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LeaderFROM THE EDITOR FROM THE EDITOR

Garret FitzGerald  was a keynote speaker at our conference in 2006, where he 
spoke about ‘civic republicanism’ and where the Association launched its 
three-year strategic plan to articulate its values clearly, and to focus on the 

quality of educational leadership, with particular emphasis on the role, responsibilities 
and workload of Principals and Deputies.   

Already the arts-in-education were seen as an integral part of that vision. When she 
was President, in 2000-01, Mary Hanley had formed An Fo-Choiste Ealáine agus 
Cultúrtha,  and one of its first actions was to produce a policy report, The Arts in our 
Schools. Although he is not named in the document, Ken Robinson inspired the thinking 
that underlay the principles it expounded there. Brendan Flynn provided the local 
inspiration for the work and he pushed for every member of the committee to have a 
copy of All Our Futures, 1999, (sub headed Creativity, Culture and Education), a report 
commissioned by the UK Government under Tony Blair and written by Robinson.   

While the NAPD Report envisioned “an education system where all students have 
access to and participation in the arts”. Robinson went further, in that he saw creativity 
and imagination as critical forces in the learning process and he was determined to 
move the emphasis to the learner and the needs of the individual child in the learning 
process. 

As Dermot Carney points out in his biographical note, the full potential of All Our Futures 
was never realised, as it did not have the full support of successive UK governments, 
but. its influence pervades the developments in our education system –  the Arts-in-
Education Charter, Creative Ireland and Creative Schools, the work of the Arts Council 
and – in NAPD – the continuing work of the Committee and particularly Creative 
Engagement. 

So, proudly we devote some of our pages to an appreciation of Ken Robinson’s legacy. 
We hear from Patricia McDonagh, the President in 2007, who brought Robinson’s TED 
talk to our Conference, from Lorraine Comer, then in the Arts Council, who gave huge 
inspiration and support to the Arts & Culture Committee, and from Máire O’Higgins who 
translated her belief in the arts into classroom practice. As an extension of all that, we 
show the arts in action in a selection of paintings and poems created by students and 
teachers in some of our schools, defying the ravages of Covid (Give Covid the Boot!)   

With these positive assertions, and more bangs than whimpers, Leader Quarterly bows 
out of the annus horribilis that was 2020. 

Derek West, December 2020

This month, we belatedly celebrate 
the life and work of Sir Ken 
Robinson, who died last August. 
From its inception, NAPD was 
deeply concerned with vision and 
values – they were at the 
philosophical heart of the 
organisation, in its mission to lead 
meaningful and radical change to 
our education.

Quarterly
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Never been a 
year like it!

SEVERE CHALLENGE 
There’s never been a year like it – not in my time anyway – 
and never such a severe challenge to our education system. 
Schools were thrust into the front line of the Coronavirus 
pandemic and, if you ask me, the leaders, the teachers, the 
support staff and the students have acquitted themselves 
magnificently.  

The school leaders, the teachers, the 
support staff and the students have 
acquitted themselves magnificently 

 

Of course we have to acknowledge that the real ‘front line’ has 
been in the hospitals and the care homes, and where would 
we be without the dedication and self-sacrifice of our nurses 
and doctors? We owe them an incalculable debt of gratitude 
and admiration. 

But, abruptly last March, our schools and colleges were faced 
with their greatest challenge in living history. They were 
ordered to shut down at once but, at the same time, were 
expected to keep the teaching and the learning and the 
crucial preparation for state exams functioning, at a remote 
distance. 

The students had to adapt to this unprecedented situation, 
both socially and technically. They were suddenly deprived of 

the company of their classmates, which – whether we like it or 
not – is probably the prime purpose of schools for the vast 
majority of students. They want to ‘hang out’ with their friends, 
they want to be part of the team, be it hockey or hurling, 
camogie or running;  they want the Debs and the graduation 
evening; they want to be together.  All that suddenly stopped. 
They were now required to learn online, at home alone, to 
have the self-discipline to sit at the kitchen table or at  a desk 
in the bedroom for hours and hours every day. The temptation 
to switch off, or skive off, was great. The isolation and the 
loneliness were terrible. 

They want to ‘hang out’ with their 
friends, they want to be part of the 
team, be it hockey or hurling, camogie 
or running;  they want the Debs and the 
graduation evening; they want 
 to be together 

 

For many of our teachers – especially the computer-savvy 
younger ones – communicating through a screen was familiar 
and relatively easy. But for others, trained up for, and 
accustomed to, the cut and thrust and interaction of the live 
classroom, this was a whole new ball game.  A lesson is not a 
lecture; learning is what the students do and the teacher 
needs to know what is happening. Most people – students 
and teachers – longed to return to school. Yet the majority of 
our teachers rose to this challenge and ‘kept the show on the 
road’, from March until June. 

MICHAEL CREGAN’S  
Leader Q COLUMN



It is common knowledge in our own ranks that there were 
virtually no holidays for principals this last summer; what is not 
appreciated is the weight of expectations on school leaders, 
the unceasing requirement for them to respond to 
instructions, documents [and revised documents] – often at 
impossibly short notice – and a great deal of this happening  
behind the closed doors of an empty school in the summer 
months. 

APPLAUSE, APPLAUSE! 
As we pause at the and of the year and try to inject a mood of 
celebration into our lives, we should be marking with loud 
fanfares what school communities have done for the country 
at large. From Michael D. to Micheál M. and through the 
national institutions let’s applaud and toast and celebrate! The 
children went back to school and those fortunate enough to 
still have jobs were able to get on with their work and to keep 
the economy afloat. That’s no mean achievement! 

Let’s applaud and toast and celebrate! 

 

Facing into the New Year, I see my role as President of NAPD 
to fight for that acknowledgment and also, at a practical level, 
to campaign in very way possible to reduce the workload of 
school leaders, by putting in place a layer of school 
administration that allows the leaders to lead the teaching 
and learning, the core mission, in our schools. 

I hope you will join with me and support me in that endeavour. 
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SEPTEMBER 
The re-opening in September presented a new hurdle. The 
physical surroundings were transformed with yellow notices, 
one-way systems and rigid layouts; movement was restricted 
and regulated in classrooms and corridors;  facemasks were 
mandatory.  

We have survived, found powers of 
resilience and determination 

 

This took some getting used to. The clock was turned back as 
group work and pair work, shared work and projects were 
largely replaced by top-down instruction. And yet, here we 
are on the verge of the Christmas holidays, and by and large 
we have survived, found powers of resilience and 
determination. We made it through! 

DEDICATION 
The key to all of this has been the dedication of school 
leaders, who have driven the project tirelessly though every 
single month since lock-down. We really need to 
acknowledge that – we in NAPD know about it – but the 
Department needs to acknowledge it. They have heaped new 
responsibilities, new tasks on the shoulders of our school 
heads week by week, day by day, through spring, summer 
and autumn terms, and through the holidays.  

There were virtually no holidays for 
Principals this last summer 

Kevin Langton Marie-Therese Kilmartin Brian Doran Caroline Garrett

NAPD EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 2020-2021 – CO-OPTEES
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acknowledged and celebrated our 
efforts to maintain a safe environment for 
staff and students. The news of the roll-
out of vaccines gives us hope, but the 
reality is that when we return in January, 
we must continue to be vigilant,  to keep 
COVID-19 out and maintain schools as 
safe spaces.  

The idea of #GRMA Day came from a 
meeting of the Corporate Advisory Board 
in early November and no effort was 
spared to encourage national leaders 
and other well-known personalities to 
contribute to a curated video to make 
the day a success. 

Commenting on the event, Helen 
Raftery, an Advisory Board member and 
CEO of Junior Achievement Ireland (JAI), 
said:  

“School communities have gone above 
and beyond to overcome the challenges 
brought about by Covid-19. #GRMA Day 
offers a moment for Ireland to pause and 

FROM THE 
DIRECTOR’S DESK

#GRMA 
Day

CLIVE BYRNE

Leader Quarterly – Winter 2020

There’s nothing worse than feeling 
taken for granted. When there 
seemed to be such a negative 

reaction to calls to close schools on 
December 18, the NAPD Corporate 
Advisory Board [*] was determined to 
facilitate some way to express our 
gratitude as a society to all who enabled 
our schools to stay open, and the 
#GRMA Day campaign was born. In 2020  
our school leaders, teachers and 
ancillary staff answered the call and 
became front-line workers. As school 
leaders, the way you led your  
schools and your teachers was a 
monumental achievement, showing  the 
resourcefulness and dedication of whole 
school communities.  

The #GRMA Day initiative was backed by 
the Irish Primary Principals Network 
(IPPN), representing school leaders in 
over 4,000 primary schools, the National 
Parents Councils and the Irish Second 
Level Students Union (ISSU)  to enable 
#GRMA Day take place on Friday 11 
December.  

All for One was the motto as school 
communities banded together to thank 
our school leaders  and all involved in 
the huge ongoing effort to ensure our 
children were safe and cared for. The 
value of keeping schools open for our 
students’ educational, developmental 
and wellbeing needs cannot be 
overstated. Even under Level 5 
restrictions, and while other sectors of 
society suffered in the trade-off, our 
doors remained open, to keep our 
schools functioning, if not quite 
flourishing, but the delight of students 
back at school even behind masks was 
a joy to behold. #GRMA Day 

acknowledge that effort. The pandemic 
has brought about unprecedented 
challenges for our primary and post 
primary schools. As we approach the 
Christmas period in this year like no 
other, it so important to acknowledge the 
huge effort by all involved in curtailing 
the spread of Covid-19 and enabling a 
continuation of the hugely important role 
that schools play in all our lives. We owe 
a great debt of gratitude to our school 
communities and I congratulate all those 
who’ve contributed to this national day 
of celebration.”  

For me, it has been an honour to behold 
the spirit of collective goodwill and a 
willingness to get on with the task at 
hand in our school communities.  
Colleagues in all fields central to 
providing an enjoyable and meaningful 
education for our students have gone 
above and beyond to ensure and 
maintain a return to traditional classroom 
education in recent months. I’d like to 
especially acknowledge the reserve of 
our students who have adapted and 
adhered to school public health 
measures with a maturity beyond that 
expected of them. 

