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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. 

https://ncca.ie/media/4193/consultation-report-for-publication-december-2019.pdf


 

 

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. 
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Rosie Bissett, CEO ceo@dyslexia.ie 01 8776001  
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