and will not be used in any way by the Department as a precedent in 

any subsequent industrial relations discussions”. The TUI will ensure that this assurance is 

honoured and that the terms and conditions of teachers are protected.   

 

Ends  

David Duffy 

Education Research Officer 
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Teachers’ Union of Ireland 

Submission to the Special Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 Response regarding ‘re-

opening of primary and post-primary schools’ (June 2020) 

 

Introduction 

The TUI represents teachers, lecturers, researchers and other grades (19,000+) employed by 

Education and Training Boards (ETBs), voluntary secondary schools, Community and 

Comprehensive (C&C) schools and the institutes of technology and technological universities. 

 

Key Points 

The TUI welcomes the work of the Oireachtas Committee in examining the re-opening of 

primary and post-primary schools.   

 

Challenges for re-opening schools and procedures that will need to be put in place 

Throughout May and June 2020, the TUI, along with the other education partners, has been 

(and continues to be) involved in discussions with the Department of Education and Skills on 

issues relating to the state examinations and arrangements for the re-opening of schools.  On 

June 12th, much to the surprise of the TUI, a report was released by Government ‘Planning for 

reopening schools in line with the roadmap for reopening society and business’.  That report 

is excessively speculative and pays insufficient attention to public health advice.  For example, 

the oblique suggestion that classrooms could operate without social distancing is both odd 

and alarming. Classrooms are workplaces – crowded ones at that. These workplaces cannot 

be treated as if they enjoy some magical immunity from the risk that characterises other 

workplaces.  The report seems designed to pre-empt key elements of the necessary 
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discussion about the practical arrangements for a safe and timely re-opening of schools – a 

discussion that the TUI believes is overdue. 

  

Just as was the case in relation to the Leaving Certificate, the over-arching priority of all 

concerned – Government and Minister McHugh, not least – must be the health and safety of 

students, teachers, their families and the wider school community. The TUI has been, and will 

continue to be, guided by the advice of the public health authorities. We want schools to open 

their doors to students when it is possible to do so safely. Our members want a return to face-

to-face, school-based teaching and learning. Our members want to engage directly with their 

students, particularly those who, for whatever reason, have struggled in the online 

environment. However, they want to do so safely. They are very conscious of their 

professional commitment to safeguarding their students.  

  

Within the area of safety, especially for students and staff who may be immuno-

compromised, or may be caring for others who are immuno-compromised, it is important to 

consider the welfare of groups such as students and staff  with cystic fibrosis, asthma or who 

are recovering from cancer treatment who may prefer to engage in online teaching and 

learning until they can judge the risk of contracting Covid-19 to be sufficiently low to permit 

them to return to school. It is also important for adequate pastoral supports, such as guidance 

and year heads, to be available to students who may experience anxiety in returning to school 

or in adapting to a ‘new normal’ in their lives. 

 

The TUI has raised the issue, and the practical implications for schools, of social distancing 

requirements but has been advised by the Department that it is too soon to make such 

arrangements as public health advice in this regard may evolve. However, in the June 12th 

document, Government saw fit to set out an aspiration that has scant regard for the current 

advice. That is regrettable.  

  

What is needed most at this point is intensification of the engagement between the key 

stakeholders so that a clear and credible plan for re-opening schools can be developed as a 

matter of urgency. More than one plan may be necessary to take into the consideration varied 

social distancing restrictions. 
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As noted by some stakeholders in education, advice needs to issue to schools as soon as 

possible on areas such as 

• Hand hygiene 

• Health and safety 

• Cleaning 

• Staffing levels 

• Student numbers 

• Arrival and collection at school 

• Tracking and tracing 

• Visitors to the school 

• Offices 

• Classrooms 

• Corridors 

• Toilets 

• Yard and supervision 

• School hall / library 

• Canteen facilities 

• Necessary adjustments to curriculum 

• Distance learning 

• Students with additional needs 

It is likely that some or all of the above will have funding implications.   

 

It is worthwhile noting that the Department for Education in the UK has reported that 91% of 

school in England reopened on June 4th but only 7% of students were in attendance.  By June 

11th the figure had barely changed to 9% of students in 92% of schools.  Even amongst the 

main target groups, attendance didn’t exceed 30% for any target group, and indeed was as 

low as 13% for some target groups. 