Alice Leahy, a People of the Year Award 
winner and founder of Trust, wrote a 
superb book called Wasting Time with 
People, in which she points out that 
giving of your time to recognise people 
costs nothing and is so much 
appreciated. Taking time out of our day 
during sos beag on 11 December was 
such an event. Saying go raibh maith 
agat costs nothing but such words make 
a difference and are really valued.  

I’m sure that, like me, you can’t wait for 
the end of term and our own sos beag 
over Christmas. Thank you for all you’ve 
done and are doing. Keep safe and well 
and have a Happy, Holy and Peaceful 
Christmas from all in NAPD Head Office. 

* The #GRMA Day initiative was backed by  

the Corporate Advisory Board to NAPD,  a 
group of leaders from the public, private and 
non-profit sectors who give generously of 
their time to advise and support the 
Association, particularly in the areas of 
leadership and strategic planning.  

 

#GRMA Day.  
NAPD says “go raibh maith agaibh” 

 to our school communities



Leader Quarterly – Winter 2020

11

Peter Hilton, the WW2 code 
breaking mathematician, 
said that “adaptability to 

change itself is the hallmark of a 
successful education”. Such 
radical change as this pandemic 
has brought to the whole world 
has not occurred in almost a 
century. Under your strong 
leadership, schools adapted to 
this change and education has 
continued. This is surely the 
hallmark of success. 

To keep schools open during the 
Level 5 lockdown, while 
facilitating the 2020 Leaving 
Certificate, was over and above 
what anyone could reasonably 
have foreseen or expect. It shows 
your quality, metal and 
resourcefulness as school leaders 
and the dedication of the teachers 
and ancillary staff in each school. 

We will also remember 2020 as 
the year when all the stakeholders 
in Irish education worked together 
in partnership to reach a common 
goal. While there may have been 
a variation in the words, we all 
sang the same tune, to do our best 
for those in education in 2020 in a 
time of great uncertainty. Rest 
assured that all of the education 
partners know full well that 
without the colossal effort of 
Principals and Deputy Principals 
during the summer months of 
2020 schools could and would not 
have been able to reopen. 

So, what of 2021?  
We look forward to the new year 
with optimism in the hope and that 
the worst is behind us and that the 
new normal will be brighter and 
better. We hope that the 
measures in place now keep the 
virus in decline and our schools 
open. We eagerly anticipate the 
launch of a successful vaccination 
programme which will add to our 
armoury of defence against 
COVID 19. We acknowledge the 
positive advances and learning in 
ICT in 2020. We look forward to a 
new year where we can use 
newly-acquired technology skills 
to our advantage as a tool for 
communication and education. 
The effort required over the last 

year to keep schools open has 
shone a light on the need for 
additional administration support 
to make the role of a school leader 
sustainable.  

I hope that once the virus has 
been defeated, which it will be, we 
can again meet in person and 
share our experiences over a 
coffee or over a meal at regional 
meetings and at conference. Have 
a happy, safe and restful 
Christmas and may the new year 
see you stay safe and healthy. 

Ar aghaidh le chéile!

DEPUTY DIRECTOR 
PAUL BYRNE 

To lead your school in the organisation, planning and 
adaption required to reopen in safety was a monumental 
achievement but to keep schools open during the Level 5 
lockdown, while facilitating the 2020 Leaving Certificate, 
was over and above what anyone could reasonably have 

foreseen or expect. ”
“
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money on your health insurance:
• Is private hospital room cover important to you? Yoou could make 

significant savings if you change from private to semi-private 
room cover in private hospitals 

• Is a network plan something you would consider? These are plans 
that offer a limited selection of public or private hospitals.

• Are all family members on the same health insurance plan? Yoou
may be able to save money by putting your children (including 
young adults aged 18-25) on a separate, lower cost plan that 
provides similar cover. 

• Pay for your policy in instalments or in one lump sum? Paying 
in instalments may be costing you more money in the long run. 
Calculate how much you may be saving by doing a comparison 
between paying upfront and your monthly cost.

• Is cover for everyday practitioners (GP, Physio, Dentist etc.)
something you need? Some plans allow you to claim back for 
these visits, a good rule of thumb is if you have less than 3 or 4 visits 
per year it doesn’t make sense financially to pay extra premium to 
cover such visits. However, paying €50-€75 extra on your annual 
premium could allow you to claim back hundreds during your 
policy year. Do the maths before opting for a plan with (or without) 
these benefits.

Everyday Benefits
Many plans now provide cover for a variety of new benefits at no 
extra cost on your plan that are useful for everyday life. Including:

Online GP
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REFORM OF THE SENIOR CYCLE 
Some Issues for Discussion
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ISSUES AND QUESTIONS 

Senior Cycle Education 
Internationally, Senior Cycle Education has a variety of forms. It may, as in German Lander, have academic and vocational streams, with 
different school types, Realschulen, Hauptschulen and Gymnasien catering for those streams. In Northern Ireland selective Grammar 
Schools are retained to prepare A-level streams who typically sit three subjects. In Scotland  students in fifth year sitting Highers may 
study five subjects. In England in 2020 vocationally oriented T-Level courses – the equivalent of 3 A-Levels – are being introduced 
combining classroom learning and on-the-job experience to match the skill needs of employment sectors.  

In the Republic of Ireland those doing the Established Leaving Certificate may, typically, be studying seven subjects for two years at 
Higher or Ordinary Levels (or Foundation level for Mathematics or Irish). Students may also be doing the Leaving Certificate Vocational 
Programme (LCVP). There is also a Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) stream. Ireland has very high participation rates in Senior Cycle 
Education. The retention rate to Leaving Certificate of the 2012 school entry cohort was 93.1% for females and 89.9% for males. 
Senior Cycle Education must cater for the full range of abilities, backgrounds, aptitudes and interests. 

What changes should occur to Senior Cycle provision to better deal with changing future needs, with the variety of learners and ensuring 
comparative international excellence? 

Framework of Qualifications 
Ireland’s ten-level National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) ranks Ordinary Degrees at Level 7, Honours Degrees at Level 8 and 
Doctorates at 10. The Established Leaving Certificate is at Levels 4/5. The Junior Certificate is at Level 3. The NFQ is intended to 
recognise standards of achievement, to promote the acquisition of Qualifications and Credit at various levels and to provide a ladder of 
opportunity.  

The Senior Cycle students of 2020 and 2021 will be remembered for the disruption and challenges presented 
to them by the Covid Pandemic and for the maturity, resilience and adaptability they showed in response. The 
leadership and staff of schools will be remembered for the courage, innovation and creativity they brought to 
address the challenges and change compelled by the Pandemic. 

The Pandemic has brought economic disruption and is accelerating change in economic activity and in the 
delivery of services, including educational services. Its acceleration of the exploration of the use of digital and 
communications technologies is predicted to deepen the technological base of the future economy, to change 
future skill requirements and to reduce low skill opportunities. Blended learning educational formats are being 
explored on an unprecedented scale. 

The needs of a changing society and the requirement to retain excellence by international standards in a 
changing world will make demands on the Educational System. This note seeks to draw attention for discussion 
to some issues to be addressed in a reform of the Senior Cycle Education. The Senior Cycle, the post 
compulsion school years, has a diversity of purposes. It should prepare for citizenship and participation in 
cultural and economic life. It should prepare for choice and success in Higher and Further Education, in 
Apprenticeship and in Life-Long Learning. It should seek to develop the full potential of every participant.
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The Transition Year is now being taken by a majority of Leaving Certificate students. In 2019 it was taken by 79.1% of females and 
74.9% of males in non-DEIS schools. In DEIS schools the participation was 65.7% by females and 59.5% by males. The Transition year 
earns no credit or qualification in the NFQ. 

Those who sit the Leaving Certificate typically have spent either 2 or 3 years in Senior Cycle with, interestingly, no distinction between 
them. During those years until the final examination they acquire no credit on the NFQ. 

In Scotland in the years 4, 5 and 6 of second level education students take combinations of National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher 
examinations earning merit at Levels 5,6 and 7 in the 12 level Scottish Framework of Qualification. 

Should extensive use be made in a reform of the Senior Cycle of the NFQ by enabling students to accumulate credit and qualifications 
and by exploiting the NFQ more as a ladder of opportunity? Should Transition Year, an optional year that earns no NFQ credit, be 
discontinued and its laudable aims achieved by other means? Should the emphasis of the Established Leaving Certificate on final 
examinations be changed for some learners to enable their earlier acquisition and accumulation of credit in the NFQ? Should PLC 
courses be renamed by Level and specialization? Should some excellent Level 5 vocational courses be incorporated into the Senior 
Cycle? 

Points Distribution 
The Leaving Certificate results as measured by Points are used for selection in Higher Education. Points achieved do predict both 
success and non-completion in Higher Education. A HEA analysis of non-completion in Higher Education tells us “The completion rates 
for students that enter with between 500 and 550 points is 95% compared with 43% for those who enter with 205 to 250 points”. 

Much media attention is focused on High Point achievers and small-intake high-demand courses, such as Medicine, attract much 
attention. Greater attention should be paid in Senior Cycle reform to the needs of the 20,000+ who, in Table 1, achieved less than 300 
points. Many of these have completed a 3-year Senior Cycle. 

Table 1: Points Distribution Leaving Certificate 2019

The Established Leaving Certificate involves a broad programme where students typically take 7 subjects. This is a strength. For some 
however, such as the 10,000 who earn less than 200 points, it may be a shallow programme. For such pupils should a Senior Cycle 
format be available where fewer subjects, 5-6 say, are studied in greater depth? Low-skill occupations are declining. Should resources 
and strategies more strongly address resilience i.e. high achievement by those from lower socio-economic backgrounds? 

Many who enter Level 8 Honours Degree courses do not complete, with a majority of these not completing year 1. Should greater use 
be made of the NFQ by directing more students to Level 5, Level 6 or Level 7 courses with later opportunities to progress upwards? 
A common application process and timetable for HE and FE would confer greater visibility on the employment and progression 
opportunities for such qualifications. 

