Ireland

Introduction

Many aspects of the Irish Education system are centralised in the Department of Education and Science which sets the general regulations for recognition, prescribes the curricula and establishes regulations for the management, resourcing and staffing of schools and negotiates teacher salary scales.  While largely State funded schools at both primary and post-primary are in the main privately owned and locally managed, the trustees being religious communities or Boards of Governors. There are a small number of private schools who receive reduced or no state funding at all. Education is compulsory between the ages of 6 and 16.

Primary education 

While there is no national provision for pre-schooling in Ireland and the mandatory starting age is 6 Primary schools accept children on or after their 4th birthday. A high proportion of 4 year olds and almost all five year olds are enrolled in Infant classes. A limited pre-school provision termed “Early Start” provides specific extra support and applied is areas of disadvantage. 

	Age
	From  4 to 12 years

	Duration
	8 years including 2 infant classes

	Description
	The general aims of primary education are:  (1) to enable the child to live a full life as a child and to realise his/her potential as a unique individual (2) to enable the child to develop as a social being through living and co-operating with others and so contribute to the good of society and (3) to prepare the child for a continuum of learning

	Irish Name  
	National school

	Timetable 
	Pupils attend at Primary Schools for approximately 6 hours per day (with the exception those in the infant classes who have a somewhat shorter school day) No formal timetabling is imposed rather a guideline weekly timeframe in which 4 hours of general instruction, a half hour daily religious instruction and an element of teacher discretionary  time is suggested. 

	School year and holidays
	Primary schools must open for 187 days each year and are generally operate between 1st September and 1st July closing for Civil, Religious and Summer holidays / breaks.

	Subjects
	There are six main areas of the Primary Curriculum : Language (inc. English and Irish), Mathematics, Social Environment & Scientific Education (History Geography and Science), Arts Education (inc Visual Arts, Music and drama), Physical Education  and Social Personal and health Education.

	Exams
	No central examination is provided. Each teacher is responsible for the evaluation and continuous assessment of his/her own pupils. Schools hold formal patent-teacher meeting to discuss the child’s progress. End of year tests are given in most classes and reports provided to parents.

	Schools
	As described above schools are privately owned and managed but state funded and subject to State regulation. Average school size is small with less than 140 pupils.


Secondary education

There are three categories of post-primary schools :  (1) Voluntary Schools (460) privately owned by religious groups or organisations. (2) Vocational School/ community Colleges (248) which are owned by local authorities and (3) Comprehensive / Community schools (73) established by the State and managed be Boards of Trustees. While each has evolved from a distinctive historical context they have a great deal in common – they follow the same State prescribed curriculum, are taught by similarly qualified teachers and take the same state public examinations. The vast majority of schools operate an open access policy with pupils transferring upon completion of Primary schooling.

The terminology ‘lower secondary’ and ‘upper secondary’ is not used in Ireland. Within the one institution the first three years of secondary education are termed the ‘Junior Cycle’ and the ‘senior cycle’ a further two years. Both are subject centred curricula and each terminates in a national examination, the Junior Certificate and the Leaving Certificate respectively.  Most secondary schools also provide, as a precursor, to the Senior Cycle a Transition Year option to students immediately following Junior Certificate which provides an interdisciplinary student centred programme with an emphasis on personal development, social development and skills for life. The programme is based on modular short courses and an element of work experience. 

Junior Cycle

	Age
	12 to 15 year

	Duration
	3 years

	Description
	The Junior Certificate Programme is a subject centred, common to all school types and is intended to provide a broad and well balanced general education and is based on curricular principals of breath and balance, relevance and quality.

	Irish Name 
	Junior Certificate Programme

	Timetable 
	The number of hours to be devoted to individual subjects is not prescribed at national level. Guidelines are offered but individual schools make decisions on time-tabling and allocation of time for different subjects.  

	School year and holidays
	Secondary schools must open for 179 days each year and generally operate between 1st September and 1st July closing for Civil, Religious and Summer holidays / breaks.

	Subjects
	34 subjects provided for. Pupils take a number of core subjects Irish, English, Mathematics, History, Geography, Civic Social and Political Education and at least two other subjects from a list that includes Languages (inc. French, German, Italian, Latin, Greek, Hebrew Studies), Science, Business Studies, Music, Art Craft & Design and a selection of technical subjects.

	Exams
	On-going pupil evaluation in second level schools is the subject teachers’ responsibility. All schools organise tests usually pre-Christmas and in May and are required to provide parents with reports on grades / marks attained and comment on pupil progress. 

The Junior Certificate Examination is nationally set at the end of the three year junior cycle. Students sit examinations across an average of nine subjects which can be taken at ordinary or higher level and the grades attained in each set out on a State ‘Junior Certificate’ award. 