 

How schools will operate under social distancing 
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The Minister has spoken of a “bespoke solution”.  At time of writing the TUI is not aware of 

any such arrangements.  Teachers have worked extraordinarily hard, as repeatedly noted by 

the Minister, to make the urgent move to ‘emergency remote teaching’ in order to maintain 

educational provision for students during the pandemic.  Teachers wish to return to their 

classrooms as soon as possible, but the TUI believes that a return to school must be safe for 

all.  A full return to schools means over one million students and staff being in four thousand 

primary and post-primary schools with, at present anyway, no plan/s for implementing social 

distancing.  Schools are daily workplaces for staff and learning environments for students. As 

other workplaces open up employers are obliged to protect staff and customers.  That 

obligation arises from Government instruction through the Return to Work Safety Protocol, 

which was developed through the Labour Employer Economic Forum which is comprised of 

Government, unions and employers.  The TUI asks why, despite what the Protocol explicitly 

states in terms of “all workplaces”, guidance regarding social distancing doesn’t seem to apply 

in schools and hence doesn’t protect staff, students or visitors to the school. 

 

As reported by RTE on June 12th 

“A Government source said the solution would be more complex than reducing the distance 

from two metres to one metre. The source said they would have to come up with creative 

solutions (akin to the pods in childcare) as even with a one-metre rule, it would not allow all 

pupils to return to school.  The rule change, it was stressed, would be confined to education 

and would not be extended to any other section of society.” 

The TUI calls on the Minister to state whether the priority is educational provision with proper 

health and safety considerations for all, or funding.  It is difficult to see how pods could 

operate successfully in post-primary schools when teachers and students are not kept in one 

room, with the same thirty students, for the entire day.  In many schools, year groups of up 

to two hundred students share subject options, practical workrooms/laboratories, traditional 

classrooms, locker space, canteen space etc. 

 

Impact on staff, children and parents 

Professor Erin Bromage at the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth has stated that: 

http://www.umassd.edu/
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“Bathrooms have a lot of high touch surfaces, door handles, faucets, stall doors...Treat public 

bathrooms with extra caution (surface and air), until we know more about the risk. 

A single cough releases about 3,000 droplets and droplets travel at 50 miles per hour. Most 

droplets are large, and fall quickly (gravity), but many do stay in the air and can travel across 

a room in a few seconds.  A single sneeze releases about 30,000 droplets, with droplets 

traveling at up to 200 miles per hour. Most droplets are small and travel great distances (easily 

across a room). 

If a person is infected, the droplets in a single cough or sneeze may contain as many as 

200,000,000 (two hundred million) virus particles which can all be dispersed into the 

environment around them. 

A single breath releases 50 - 5000 droplets. Most of these droplets are low velocity and fall to 

the ground quickly. There are even fewer droplets released through nose-breathing. 

Importantly, due to the lack of exhalation force with a breath, viral particles from the lower 

respiratory areas are not expelled.  

Unlike sneezing and coughing which release huge amounts of viral material, the respiratory 

droplets released from breathing only contain low levels of virus. We don't have a number for 

SARS-CoV2 yet, but we can use influenza as a guide. Studies have shown that a person infected 

with influenza can release up to 33 infectious viral particles per minute.” 

The TUI is not qualified to comment on the above. However, the data from a university 

Professor in Biology and Immunology certainly gives pause for thought in the context of a 

crowded school building.   

 

Impact on special needs education 

The TUI believes that the greatest burden of educational disruption caused by Covid-19 is 

likely to fall on students with special needs and/or students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

However, it is difficult to quantify the problem before schools re-open.  Any such adverse 

impact could be ameliorated by additional teachers being appointed to schools and by 

https://www.livescience.com/3686-gross-science-cough-sneeze.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5798362/
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additional funding being provided for special needs.  Amelioration could also be achieved by 

reversing the cuts imposed on the School Completion Programme budget over the last 

decade.  It would be helpful if the student teacher ratio was reduced in areas of greatest 

socio-economic disadvantage.  As shown in the OECD report Education at a Glance 2019, the 

ratio of students to staff in Ireland’s post-primary schools is eight percent worse than the 

EU23 average.  Specifically in relation to students with special educational needs, it would be 

helpful if qualification allowances could be restored so that more teachers could pursue post-

graduate qualifications in special needs.  All schools could provide more support to students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds if Home School Community Liaison teachers were 

appointed to all schools and not just to DEIS schools. 