The Sunday Times Ranking 
The Sunday Times annually publishes a ranking of second-level schools, ranked by one criterion only – the percentage of the Leaving 
Certificate classes who went to University, RCSI or NCAD. 

v Of the top 10 schools in the 2020 ranking, 6 were fee-paying, 6 in South Dublin and 9 were single-sex schools, 8 female.  
2 were Gaelscoileanna. 

v Of the top 25, 17 were fee paying, 17 in Dublin and 20 were single-sex schools. 4 were Gaelscoileanna 

v Of the top 50, 28 were fee paying, 30 in Dublin and 34 single-sex schools. 7 were Gaelscoileanna. 

Senior Cycle is provided in a variety of schools, coeducational and single sex, fee-paying and DEIS, selective and comprehensive. Any 
ranking of schools should include a range of criteria including the full range of destinations in HE, FE, Apprenticeships and employment. 
Schools vary by size and size can vary by region. In 2019 in the Mid-East Region (Kildare/Louth/Meath/Wicklow) 46.7% 0f the post-
primary students were in large, 800+, schools – the highest region. In the lowest region, the West (Galway/Mayo/Roscommon) it was 
only 10.1%. 

Well-run large schools can meet the needs of varied learners, promote high achievement and reduce underachievement. They can offer 
wider subject and level choice. Can new forms of inter-school collaboration across regions and school types promote new methods of 
achieving excellence? 
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Universal Subjects 
A strong characteristic of the Senior Cycle is that the important subjects English and Mathematics are taken by virtually all students. 
Both subjects enable the study of other subjects. Both are predictors of Higher Education success. The HEA report on Completion 
Rates states – using the old Grades – “The completion rates for students who enter with an A in Higher Mathematics is 95 to 96% 
compared to 62-63% for students who enter with a D at Ordinary Level”. For those with an A in Higher English it states that the 
completion rate is 90-91% compared to 65-71% for students who enter with a D in Ordinary English. 

Table 2: Higher English, Mathematics, Irish, 2019, H1/H2 Rates, Gender 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 gives information by gender on participation and performance in Higher English and Mathematics. In 2019, 73.5% of entries in 
English were at Higher as were 32.9% of Mathematics entries up from 67.2% and 27.3% respectively in 2014. Both subjects show 
gender gaps in participation and performance. (Table 5 below shows major gender gaps in participation and performance in a 
Mathematics-related subject, Applied Mathematics.) 

The new T-Level courses in England focused on vocational education and work experience still insist on an appropriate standard in 
English and Mathematics. 

In the crowded Leaving Certificate annual June examinations both Mathematics and English have two examinations. Is there not a strong 
case to have one formal examinations at the end of the first year of Senior Cycle in both English and Mathematics to build confidence, 
consolidate achievement, gain NFQ credit and give a sense of success? 

Irish is a compulsory subject also studied at primary level. It also has two examinations in the crowded Leaving Certificate raising also 
the advisability of an end of year one examination. Its entry at Higher Level in 2019 was 47.9%, up from 40.1% in 2014, but much less 
than the English 73.5% or the 67.0%, 73.1% or 73.2% of French, German and Spanish respectively.  

Table 2 reveals a major gender gap in Higher Irish participation, a gap so large it challenges the national Irish Language policy. There is 
also a gender gap in performance. 

Subject Choices 
Students commonly undertake 7 subjects in their Leaving Certificate typically choosing 4 with the big subjects English, Mathematics 
and Irish. The Leaving Certificate can confer a broad education (with the risk that it may be shallow for some). Subject choice may be 
constrained by the school attended. Table 3 gives the Higher-Level subjects choices – other than the big three – by broad discipline 
category and by gender in 2019. 

Table 3: Higher Level by Broad Discipline, 2019, Gender 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The broad disciplines of Table 3 differ in uptake by gender and column 2 shows the varying proportions taking Higher Level. The Points 
System rewards all subjects equally regardless of the proportion taking Higher. 

Languages have a large female majority and the lowest proportions by far taking Higher. After Brexit Ireland’s links with Europe should 
strengthen. Deeper fluency in European languages should be promoted. The case for a widely available Level 6 qualification, delivered 



using Blended Learning methods, conferring a deep fluency in French or German or Spanish and aimed at the thousands who have 
succeeded in Higher Level studies of these languages is strengthened. 

It is predicted that the emerging economy and society after the Pandemic will be more technologically driven with an even greater 
need for ICT and Technological skills. These skills currently have a strong male uptake. Subjects related to such skills and careers such 
as Physics, Technology and Applied mathematics should be more widely promoted and to female learners. 

As Computing and Communications skills are growing in importance should one-year and two-year courses in these areas, conferring 
strong competences and NFQ credit be available to all first year Senior Cycle students? 

Some Higher Education courses have broadly based first years so that students may make better informed later decisions about specialist 
studies. Should the Senior Cycle Programme include some more broadly based subjects to enable the wider introduction of concepts? 
The subject Physics and Chemistry attracts few students. Should students be enabled to study aspects of Physics in First year, be 
examined and then aspects of Chemistry in the second year? Likewise, Economics and Accounting might be combined to introduce a 
variety of concepts. A Semester system would allow aspects of two subjects to be experienced in one year.  

Table 3 shows in columns 1 and 2 the major increase, incentivised by the Points System, across all broad Disciplines since 2014 in the 
proportions taking Higher Level, with a major overall increase from 73.7% to 80.2%. Not all students taking Higher Level are highly 
successful. Table 4 shows some subjects where in 2019 a high proportion of those doing Higher got low H7/H8 grades (<40%). 

Table 4: Some Higher-Level Subjects 2019, % Receiving H7/H8 grades (<40%) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is significant that in all of the subjects listed in Table 4 the male proportion scoring low H7/H8 grades is much higher than the female 
proportion. Should the students involved in Table 4 have a different format other than a 2-year Higher course? 

High Achieving Subjects 
A few subjects are exceptional in both the large proportion taking Higher Level and in their outstanding achievements at that level. 
Table 5 gives the leading examples Applied Mathematics and Music. For Applied Mathematics 94.5% of the entries in 2019 were at 
Higher Level. For Music the Higher Percentage was 93.6%. 

Table 5: Higher Applied Mathematics, Music, Participation and Performance 
 

 

 

 

 

  

Music is female dominated in entries and females and males both have outstanding results as measures by H1/H2 grades. In Applied 
Mathematics males dominate entries and both sexes achieve very high proportions of H1/H2 grades. 

Should Senior Cycle provision include some Level 6 subjects such as in Applied Mathematics and Music to cater for and promote 
exceptional abilities? 

Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) 
The stated aim of the LCVP is to give a vocational dimension to the Leaving Certificate Established. This is to be achieved through 
arranging Leaving Certificate subjects into Vocational Subject Groupings and through the provision of Link Modules related to work 
preparation and enterprise. 

The numbers taking LCVP in 2019 was 13,130 (53.1% female and 46,9% male) a decrease from the 14,637 who completed LCVP in 
2016. The number who achieved Distinction decreased even more. In 2019 1109 (8.5%) achieved Distinction down from the 1,879 
(12.8%) of 2016. In 2019 the overwhelming majority, 80%, of those who received Distinction were female. Females also formed the 
large majority, 60%, of those achieving Merit, serious outcomes that require explanation. (In 2020 2,885 were awarded Distinction, an 
increase of 260% on 2019.) 
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The Link modules can earn points in the Points System. A 
Distinction is awarded 66 points -the same as a H4. Merit earns 
46, the same as H6/O2 and a Pass earns 24 as an O4 does. 
Students can see that no matter how excellent their 
performance in Link modules are they cannot earn the same a s 
a Higher subject. 

A review of Senior Cycle should contain a major review of its 
possible vocational dimension. The SOLAS Report on FET 
speaks of the lack of exposure to vocational learning and 
vocational options and pathways during the Senior Cycle in many 
schools. It supports offering Level 5 and Level 6 modules as an 
integral part of the Senior Cycle. A stronger proposal is that 
some excellent Level 5 vocational courses with clear progression 
and employment opportunities be made part of the Senior Cycle 
provision. 

The T-Level courses now being introduced in England in 
addition to their vocational studies also include a mentored work 
experience of at least 45 days.  

Apprenticeships have, as their great strength, an educational and 
economic collaboration, which enable supervised work 
experience, which, in turn, develops skills and provides motivation. 
Since 2016 a growing wide range of Apprenticeships at different 
levels is being promoted involving many employment sectors. 
Apprenticeship formats enable year-long learning and experience 
and avoid the discussion of student debt and student loans. 

The review of the Senior Cycle should include the collaboration 
of industrial and economic sectors. Career advice and subject 
support and motivation should be provided. It should seek to 
enable mentored work experience for some Senior Cycle 
students including summertime experience. Mentored work 
experience should set challenges and earn credit on the NFQ. 

Blended Learning and Assessment 
The Covid Pandemic has accelerated the exploration of the use 
of Communications Technologies in the delivery of educational 
services. Any review of Senior Cycle should seek to exploit best 
practice in Blended Learning. Blended Learning offers 
opportunities for school and teacher collaboration and for 
widening student opportunities in small schools. 

For example, students of European background who aim to take 
a non-curricular European language recognised for Leaving 
Certificate should be provided with on-line language courses. 
Schools of different type and tradition could enhance one 
another through collaboration. Through modern technologies 
students should have access to career information and interact 
with economic and cultural life. 

A valued aspect of the Leaving Certificate assessment is its 
independent nature and use of independent examiners. A 
reform of the Senior Cycle should retain this feature in the 
context of accumulating credit on the NFQ. A new feature 
which may enable this is the greater use, when educationally 
appropriate, of computer-based examinations which can, in part, 
be computer corrected and graded examinations. 

Academic Year 
A Review of Senior Cycle should consider a reorganisation of 
the academic year into two 16-week semesters, at least in major 
schools. This would enable the design in the NFQ of some 
semester modules to be delivered and assessed twice a year. 
This facility could have many applications. 

A further addition could be an 8-week summertime half-
semester which could have major uses in adult education. 
Semester modules could be delivered in the half semester by 
doubling the delivery time. 

PROPOSALS FOR DISCUSSION 

Senior Cycle Reform 
A phased introduction of changes to Senior Cycle provision 
should seek to more effectively cater for the full range of 
abilities, backgrounds, aptitudes and interests, for the diversity 
of destinations, for changes in future skill needs while ensuring 
the highest international standards. 