Upper secondary education 

Senior Cycle

The Leaving Certificate Programme forms the core of Senior Cycle activity with students progressing directly from Junior Cycle and / or Transition Year. Traditionally academically oriented and a broad based rather than a specialised programme of study, the Leaving Certificate terminated in a centrally moderated examination across the range of chosen subjects and formed the main progression path to higher education and / or employment.  Since 1998 the programme has been restructured to better cater for the range of progression paths and abilities represented by the student cohort. Within the overall programme three paths have been defined as follows:

Traditional Leaving Certificate : Broad-based academic programme available to those wishing to progress to higher education or training and still taken by the majority of students.

Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme : A select mix of the academic subjects and vocational modules offered to those students who wish to pursue a vocational or technical course or intend to join the workforce upon completing second level education.

Leaving Certificate Applied Programme :  A more vocational mix which emphasises personal development, experimental training, transferable skills and employment training catering for those who would wish to directly enter the workforce.

	Age
	15/16 – 17/18

	Duration
	2 Years

	Irish Name 
	Leaving Certificate Programme

	Description
	See above

	Timetable 
	The number of hours to be devoted to individual subjects is not prescribed at national level. Guidelines are offered but individual schools make decisions on time-tabling and allocation of time for different subjects.

	School year and holidays
	Secondary schools must open for 179 days each year and generally operate between 1st September and 1st July closing for Civil, Religious and Summer holidays / breaks.

	Subjects
	Traditional Leaving Certificate : Students must study a minimum of five subjects from a selection of 34 subjects categorised under the following heading - Languages (10 Subjects), Sciences (6subjects), Business ( 4 subjects), Applied Sciences ( 8 subjects)and Social Studies ( 6 subjects). The study of Irish language is compulsory. Students normally take 7-8 subjects.

Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme: Students must take five of the subjects listed above including two subjects from a specified list of vocational subjects, a recognised course in a modern European language and three mandatory Link Modules of Enterprise Education, Preparation for Work and Work Experience

Leaving Certificate Applied Programme: This is a person centred course involving a cross-curricular approach rather than a subject based structure whose framework consists of a number of modules grouped under three general headings (1) General Education (2) Vocational Education (3) Vocational Preparation including work experience.  



	Exams
	On-going pupil evaluation is the subject teachers’ responsibility. Particular emphasis is put on formal tests or in-house examinations at particular times during the year. 

On completion of Senior Cycle students are in the main assessed by terminal examination set nationally, some subjects (such as Art and Music) also have a practical dimension. All subjects can be taken at higher or ordinary level. Languages include an oral as well as a written component. Those who undertake the Leaving Cert Applied are not solely reliant on terminal examination but have already accumulated credits from satisfactory completion of the modules of study and for the completion of student tasks. A formal Leaving Certificate is presented to the students representing the type and level of success in the given programme.


Vocational training

In Ireland vocational education and training is primarily the responsibility of the Departments of Education & Science and the Department of Enterprise and Employment.  The Departments of Agriculture Food & Rural Development, Tourism Sport & Recreation, Justice Equality & Law Reform, Marine are responsible for vocational training in their sectors.

Within Second Level schools, in addition to the Leaving Cert Vocational and Leaving Cert Applied described above, Post Leaving Certificate courses are also provided in a broad range of occupational areas including: art, craft and design, business and administration, science, technology and natural resources, services, leisure and tourism, communications, performing arts and general studies.
The programme is locally organised and nationally moderated and validated by the Further Education & Training Awards Council (FETAC), the national body for certification of vocational awards.  Courses are of modular design, are highly practical and hands –on , are full-time leading to National Vocational Certificate at level 5 / 6 within Ireland National Framework of Qualifications. 
	Age
	18/19

	Duration
	1 or 2 years

	Description
	National vocational certificate courses in a broad range of vocational skills 

	Irish Name
	Post Leaving Certificate Courses

	Timetable 
	The number of hours to be devoted to individual subjects / modules is not prescribed at national level. Guidelines are offered but individual schools / course providers make decisions on time-tabling and allocation of time for different subjects or modules.

	School year and holidays
	Not prescribed but generally follow overall Secondary schools opening periods between 1st September and 31st August, closing for Civil, Religious and Summer holidays / breaks.

	Subjects
	Students undertake a specific skills modules for the broad range of vocational categories art, craft and design • business and administration • science, technology and natural resources • services, leisure and tourism • communications, performing arts and general studies. In addition students must also undertake modules in communications and work experience to attain full certification.

	Exams
	Assessment for the award of FETAC Certificate is of mixed modality i.e. Portfolio or Project Assessment, Formal Examinations and skills demonstration all locally organised but moderated, regulated and quality controlled by FETAC.