 

Advantages and disadvantages/challenges of potential staggered attendance 

As stated above, the TUI is anxious to see all students return to school on a full-time basis as 

quickly as possible.  We are anxious to work with Government on implementing advice given 

by the public health authorities.  Staggered attendance would, from an educational and 

socialisation point of view, be sub-optimal.  However, in the absence of any clarification at 

time of writing of the ‘bespoke solution’ suggested by the Minister, the TUI is not capable of 

providing a detailed analysis of this particular matter.  Teachers have made enormous efforts 

to make ‘emergency remote teaching’ workable during the pandemic.  It would be very 

difficult for teachers to teach some classes face-to-face and simultaneously teach other 

classes or students remotely.  Online teaching throws up unique challenges when we think of 

practical subjects such as science, home economics, the technology suite of subjects, art etc.  

 

Next Steps 

The TUI welcomes this research by the Oireachtas Committee and would strongly welcome 

any future initiatives of the Committee to further examine the issues at hand.  The TUI wants 

schools to re-open fully as soon as possible.  The TUI does not pretend to be, as an 

organisation, an expert in immunology and public health.  For that reason the TUI defers to 

the greater expertise of the relevant public health authorities.  The TUI believes that schools 

should re-open as soon as proper protocols and resources are in place.  This is in line with the 
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arrangements in place for all other workplaces.  Arrangements were put in place by 

Government for those workplaces, but such arrangements were denied to the school sector 

and the one million people who attend the school system to work or study every day.  The 

TUI would strongly welcome any clarification that the Oireachtas Committee could bring to 

this peculiar differentiation between workplaces.  The TUI would also welcome work done by 

the Oireachtas committee in relation to what resources and guidance can and should be 

provided to schools to ensure that all students and staff can safely return to school on a full-

time basis as quickly as possible. 

 

Ends  

David Duffy 

Education Research Officer 
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Teachers’ Union of Ireland 

Submission to the Special Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 Response regarding ‘third 

level’ (June 2020) 

 

Introduction 

The TUI represents teachers, lecturers, researchers and other grades (19,000+) employed by 

Education and Training Boards (ETBs), voluntary secondary schools, Community and 

Comprehensive (C&C) schools and the institutes of technology and technological universities. 

 

Key Points 

The TUI welcomes the work of the Oireachtas Committee in examining the issues arising for 

third level from the Covid-19 pandemic.  The process of engagement between the education 

partners in relation to Leaving Certificate calculated grades was collaborative and carried out 

in a true spirit of partnership.  The TUI believes that a similar spirit of partnership between 

the stakeholders is essential in terms of restarting higher education and would welcome any 

initiative by the Committee to encourage such goodwill. 

 

Teaching with social distancing and remote learning 

Lecturers and students in higher education institutions should be commended for the 

remarkable effort they have made in adapting urgently to the difficulties thrown up for higher 

education institutions by the Covid-19 emergency.  Almost overnight lecturers moved from 

face-to-face teaching and lecturing to a remote teaching model.  This presented significant 

increased workload challenges for members. 
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As long as the public health experts believe that social distancing is necessary to protect staff 

and students in higher education from the spread of Covid-19 then a full return to normal 

work practices would not be expected.  However, funding is now needed to ensure that the 

necessary infrastructure is in place and to alleviate the workload for academic staff.  It is 

unrealistic to assume that teaching/lecturing in a physical classroom (for up to 18 hours per 

week) can simply be replicated online.  Online delivery is time intensive, in terms of providing 

a quality assured service to students, and also requires the creation of entirely new teaching 

and learning resources.  

 

The TUI believes that it is essential for all organisations to implement the latest advice from 

the public health authorities.  Higher education institutions are a study space and work place 

for almost a quarter of a million people in Ireland and it is important that all of them, 

especially those who are themselves immuno-compromised or who care for family who are 

so, are protected.  TUI members wish to return to pre-Covid-19 lecturing arrangements in 

higher education as soon as possible but, at time of writing, that seems unlikely to be in the 

near future.  Consequently careful timetabling of face-to-face lectures, workshops and labs, 

is required. In addition, there will need to be a collective agreement on the workload issues 

relating to emergency remote teaching. 

 

The above creates real difficulties for already underfunded higher education institutions.  

Lecture rooms and workshops may not be able to operate at full capacity subject to the social 

distancing limits in place at the time.  There is a need to have protocols in place for practical 

subjects to access workshops.  Numbers that can be accommodated in tutorial sessions are 

also likely to be severely restricted.  Significant difficulties will also manifest in science and 

other laboratories and workshops for example.  The important ‘student experience’ is likely 

to be very different if clubs and societies have to conduct most of their activities online.  The 

TUI cooperated with, and engaged in, emergency remote teaching during the emergency. 