National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) 
A reformed Senior Cycle should enable the acquisition of Credit 
and Qualifications through one-year subject formats in each year 
at Levels 4 and 5 of the NFQ. The Universal subjects English and 
Mathematics should enable through the option of formal annual 
examinations the acquisition of NFQ Credit and the building of 
confidence during the Senior Cycle. The optional Transition Year, 
which earns no credit on the NFQ should be phased out. The 
title PLC should cease and courses should be described by their 
level and specialisation. Well designed Level 5 vocational courses, 
with clear progression possibilities, should be part on the Senior 
Cycle. 

Multiple Destinations 
Senior Cycle should prepare, with equal emphasis, for multiple 
destinations – for Higher Education, for Further Education, for 
Apprenticeships and for employment with Part-time Education. 
Recruitment to Level 8 courses with high non-completion rates 
should change. The promotion of resilience, i.e. high 
achievement by those from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
should be a major objective. A common application process and 
timetable for HE and FE should be considered. 

Subject Choices 
A strength of the current Leaving Certificate is the fact that 
participants gain a broad education by studying, typically, 7 two-
year subjects. For some students however formats with fewer 
subjects studied with greater success would be educationally 
more appropriate. One-year formats and, indeed, semester 
subject formats offering more frequent opportunity for Credit 
gain may also encourage some learners. The Reformed Senior 
Cycle should offer such formats. 

Level Choices 
The underachievement of many taking Higher Level subjects 
points to the need for careful level choice. Having more frequent 
formal assessment, as with year-long or semester formats, may 
guide in level choice. 

In contrast the high performance in some subjects with small 
selective intakes supports the case for the inclusion in Senior 
Cycle of some Level 6 subjects to promote outstanding 
achievement. 

The non-completion rates in some Level 8 courses requires a 
review of destinations after Senior Cycle and the preparation 
for such destinations. 

Language studies at Senior Cycle would be encouraged by the 



                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 m

a
aa

aa
oagaa

Rfra

fgToute of Teechnologyy and a foormer University Lecturer in
tive Unit promoting actions to increase the supply of technicians
nattional Expertt Group foor Future Skill Needs. Reecent activities
oup advising on Educattional Strattegyy in the Sultanatte of Oman.
nce of the Universities of Applied Science in the H ggue and att
olding. He has spoken on educattion in Columbia and att the

udies Associattion.

o

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

noDcMnáeS                 
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

n fnagh is a foormer Director of an Institu                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

scittmehttMa a scitatmehtatMa a

a

to the Irish e
have included
He was keyn
a meeting of
nattional conf

E

OC

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 oc.liamg@44hganodcm.naes:liam

STCAT

.

aof
Ka

fa
ao

ao
g
He was Director of the Skills Initiatt

conomy. He was a member of the n
d membership of an internattional gro

note speaker att a European Confeere
the Danish University Colleges att Ko

feerence of the British Educattional Stu

E

N

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

                
                

                  
               

                  
                  

       

 

widespread availability to adult learners who have gained Higher 
Level French, German or Spanish of a Level 6 course having the 
objective of conferring a strong fluency of language use. 

Computing and Communication Skills 
A course, gaining NFQ credit, in Computer and Communication 
Skills should be available to all students at the beginning of Senior 
Cycle to ensure their confident full use in educational 
applications. Senior Cycle provision should exploit to the full 
modern communication technologies and methods. 

Gender Differences 
There are major overlaps and differences in the gender 
experience and outcomes of Senior Cycle education. Extreme 
examples noted above and requiring urgent responses are the 
patterns of outcomes in Irish Language studies and in the LCVP. 
The low rate of female acquisition of ICT and Technology 
qualifications is another example requiring a response. A reform 
of the Senior Cycle should address differences caused by gender 
stereotyping. 

Blended Learning 
The experiences gained during the Covid Pandemic of more 
effective uses of Blended Learning should be fully exploited in 
the Reform of Senior Cycle. It should enable new teaching 

methods and teacher co-operation, wider subject and level 
choice and strong inter-school collaboration. Such collaboration 
should be wide-spread feature enriching Senior Cycle Reform. 

Academic Year 
For at least some schools an academic year of two 16-week 
semesters should be adopted. This would enable the wider use, 
where educationally appropriate, in the NFQ of semester 
modules to gain Credit. Some subjects, to encourage 
achievement and the experience of intellectual concepts, could 
be organised into either two-year, one-year or semester formats 
matching learners needs. Such semester modules could play an 
important role in adult education. Additionally, an 8-week 
Summer half-semester could be a major organisational feature 
facilitating adult learners. 

Computer-Based Examinations 
The use of independent examinations and examiners is a valued 
aspect of present Leaving Certificate arrangements which should 
be retained. This note advocates arrangements where the 
gaining of NFQ Credit is also enabled by year-long and 
semester-long modules. The use of computer-based 
examinations – also where educationally appropriate computer-
corrected examinations – should facilitate the operation of 
valued independent examination methods.

YOUR ONLINE UPDATE 
EVERY MONTH!

BULLETIN
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Jacinta Kitt:  
Proactively caring for 

yourself in a challenging time
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I’m left with twenty-six PowerPoint slides and the sound of her voice (writes Derek West, reflecting on the 
experience). I had no way of capturing the visuals and with Ms Kitt – not quite Eartha, but very definitely Jacinta – 
that is to lose an essential dimension. She is an incredibly talented ‘live’ presenter. I could say ‘performer’ and 
that would in no way diminish the seriousness of what she has to say. Without her actual presence in a room, 
without an audience, we lose so much of the wit that goes with her wisdom, the flexibility to improvise around 
the circumstances of the living moment, but she has captured the core of her message in her slides and the main 
gain from listening to her is acquire greater comprehension as she plays vocal variations on each of her chosen 
themes. She defines her auditors as ‘educators’, but this can be narrowed to ‘leaders’. This is a survival manual, a 
sanity manual, written in the time of Covid-19. 

She starts – as indeed she continues – in relaxed colloquial voice. There’s a directness and simplicity in her language 
that is always ready to mediate between the listener and the more challenging technical terms of psychology. So, she 
starts by latching onto the frequency of use of the word ‘care’ as part of the essential vocabulary of lock-down and 
particularly as the farewell phrase ‘Take care’. This presentation  is to delve into the practical, individual ways that the 
leader can ‘take care’. 

(Reporter’s note: I hope I won’t drive the reader to distraction by my use of italics, but it seems the only way to convey 
the emphasis and underlining that is an integral part of Jacinta’s presentation.)

C   R   NAVIRUS
C   PING WITH



benefit of the doubt. It is the defiance of the opposite of 
pessimism, dismissiveness, negative criticism, desperation. 
‘Surround yourself with positive people,’ says Jacinta. 

SELF-EFFICACY 
Leaders need self-belief. You need to value yourself. Then you 
can lead. It’s pragmatic, in that you don’t feel threatened by the 
confidence or competence of others and you’re not afraid to 
admit you don’t know or understand something – don’t ‘bluff; 
it will only sap your self-confidence! It’s contingent on a 
supportive environment and you have it in your power as a 
leader to create that. 

RESILIENCE 
Resilience is the ability to bounce back after adversity – much 
in demand in this age of Covid. It’s often more to do with ‘claw’ 
or ‘crawl’ than ‘bounce’. It’s about a sense of perspective: 
ascertaining the importance of an issue on the crisis scale in 
terms of the bigger picture. Jacinta asserts that engagement 
with mutually empathic/responsive relationships is a great 
source of resilience and that children need protective factors 
and processes to help them build resilience. 

ASSERTIVE, PASSIVE, AGGRESSIVE 
BEHAVIOURS 
This is about how you behave towards and communicate with 
others. Assertive communication is when you stand up for your 
rights, express your needs, wants opinions, feelings and beliefs 
directly and honestly, in such a way as does not violate another 

KNOW THYSELF; CARE FOR THYSELF 
Jacinta takes us on a journey between action (our behaviour; 
how we act out in situations) and reflection (the amount of self-
knowledge we have; the amount of thought we put into our 
actions). So, introspection is at the heart of ‘caring for yourself’, 
not as a question of self-preservation, so much as  a matter of 
‘know thyself’, as a means of navigating the world we live in.  
We need to conduct an accurate self-assessment of what we 
can – and cannot – do; we need to identify and utilise our 
psychological resources (PsyCap, for short, which she lists as 
HOPE, OPTIMISM, SELF-EFFICACY (SELF-CONFIDENCE) and 
RESILIENCE), so that our behaviour is self-aware; thus, we also 
need to be able to manage our emotions (she has more to say 
about this further on); we need to communicate our needs 
assertively (not so much a question of giving commands, as 
making the other person aware of what you need, in a 
reasonable manner); focusing on reflection, change and 
improvement.  

HUMILITY 
Jacinta lobs single words at us and allows them to burst into 
significance around us. Take ‘humility’ for instance. She’s 
already flagged it as applying to ‘accurate self-assessment’. 
Now she expands it: it’s about acknowledging your limitations 
and that you can’t do everything yourself – you need those 
people around you and to ask for help from those who have 
the skills you don’t have, to seek advice; you have to be open-
minded and willing to learn; you need to accept responsibility 
for your mistakes and to apologise when you need to (how 
difficult can that be!); you need to be open to accept feedback; 
you also need to be able to say ‘No’ in an appropriate manner.  

HOPE 
Back to the PsyCap: Hope is essential – for you, for others, for 
your students; for happiness, wellbeing, success. It is the 
opposite of fatalism, hopelessness, despair (a progressive 
course of negativity, not worthy of italicisation!). Hope is about 
setting, pursuing and attaining goals; about having the will and 
finding the ways to achieve those goals; about gaining control 
– parcelling the big goals into smaller manageable ones. 

OPTIMISM 
Optimism is not pie in the sky – it’s about having positive and 
realistic expectations about the future. It’s asking what’s good 
about things, seeing the best in others, giving new ideas the 
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The ability to bounce back after 
adversity – much in demand in this 
age of Covid. It’s often more to do 
with ‘claw’ or ‘crawl’ than ‘bounce’. 
you’ll always get what you always 
got!’

Leaders need self-belief. 
You need to value 
yourself. Then you can 
lead.



person’s rights.  If you behave in a way that does not consider 
the rights of others; if you state your opinions as facts, 
launching them at others as scud missiles (one of Jacinta’s 
favourite metaphors!) it becomes aggressive behaviour. If you 
fail to stand up for your rights, or do so in a way that others can 
easily ignore or disregard you, it becomes passive behaviour.   

She breaks assertiveness into six types:  

Basic – just get to the point politely; no life story;  

Empathic – show that you have some idea of where 
the other person is at; 

Responsive – address negativity to prevent it from 
becoming contagious; 

Discrepancy –a reminder of what has been agreed but 
remains undone;   

Negative feelings – express them in “I” rather than 
“You” statements; 

Consequence – point out the last resort. 

EMOTIONAL AND SOCIAL INTELLIGENCE 
Showing emotional intelligence is displaying a positive 
disposition, generally; managing your moods; getting on with 
others. 

Jacinta goes on to look at the role of emotions and thinking in 
stress situations. The stressor provokes an emotional response, 
which is short-lived, reactive and, in itself, not constructive. The 
intervention point comes with Thinking (she capitalises it) which 
will not so much end the stress and modify it. 

Moving this into the context of relating to other people, Jacinta 
looks at definitions of Social Intelligence (is according to 
Thorndike, as far back as 1920), as ‘the ability to act wisely in 
human relations’ or as in the version by Jacinta and her 
colleague, Corbett, ‘the ability to interact with others in a warm, 
accepting way, creating a sense of connectedness and 
facilitating positive and productive personal and professional 
relationships.’ 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 
Jacinta offers up Socrates as having ‘cracked this concept, with 
his sentence: ‘An unexamined life isn’t worth living’ and she 
offers her own night-time light-bulb moment: ‘Two steps of 
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doing and one step of stopping and asking: How am I doing?’ 
So, the process of interrogating experience (reflective practice) 
is crucial – examining how we do things, and why we do things 
that way; learning better ways, different ways of doing things; 
changing the way we do things. Otherwise, ‘if you always do 
what you always did, then you’ll always get what you always 
got!’ 

BECOMING SELF-AWARE 
To care for yourself is to be self-aware –  

u Observe yourself (How do I handle situations?) 

u Reflect on your moods and their impact on others. 

u Reflect on your feelings, attitudes  and reactions  

to others 

u Interact with diverse individuals to seek  

different perspectives 

u Seek feedback from others (How am I doing?) 

u Introspect (What am I really like?) 

Two complementary activities in the process of becoming self-
aware are building and maintaining positive relationships and 
not taking yourself too seriously! That will entail the following: 

l Don’t talk down to anyone 

l Defuse rather than escalate 

l Don’t interpret …consider a range of options and ask 

l Address behaviours without personal comment 

l Say things that make others feel better rather than worse 

l Suspend outrage and effrontery… and let go!

‘if you always do what 
you always did, then 
you’ll always get what 
you always got!’

Nollaig Shona DhuitNollaig Shona Dhuit



Sir Ken Robinson died earlier in the year after a short illness. He did not 
have time to address the pandemic and consider its significance, but I 
think he would have been troubled by the unseemly rush to re-establish 

normality in education, to return to the reassuringly conventional old ways ‘of 
doing things round here.’ He would have deplored this scramble for cover. 
Robinson’s instinct was to embrace radical change, as an inevitable part of the 
human condition and the evolution of society.  

His breadth of vision encompassed a deep critique of the outmoded traditions 
of an education system conceived in the midst of the Industrial Revolution – 
no longer ‘fit for purpose’. The world has lost a great educational thinker. 

DERMOT CARNEY, NAPD ARTS OFFICER,  

LOOKS BACK ON KEN ROBINSON’S CAREER 

Sir Ken Robinson died on 21 August. He left a huge mark on education 
worldwide. He challenged the notion that only literacy and numeracy should 
predominate in curricula and asserted that creativity must be included. 

It was a nineteen-minute address entitled Do Schools Kill Creativity? at a TED 
(Technology, Entertainment and Design) educational conference in California 
in 2006 that launched him onto the world stage. Subsequently posted on 
YouTube, his talk (one of the most successful TED Talks ever) has reputedly 
been viewed by 380 million people in 160 countries and has influenced schools 
around the world.  

Ken Robinson worked all his life in promoting creativity and arts in education. 
He became director of the Arts in Schools project in the UK, which in turn 
helped to shape the UK national curriculum after the 1988 Baker Act. By 1989 
he was appointed Professor of Arts Education in Warwick University before 
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CELEBRATING 

KEN ROBINSON

Ken Robinson’s big push to place 
the arts centre-stage in education

“Imagination is the 
source of all human 
achievement.” 

Ken Robinson



becoming, in 2001, a senior adviser to the J Paul Getty Trust in Los Angeles.  

The UK Labour government of Tony Blair invited him to chair an inquiry into 
the arts in education in 1997, which produced a report, All Our Futures, but 
then its recommendations were largely ignored by Labour and later by the 
Conservatives when Michael Gove, as Conservative Education Secretary and 
his special adviser, Dominic Cummings, chose to dismiss the 
recommendations. 

Despite this, his influence continued to grow. Robinson argued that children 
do not grow into artistic creativity but are educated out of it by school systems 
that prioritise a narrow literacy-numeracy curriculum, academic achievement 
and conformity, instead of liberating imagination and initiative. He argued that 
individual creativity was stifled by the system but it was less easy to discern 
how that might be recreated within state education, with its emphasis on 
attainment targets and examination results.  As a result of Robinson’s work, 
arts-in-education has been growing as an important element in educational 
curricula. 

Creativity, he said, was connecting things not previously connected. He was 
the master of bringing people together, of inspiring everyone he met, from 
parents to teachers, actors to producers, businessmen to environmentalists 
and from ministers to monarchs . 

In Northern Ireland, Robinson’s pioneering work on the new NI government’s 
Unlocking Creativity strategy was hugely important. He was committed to post-
conflict resolution in Northern Ireland and saw creativity education as a 
fundamental vehicle for helping to achieve this. He went further and became 
a passionate supporter of the successful bid for the City of Culture by Derry-
Londonderry. His role will in this venture will always be a part of that fantastic 
year, 2013. 

He was the author of several books including Out of Our Minds: Learning to Be 
Creative (2001), Finding Your Element (2014) and Creative Schools (2015 

PATRICIA MCDONAGH WAS PRESIDENT OF NAPD IN 2006-07 

– SHE ‘GOT’ KEN TO OUR CONFERENCE 

 Here she relates how she got Ken Robinson to appear virtually at the Conference 
in Kilkenny, October 2007. 

 I was lucky enough to be invited to the ICP Conference in New Zealand in 
2006. One of the speakers was Ken Robinson. At that time, I didn’t even know 
about his famous TED talk, but when he walked out onto that stage in Auckland, 
I was enthralled by three things: by his charisma (he owned that stage, like a 
really good comedian he commanded your attention); by his delivery (he was 
like a great actor, every word, every phrase, every sentence delivered with 
feeling and perfectly timed - and it was funny); and by his message.  

It resonated with what I believe about education, but I couldn’t have articulated 
it in such a succinct or convincing way. He actually brought me back to my 
time as an H. Dip.Ed. student (when I read Summerhill by A. S. Neill) and the idea 
that students could choose what they wanted to learn, and really enjoy 
learning. Ken Robinson had the same idea of education being about the 
student, what their needs were and where they were at. 

When I returned to reality, back in Dublin, it was time for me, as NAPD President, 
to plan the annual conference. I asked Clive Byrne if we could invite Ken 
Robinson to be our lead speaker. He agreed to let me follow it up. I think I 
contacted ICP and asked them how they had approached him about speaking 
in New Zealand When they told me his fee for addressing the conference, I 
knew we could never afford it.  
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Dermot Carney 

 

 

 

“Human intelligence is 
richer and more dynamic 
than we have been led to 
believe by formal 
academic education.” 

Ken Robinson, 
Out of Our Minds
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So I next went down the TED talk route. I had watched his talk, Do Schools Kill 
Creativity? many times on my return and I knew it was almost a replica of his 
talk in New Zealand, without his actual charismatic presence. So I emailed the 
TED talk people and asked them if I could re-broadcast it. I enquired about the 
cost, to be told that I could, of course, use it at our conference, and that there 
was no cost! 

I was so delighted. It was a close second best to having him there in person, 
and I think he did go down very well, with an audience receptive to his ideas. I 
felt there was a real buzz in Kilkenny that day. So that’s the story! 

HIGHLIGHTS OF A CONVERSATION WITH BRENDAN FLYNN (BF) 

AND DEREK WEST (DW) ABOUT SIR KEN 

Highlights? It’s all ‘highlights’ when you start talking with Brendan, the inspiration 
behind the long-running Clifden Arts Festival, an outspoken, passionate champion 
of the arts, a former member of the Arts Council, the man who put the soul into 
the NAPD Arts and Culture Committee – and continues to do so - and who 
introduced me to the work of Ken Robinson. We have a conversation woven like 
a Donegal tweed of all sorts of themes, but move fairly swiftly to Ken Robinson. 
Here, with some poetic licence taken, is an account of that conversation. Ken 
Robinson was a giant [literally a tall, erect figure of a man] but he leads our 
musings to think of the giants in Ireland who have stood tall for the arts, and how 
we need to keep renewing our memory of them and of our debt to them.  

BF: As regards Ken Robinson… The first time I came across him was when I 
joined the Arts Council in 1998, when I first came across All Our Futures and it 
blew me really, because of its power of inspiration and creativity and how 
education should work in terms of involving all of the arts. William Blake said, 
“Let it no more be said that the state encourage arts, but it is the arts that 
encourage state.” 

DW: Is that wishful thinking? 

BF: Well, Robinson certainly highlighted that with his book. That’s what he 
wanted to do. 

DW: Our report, The Arts in our Schools, was greatly influenced by him. He’s not 
actually mentioned in it, but I feel the spirit of Sir Ken hovering over every page.  

BF: He spoke of fostering diversity in education, encouraging individualisation, 
‘let the creative flow happen’, rather than being stuck in a total rationale. 

BF: With Creative Engagement, NAPD was there before the Arts Council, in 
opening up the arts to schools.  