However, this should not be taking for granted.  A sectoral agreement is required if this mode 

of delivery is to continue. It is important to note that many members of the TUI live in areas 

which experience poor broadband connectivity.  There is also a difficulty for many students, 

especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, in being able to afford computer 
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hardware.  Furthermore, many students use pay-as-you-go mobile phones which often have 

limited data download allowances. 

 

Funding challenges 

The under-funding of higher, and indeed further, education has been chronic for the last 

decade. According to NERI, Ireland spends less per student at all levels of education, though 

this underspend is concentrated in higher education, where spending per student in 2014 was 

nearly 30 per cent below the median for a group of high-income European countries for which 

data was available. The implied spending gap over the population of full-time equivalent 

students at tertiary level was €2.1 billion in 2014.  According to the then CEO of the HEA, 

Graham Love, “the scale of the funding challenge for higher education is enormous”.  Since 

2014 funding challenges have only grown as student numbers grew.  

 

Remote teaching cannot continue at the same level of the last three months.  The increased 

workload is not sustainable and extra funding is essential for higher education to continue to 

cater for students.  The quality of programmes needs to be maintained.  It is also likely that 

restrictions will be placed on the number of students who can be present on campus at any 

given time. 

 

According to the CSO, the number of full-time enrolments in higher education institutions 

funded by the HEA (both undergraduate and postgraduate) increased by 32% between 2005 

and 2015, rising from 135,365 in 2005/2006 to 179,354 in 2015/2016. Ireland’s expenditure 

on tertiary education (both public and private) rose from 1.1% of GDP in 2005 to 1.5% in 2009 

and 2010 but then dropped to 1.1% by 2014. The OECD average expenditure on tertiary 

education in 2014 was 1.5% of GDP.  In 2017 the OECD found that the student to teaching 

staff ratio in Ireland was 21:1.  The OECD average at the time was only 16:1. 

 

Issues relating to international students 

It is too early to draw definitive conclusions as to whether international students will choose 

to attend higher education in Ireland in 2020/21 or not.  At the time of writing it appears likely 

that restrictions on international travel will make study in Ireland more complex for any 

student travelling from abroad.  Much discussion has taken place as to what impact this may 
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have on CAO points.  It is important to note that international students are more likely to be 

postgraduates rather than first year undergraduates and hence it is unlikely to have any 

significant impact on CAO.  Equally it is necessary to note that Irish students hoping to study 

abroad may decide, based on public health advice regarding international travel as may 

pertain at the time, to study in Ireland.  Furthermore, the social distancing restrictions on 

student numbers in lecture theatres, as outlined above, are likely to mean less students can 

be accommodated in the first place.  In addition, the TUI considers that the European 

Commission Erasmus+ scheme should continue, and mechanisms are required to facilitate 

cooperation and mobility of members and students. The TUI is not yet able to assess the 

overall impact of the above or indeed what impact it may have on students and higher 

education institutions in the Border region. 

 

Institutes of technology have had to rely on income from international students to cover day-

to-day expenses, so there is going to be a huge funding gap now that international students 

will not be in attendance. 

 

Next Steps 

The TUI welcomes this research by the Oireachtas Committee and would strongly welcome 

any future initiatives of the Committee to further examine the issue of resourcing of higher, 

and indeed further, education.  This could include the Oireachtas Committee recommending 

to government a significant increase in funding for historically underfunded higher education 

institutions.  The Oireachtas Committee could also make a clear statement that higher 

education is a public good and should be adequately funded by the exchequer.  Furthermore, 

the TUI would strongly welcome a statement from this Committee that higher education 

institutions will require significant additional staffing in order to move towards the OECD 

average and also to cope with the difficulties of having classes on campus whilst at the same 

time having classes online.   

 

The TUI believes that students would benefit strongly from additional staff being available to 

support them with any academic issues they may be encountering arising from the Covid-19 
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emergency.  Students from disadvantaged areas, and asylum-seekers and refugees, would 

benefit particularly from an initiative, if implemented by the Department of Education and 

Skills, to provide subsidised laptop computers and broadband services so that they can avail 

of blended learning until the Covid-19 emergency passes. Finally, the TUI will cooperate with 

emergency measures once there is consultation and meaningful engagement and agreement 

on the industrial relations matters including workload issues and resources. The collaborative 

and partnership model followed by the Department of Education and Skills in relation to 

revised Leaving Certificate arrangements could be a model well worth following in terms of 

engagement with stakeholders regarding the impact of Covid-19 on third level. 

 

Ends  

David Duffy 

Education Research Officer 
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