DW: It wouldn’t have happened but for a talk you gave in the Great Northern 
Hotel, Bundoran (at an ACCS conference in the late 1990s), and if Mary Hanley 
hadn’t ‘bought into‘ the arts, when she was President of NAPD (2000-01). I don’t 
remember what you actually said, but I remember the afterglow. With the Arts 
& Culture Committee, we made something happen, especially when we had 
Mary Hanafin [Education], John O’Donoghue [Arts] and Mary Cloake [Arts 
Council] in the same room [IMMA Kilmainham] at the same time to launch both 
Creative Engagement and Artists~Schools. 

BF: That was a great day! 

DW: That why I want to pay tribute to Robinson and to remember his value to 
us, even today. 

BF: This should have been a moment in this pandemic to say, ‘Culture’s equally 
important.‘  

We talk a bit about the spirit of the times we live in – Donald Trump [“desperate, 
desperate, presiding over a very philistine period in the White House”] and Boris 

Patricia McDonagh 

 

“Part of the adventure 
here is not just 
developing creativity in 
kids, but thinking about 
school in a different way”

Brendan Flynn
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Johnson [“he acts like a total clown!”], Marcus Rashford [“the importance of 
children getting their meals in schools” – he has highlighted that sense of humanity 
we are losing… what an extraordinary young man! We need to have that feeling 
running through the corridors of power.”] Brendan remembers that Barack Obama 
was presented with two books by Seamus Heaney – Beowulf and the Cure at Troy, 
with an inscription: “A man who comes in an hour of need.” [Hopeful sign, too, that 
Joe Biden is quoting Heaney, ‘Where hope and history rhyme’]. Ken Robinson, 
likewise, was a man who came in an hour of need. We agree he was very 
articulate and impressive. He could say what was essential in 20 minutes. He also 
had his values ‘spot on.’ He was an inspiring figure. We explore the overwhelming 
challenge of keeping an arts programme going during a pandemic, in a school 
or in a community. 

BF: “That’s what we had to put up with this year with the [Clifden Arts] festival, 
with just 40 or 50 at every event, who kept that voice alive. 

We talk about the need to have someone ‘at the big table’ to raise the profile of 
the arts and creativity. Currently that someone is Catherine Martin but we wonder 
if the arts can get a look in, her brief is so loaded. Brendan is optimistic:  

BF: Deep down she has a feeling for the arts and their importance. 

We digress to consider Michael D. as the perfect [the only] role model for an Arts 
Minister. Then back to Robinson – he was born into working class Liverpool – 
grew up near Everton (brother played for the team) – had polio as a child – 
spotted by a schools inspector in the special school he went to – plucked out to 
do the 11+ which he passed with flying colours – grammar school [leads to 
comparisons with John Hume, another man absolutely clear on his values] – 
inspiring English teacher – onwards and upwards – professor at Warwick 
University – TED talk – world-class fame [and fees!] – life in California, mixing 
with the great and the good. 

There’s a lot of togetherness required, the way society is going, and in this 
pandemic. We acknowledge that we have some valuable cultural assets - 
Creative Ireland, the Arts-in-Education Charter, the Portal, Creative Schools, 
Creative Engagement – we need to hang onto them, ‘’to rescue education from 
Death Valley” [was it Robinson who said that?] 

Brendan wants me to Google a book, Fifteen Thousand Hours, by Michael Rutter 
et al. He sees him as a forerunner to what Robinson took on. 

We mourn again the passing of the great John Coolahan. Brendan, a great 
respecter of the dead, had visited Coolahan‘s grave in Tarbert recently. He was 
a colossus in the world of education and always, at the back of his mind, was 
‘the burner of creativity.’ How we need him back with us now! 

We talk about Irish publications that acknowledge the power of the arts: I.A 
Richards, Benson, The Green Paper. We need our champions to negotiate for 
us, to help arts gain strength again. As our conversation draws to a close, 
Brendan links Keats and his mentor, Charles Cowden Clarke (“you first taught 
me all the sweets of song”) to Sir Ken.  

BF: Robinson sowed the ground, planted little seedlings, that grew into trees. 

We should be grateful. 

TALKING TO MÁIRE O’HIGGINS AT THE CREATIVE CHALK FACE 

Máire came into education more than thirty years ago, “as a theatre-maker, and 
a lover of the arts” and she “stepped into educational disadvantage before 
people labelled it as that.” 

With a background like this, it was only a matter of time before she 
encountered Ken Robinson. She began teaching in the VEC school that served 
the young people from Sheriff Street in Dublin’s inner city. “I had a visionary 

NAPD Policy document on the  
arts-in-education (2000)

Michael D. Higgins Michael D. as the 
perfect [the only] role model for an 

Arts Minister.

“We made something 
happen, especially when we 
had Mary Hanafin 
[Education], John 
O’Donoghue [Arts] and 
Mary Cloake [Arts Council] 
in the same room [IMMA, 
Kilmainham] at the same 
time to launch both 
Creative Engagement and 
Artists~Schools.”



principal (Tom Raleigh) who let me do what I wanted, so I was able to try out 
and get things wrong and get things right and try again. 

It was like the line from Samuel Beckett - ‘Fail again, fail better’. Máire describes 
it as a ’fantastic training ground’. She loved the openness of the children and 
of the adults on the Return-to-School VTOS programme.  

She continued this when the school was re-born as Larkin Community College 
in 1999. Máire worked with colleagues to formally establish the Learning 
through Arts scholarship programme in Larkin, under another visionary principal, 
Noel O’Brien. “ I was able to put down on paper these really clear ideas that 
would fit into a school system that stymied creativity and because the DEIS 
programme was developed during the Celtic Tiger era, there was little demand 
for accountability, I was able to develop really exciting models of practice, 
where the artist and the educator had the same status in a school setting. We 
created a rigour with the support of the seminal document, Artists~Schools 
Guidelines. I was so immersed in the delivery of the programme, I wasn’t reading 
about how to do this well – I was simply coming from a place of passion, 
without the academic rigour, as I watched educationalists killing creativity. 

“Then I came across Ken’s TED talk in 2006 and it was an emotional, a visceral 
response I had to it. It was one of those moments in my life where the work I’m 
doing - someone is talking about it, someone who knows what they’re talking 
about. Here was a man - first thing that struck me was that he was disabled, 
and I thought that probably contributed to his capacity and wisdom to sit and 
read and think from the outsider’s point of view. 

“He reminded me of Frida Kahlo, the painter – so often from adversity great 
thinking emerges. What Ken Robinson did for me, when there was no Creative 
Engagement, no vision of the arts for educational disadvantage, no explicit 
support, was this man coming from the outsider’s place, saying ‘You’re on the 
right path.‘ 

“He said it, that education was killing creativity and he was right. What I was 
able to do, because of the freedom and the funding , the visionary principal 
and the cooperative colleagues, was to work within the system. But then the 
system got in the way. Ken Robinson said we had to rethink how we were 
educating our children and that’s what we were doing in Larkin, but there was 
no recognition, from inspectorate reports to policy formation.” 

Máire sees the guidelines, Artists~Schools [Arts Council, 2006] as a landmark 
for art in education in Ireland. “It matched up to what Ken Robinson was talking 
about. It was saying that artists matter in schools, that they need to be 
respected in schools.“ 

“So,” I ask, “Where’s it at now? Is the spirit of Ken alive and well?”  

“Yes and No,” is her enigmatic reply. “Yes, there are those who were moved by 
what he said and did in 2006, but it [the initiatives between 2006 and the 
present] were not followed with enough money. The wheels turn far too slowly. 
Ken Robinson is absolutely as relevant now as he was in 2006.” He would have 
empathised with what Máire has been trying to do in Larkin CC. “He said, ‘Follow 
your passion, find your tribe and you’ll be in your element,’ but secondary 
schools do not allow that easily to happen, the system does not allow it.” 

However, there are some green shoots. Máire hones in on the Citizens 
Assembly for Re-imagining Education. It is in the Programme for Government, 
so it is progressing towards realisation. There will be those involved who will 
beat the drum for the arts, like Ken Robinson did. “He wasn’t afraid to say that 
the system’s broken, that it’s not working. He beat that drum for all the time 
I’ve known him; it’s a very slow dinosaur he’s trying to change.’  

But as long Ken’s spirit is there at the chalk face with Máire, there’s a good 
chance that dinosaur will eventually change. 

Fifteen Thousand Hours 

Michael Rutter and his colleagues 
show conclusively that schools can 

make a difference.

Máire O‘Higgins

The TED talk 
kenrobinsontedtalkyoutube
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LORRAINE COMER TALKS ABOUT THE INFLUENCE 

OF KEN ROBINSON 

Lorraine, now Head of Education at the National Museum, has been a great 
friend of NAPD for almost twenty years. Before the moved to the Museum in 
2008, she worked with the Arts Council.  

She involved NAPD in the creation of the Artists~Schools Guidelines and 
encouraged the Arts Committee in its early years. She knew who we were 
talking about when we mentioned Ken Robinson.  

“His name was coming up a lot,” Lorraine says, “in connection with all that 
interesting work that had been done in England on creative partnerships. That 
was exciting all of us. Ken was involved in pushing for that initiative, of the 
importance of creativity in the life of the child and in school, in formal education, 
here was someone making so much sense about our education system. 
Suddenly here was this man, stopping us in our tracks and saying, ‘Hold on a 
minute. There is this creativity that we don’t talk about, that we don’t explore, 
in terms of the growth and development of a child.’ 

“He wanted educators in all settings to start focusing on really nurturing the 
child. As educators we have a big responsibility to make sure we give creativity 
the same parity of esteem, same kind of importance as literacy, numeracy and 
the academic subjects. 

“He maintained we don’t grow into creativity; we actually grow out of it, so the 
more it’s nurtured in us, the greater the human potential of us all to have happy, 
fulfilling , enriching lives. 

“And he felt we were doing a disservice to children, in not encouraging them 
to find their passion, [what he called] their element.” 

Lorraine saw him ‘live’ at a conference in Melbourne. “He was great man at 
creating empathy and having empathy with other people. He used his humour 
to draw us into the conversation about creativity and the imagination, a really 
powerful message. He started to articulate this powerful but simple message 
in a way that really inspired people. He was very good, but…” 

(Lorraine’s hesitation signals some reservation and as we explore it together, 
we find ourselves sharing a sense of Ken Robinson not quite reaching his full 
potential). 

‘… I was a little it disappointed that it was the same line being delivered that I’d 
already seen on video and read in Out of our Minds. I’d love to have been able 
to sit down with him and tease it all out. For somebody who was able to pick 
up how important creativity was, I’d love to have seen him go into more depth 
around it.” 

Was there a problem that Sir Ken had become a household name among those 
involved in arts and culture, doing the conference circuit all over the world? 
He was enjoying making a very good living, communicating a really powerful 
message - highly polished and practised – but always the same message - to 
diverse audiences 

“Yet,” says Lorraine, “I don’t want take away from the power of how he 
communicated this message. When I saw him in Melbourne, I was just 
awestruck by him, really inspired. People in Melbourne were so thrilled. If that’s 
all he did, he did it brilliantly and therefore I kind of forgave him for it.” 

Most important to us, we agreed, was his work on All our Futures, the 1999 
report of the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education. 
This had been commissioned by the UK Prime Minister Tony Blair and its terms 
of reference were To make recommendations to the Secretaries of State on the 
creative and cultural development of young people through formal and informal 
education: to take stock of current provision and to make proposals for principles, 
policies and practice. 
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Lorraine Comer

“Our task is to educate 
their (our students‘) whole 
being, so thye can face the 
future. We may not see the 
future, but they will and our 
job is to help them make 
soemthing of it.”

See: ken robinson rsa
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As Chair of that Committee, Robinson was involved at a political level, bringing 
about structural changes that allowed schools, artists, cultural organisations 
to work together. He had so much to tell us about how this came about, what 
the learnings and the pitfalls were. his work gave an immediate kick-start to 
initiatives in Ireland, such as the NAPD scheme Creative Engagement, the 
Artists~Schools Guidelines, Points of Alignment, although much of the groundwork 
had been laid here by leading arts thinkers such as Ciarán Benson and Martin 
Drury.  

Looking over at this model in England, Lorraine explains, “we saw a weakness 
in that it was ‘very top-down’; it wasn’t part of an organic movement from the 
ground up; it didn’t have roots in the local, the way it needed to.” 

So, Ken Robinson was a background influence for many of the developments 
in the arts-in-education in Ireland in the past 20 years – Music Network and 
Music Generation, the local area partnerships, the 150 arts organisations that 
are developing programmes WITH (not TO or FOR)schools, Creative Ireland 
and Creative Schools, and the way the institutions, such as the National 
Museum, where Lorraine works, are re-imaging and reinventing their place in 
Irish cultural life. 

Ken Robinson continues to have an impact on our thinking because his 
message was powerful. He wanted to re-imagine education, to give parity of 
esteem in the curriculum to the arts. We need to get out of our heads more, to 
use our hands, bodies, movement, to tell our stories. We all have a capacity to 
be creative. 

Educators need to understand what it means to have a passion, to be creative, 
to be ‘in your element.’

“We have to go from what 
is essentially an industrial 
model of education, a 
manufacturing model, 
which is based on linearity 
and conformity and 
batching people. We have 
to move to a model that is 
based more on principles of 
agriculture. We have to 
recognize that human 
flourishing is not a 
mechanical process–it’s an 
organic process. And you 
cannot predict the outcome 
of human development. All 
you can do, like a farmer, is 
create the conditions under 
which they will begin to 
flourish.”
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Did news of the vaccine and of Joe Biden’s 
victory ease a little light into the end 

of the tunnel? Even before those 
faint rays of hope were revealed, 

we decided to lead in Winter 
Leader Q with an assertion 

of resilience and 
imagination in the face 
of Covid-19. We put out 
a call to schools for 

creative responses to 
these weird and awful 

times – for paintings, 
photos, stories and poems. 
We’ve had a rich variety of 
responses. We invite you to 

put the cares of the last nine 
months to one side and enjoy 

the pages that follow. 

At the start of the day, 

The teacher will say, 

“Handwashing starts now!” 

 

The tap goes drip drop, 

The soap goes plip plop, 

And hands go slip slop. 

 

In the middle of the day, 

The teacher will say, 

“Handwashing starts now!” 

 

The water goes splish splash, 

The suds go swish swash, 

And towels go flish flash.

At the end of the day, 

The teacher will say, 

“Sanitizing starts now!” 

 

Tops start clicking, 

Liquid starts squirting, 

Hands start rubbing. 

 

This is the way, 

Our school will play, 

Its part, keeping COVID at bay.

Handwashing Starts NOW!

By 1st and 2nd Class 
Ashbourne Community National School
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Turning Point 
It was right after French class when I heard the news. I was stopping by my locker and noticed the 
increase of chatter in the halls. After 6pm school would be closed, and this was the last day to get our 
books and anything else we needed. At first, I was taken aback. How could my life, the one that was so 
organised and sometimes monotonous be so abruptly changed? I was absolutely sure that we would be 
back within a few weeks and I’d be back in class before the Junior Cert. You might say that was quite 
naive of me and I’d have to agree. The only reason I believed it, because I never entertained the idea of 
change at that point in time. 

Not being in school has placed a halt on life in more ways than I can count. For one, my routine. Waking 
up every morning and knowing exactly what the day would hold had its perks. Without that organisation 
and push, would I be able to cope? I would have to take initiative myself. It is scientifically proven that 
we need a certain amount of mental stimulation to feel satisfied. With its socially buzzing environment 
and creative outlet, school is suited for growth. 

The circumstance that has presented itself has allowed me to grow in a way I didn’t think possible. The 
gift I have been given is perspective. Perspective on how the world affects us and how we affect each 
other. There is bound to be a change in society due to this epidemic. Whether that be because we have 
learnt to be grateful or that we have all bonded through shared experience.  

The way in which we have adapted to the situation shows the level of development present in our 
community. Although we are not physically connected, the internet has allowed us to connect and feel 
stability in these uncertain times. I am grateful for this and to everyone who makes this adjustment 
easier. After a few weeks, most of us have familiarised ourselves with our new routine. I have learnt that 
there is strength in the ability to accept and adapt. Change is always looming, better be prepared.

Ilona Plissonneau

Varshika Mecheri



Zoom Call 

I decided to display how we have maintained a social balance during COVID- through things like 
Zoom calls and socially distanced walks etc. I also wanted to show ways we (or I) have learned 
to cope with these trying times, namely by using humour or with familiar faces- friends, family, 

and pets. 

Lydia Cogan

Grace McGuinness
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Clíona Campbell, aged 16, a student at Glenties Comprehensive School, capturing the resilience 
and happiness of a family being outdoors during these weird and awful times.

Lydia Cogan

Cliona Campbell
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‘All they needed…’ 
Rachel McGarrigle, (Art teacher, St. Columba’s CS, Glenties) writes:   
I’ve attached a few photographs from a brief that the student took part in during 
lockdown. We were faced with the problem that a lot of students hadn't taken their art 
packs home on 12 March, but also aware of the importance of engagement, so we 
encouraged them to use the one tool we knew they all had at their disposal – ‘the smart 
phone’ – after that their imaginations would be all they needed. They were asked to 
capture images to represent the five senses in photographs. 

1 

4

3  
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2  

6

5

5. Marie Hunter

Credits: 1. Carla Morrow; 2. Erin Doherty; 3 & 4. Kirsty Conlan; 5. Marie Hunter; 6. Cathal O’Donnell 
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(i) 
Months in solitary allow the mind to think. 
And she thought. 
The inescapable bounds of herself, 
The labels she chose and adopted. 
What greater happiness than that 
Of becoming a human in your own right? 
 
(ii) 
But it ends.  
Life returned and she met them once more. 
She landed back in circles of people who 
Reminded her of her obligations. 
The simple quiet she knew was replaced 
With furious clouds of noise. 
  
(iii) 
The transition from voluntary aloneness  
To mandatory interaction was difficult. 
Breathing someone else’s air in stolen gasps. 
Praying the girl next to her stayed home too. 
Praying the boy with his face revealed 
Understood the peril. 

(iv) 
The distance she one revelled in 
Was now fake and forced. 
Seeing her peers at arms length, 
Not quite there to touch. 
The new friends she met, 
Now miles away. 
 
(v) 
But she tries her best, 
And knows that they do too. 
There is comfort in the repetition, 
Knowing tomorrow can’t be much different. 
Until the day the clock unfreezes, 
And normality returns again.  

Poem

Caithlyn Fitzpatick

Zine on Staying Home

Rory Ferrick
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Bianca is a sixth-year student at Hansfield Educate Together Secondary School in Dublin. Her 
passion for portraiture emerged over the past four years through exploration and innovation to 
realise her own personal approach to painting. Bianca enjoys experimenting with enhanced hues 
of colour and surrealism to impact the viewer and challenge their perception of the painting. 
 
Bianca created this portrait to encapsulate the feelings of exhaustion and confusion experienced 
by many in the school community in facing the challenges we have had to overcome during the 
Global Pandemic this year. She wanted to visualise the intensity of feeling overwhelmed when 
trying to endure the waves of infections and restrictions as we endeavoured to keep our school 
community intact and together. 

Bianca Tudorascu
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They said we couldn’t do it. They said it can’t be right.  
It’s scandalous, it’s crazy, we’ll all put up a fight.  
We cannot risk our little ones to catch the dread nineteen,  
They’re better off at home with us staring at the screen.  
  
But when they were reminded of home-schooling last lockdown,  
The Mammies and the Daddies remembered that breakdown  
And said, “You better go to school, it is for your own good”,  
And urged them through the school’s front door as quickly as they could.  
  
The D of E got down to work, a Circular was done  
Outlining all the changes, but specifying none.  
There wasn’t that much guidance -  “You’ll work it out yourselves,  
“Just move some stuff, and knock some stuff and things like that ….and shelves.”  
  
But would the schools be ready? Could they cope with all the change?  
Would the alterations necessary prove awkward and too strange?   
Up stepped the brave caretakers with hammer, saw and tape,  
Adjusted this, remodelled that, and things they soon took shape.  
  
The yellow tape it was deployed, t’was like a new crime scene,   
And yellow signs placed all about, and all was scrubbed so clean.  
And though we couldn’t see ahead, we trusted our own skill,  
We’ll see it through, we’ll conquer all by dint of our sheer will.  
   
And so, it came to happen, the buses they did run -   
The new year 20-21, despite all, had begun.  
The students came through those school doors all decked in coloured masks  
And we all knuckled down to do the work and got on with our tasks.  
  
We kept the physical distance (it’s not social, not at all).  
We can barely hear behind the cloth the student’s muffled call,  
Our throats are all in inflamed bits, our addled brains a mess,  
But we’re coping somehow and getting on in this new age of stress.  
  
The students deserve no end of praise, of this there is no doubt,  
Attendance it has risen, there’s more of them about,  
They’re wiping down the tables and pulling their own weight,  
They’re adjusting superbly to our ‘new normal’ state.   
  
And now on the horizon, there’s news of a vaccine,  
If it does work there’ll be a joy the likes you’ve never seen.  
There’ll be a burning of the masks, embraces all around,  
And young ones can be close again upon this hallowed ground.  
  
What can we put it down to, this will to see it through?  
To keep the faith, in spite of all the Covid virus threw  
At young and old, it hurt us all, it dimmed our brilliance, 
But it failed to break our greatest strength: our sheer RESILIENCE!

Resilience

Tommie O’Loughlin



Ethereal Memorial 

This is a deeply personal response to Covid-19, consisting of an image of myself during 
quarantine, and of the tiredness of a mundane seven months. I wanted to portray my struggles 

but, rather than only making it negative, I began to see the goodness in the world and my 
memories through this artwork. The playful colours I chose show a positive reaction, but the 

close-up of my discoloured face shows the struggles. I feel deeply connected to this piece /with 
my thoughts and memories poured onto an A3 sheet. Familiarity peeks through the cracks of a 

new and changed world
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Guilia Covaci Ferencz
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Art Teacher, Siobhán McKenzie, explains … 

“After speaking and listening to students and teachers, it became apparent to me that everyone had experienced the Covid 
school closure and that it was important as a school community to share our thoughts and experiences together. I had a 
discussion and listening class with SecondYear students and together we decided that we would express our experience of 
school closure through the creative process known as a “Jigsaw Tessellation”, a pattern created with identical shapes which 
fit together with no gaps.  

“This allowed us to start gathering our thoughts and feelings and connecting them together. Each student and teacher 
responded personally and honestly to how and what they had felt. It was a very personal and open experience for all 
involved. We could understand what each of us felt and allowed us to support each other,  students and teachers, on our 
return to school.  This is only the start: we can continue to add to the jigsaw, allowing the whole school community to 
contribute and respond throughout the  coming weeks. This was a deeply rewarding experience for me as a teacher – I was 
given the opportunity to listen and witness each person’s creative response to a time.”

Larkin Community College

Jigsaw Tessellation



Kyla Quirke is a Transition Year student at CBS Secondary New Ross. Kyla contributes hugely to the 
culture of the school and certainly stepped up to the plate since school reopened in September. Kyla is 
currently in final rehearsals for her role as the narrator in A Christmas Carol, which she and her class 
mates are presenting in the school for Christmas. 
 
Kyla is a very artistic young student and her work is visible all over the school. She focused on activities 
which have occurred in the school since 1 September, highlighting all the positive dimensions to school life 
despite dreaded pandemic. She brings a positive mind set to all she does. (Pat Rossiter, Principal) 
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Kyla Quirke
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The Comfort of My Own Home 

It feels quite melancholy for me to look at this painting. It‘s both a blessing and a curse, living with the 
uncertainty of what‘s in stock for us. I suppose disorder within the peace of this painting is that during Covid-
19 I never expected to have more work than ever online. I usually thought of home as something that’s calm 
and peaceful, somewhere to relax. I saw home as waking up early, or being more lazy than usual. I know that 
I can’t escape the stress or the nervousness  that comes with the pandemic. But the pandemic has taught me 
to trust the universe more.  

I‘ve had fun with my friends online, making the most of the times where I missed out on going out. I take 
good naps and eat a lot of ice cream, I stay hydrated too, which makes me happy to think about. I always 
sleep with a pile of Pokémon plushies and a giant fuzzy blanket. 

I believe that every human being has capacity on how much they can take in a day. I hope to consistently grow 
that capacity and energy, bigger and bigger. I need to trust the process more and trust that failures  help me 
flourish in this life. I need to be kinder to myself and accept things the way they are. Life is full of surprises, 
the world could have a good resolve after this pandemic. I hope that it’s taught a lot of people to come 
together and work together (even though we can’t hold hands). 

Wafiyah
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Handwashing Starts Now!  
(First & Second Class, Ashbourne N.S.);  

When this Isolation is Over  
(Ilona Plissonneau, St. Andrews College, Dublin);  
Turning Point (Varhsika Mecheri, St. Andrews College);  

Zoom Call (Grace McGuinness, Le Cheile, SS); 

Panels (Lydia Cohan, St. Andrews College);  

Mother and Daughter (Cliona Campbell, Glenties C.S.);  

Smart Phone Montage 
(Glenties C.S. (1) Carla Morrow, (2) Erin Doherty,  
(3 & 4) Kirsty Conklan (5) Marie Hunter (6) Cathal O’Donnell;  

Zine on Staying Home (Rory Ferrick, St. Andrews College); 

Poem (Caithlyn Fitzpatrick, St. Josephs SS, Rush);  

Portrait (Bianca Tudorascu, Hansfield ET SS);  

Resilience (Tommie O’Loughlin, Glenties CS);  

Ethereal Memories (Guilia Covaci Ferencz, Le Cheile SS)  

Jigsaw Tessellation  
(Second Year, Larkin Community College, Dublin);  

School Life During Pandemic (Kyla Quirke, New Ross CBS);  

The Comfort of My Own Home (Wafiyah, Le Cheile SS);  

Sheep (Gerard Gallagher, Glenties CS). 

 

Gerard Gallagher

SPECIAL THANKS TO THE TEACHERS AND PRINCIPALS WHO MADE THIS PROJECT POSSIBLE:  
Frances Boner, Jenny Byrne, Ailbhe Garvey, Patricia Hayden, Bernie Ladley,  Rachel McGarrigle, Siobhán McKenzie, 

Máire O’Higgins, Erin O’Brien, Pat Rossiter, Elaine Stephens.

Credits



AT THE OIREACHTAS COMMITTEE ON 
EDUCATION, ON NOVEMBER 26, 

STUDENTS VOICED THEIR CONCERNS 
ABOUT FOUR KEY AREAS: 

SAFETY 
WELLBEING 
ACADEMICS 

ENGAGEMENT 

 

 

 

 

The Irish Secondary-School Students’ Union (ISSU) 
welcomes the opportunity to present this submission to the 
Oireachtas Committee to ensure schools are open in a 
manner that is safe and sustainable. The ISSU recognises 
there are numerous considerations which must be taken 
into account in ensuring the safety of all in the school 
community. This submission will focus on these 
considerations under four key areas; Safety, Wellbeing, 
Academics and Engagement. 

As we now enter another critical stage in the COVID-19 
pandemic, with the entire country moving to Level 5 
restrictions, the need for conscientious, realistic and 
practical measures, procedures and communications is 
crucial. The recent move to further restrictions is posing a 
very serious and stressful worry on students, families and 
the entire school community.  

The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control , 
in their publication on COVID-19 transmission in schools, 
outlines that – 

“ Decisions on control measures in schools and school 
closures/openings should be consistent with decisions on 
other physical distancing and public health response 
measures within the community. ”  

Evidently schools are very different settings than other 
sectors within the wider community however the anxiety 
felt in the school community has heightened as to why 
schools are being treated in a different manner when they 
are unable to fully adapt to public health responses on 
physical distancing, transport and exceed the number of 
contacts permitted to be around under the new public 

health guidance. There is an acknowledgment that the 
impact on young people in previous school closures was 
exponential and that a return to previous measures would 
negatively impact students again. To combat the impact 
more regular reassurances must be provided so they feel 
safe and fully informed on how decisions are being made 
on their physical and emotional health to ease the current 
fear of being in school. 

1. Safety (Physical Contingencies) 
1.1 Amongst students there is serious confusion, anxiety and 
frustration as to why schools are being treated differently 
to other sectors of the community. With a lot of schools 
overcrowded before the pandemic, small classroom sizes 
and the exponential growth of cases in the community, 
there is increased concern around the ability to sustain 
schooling under these conditions whilst avoiding increased 
transmission. 

1.2 According to the ‘ Epidemiology of Covid-19 in Ireland - 
14 Day Report ’ by the Health Protection Surveillance Centre 
(a summary of confirmed Covid-19 cases notified between 
the 5th-19th of October 2020), in the age range of 15-24, 
there were 3,438 confirmed cases. This made up 27.58% of 
the total confirmed cases over that two-week period. This 
age group, which includes students in most year groups, 
has made up a plurality of confirmed cases on a consistent 
basis. 

l The ISSU notes: Th to draw uat a large number of 
positive Covid cases relate to the student population in 
second and third level. As a result, we are cognisant of 
the need for more stringent measures to minimise the 
risk of transmission amongst this age group. 

1.3 If the virus continues to replicate at the alarming rate it 
currently stands at or schools become drivers of infection 
there is no plan in place to address this. This is adding 
serious anxiety and fear unto students as they have no idea 
or assurance as to what will happen if we reach that critical 
stage .Failing to prepare is to invite distress, infection 
transmission and a serious and irreversible upset to our 
education system with profound and lasting impacts. 

l The ISSU recommends: that the Department of 
Education and Skills meaningfully engage with 
stakeholders and publish clear contingency plans for 
schools and actions to be taken as virus infection rate 
increases. 

l Further to this: in the event of school closures libraries 
and schools should have rooms open for students who 
don’t have proper access to internet or technology so 
they can receive a proper online education. 

Leader Quarterly – Winter 2020
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1.4 There is no confidence in the current definition of a close 
contact in schools. Under the current regime a student who 
sits in the classroom beside a positive case of COVID-19all 
day will not be notified as a close contact ,this is despite 
reports received of students being seated less than a metre 
from each other. This is a failing and is contributing to 
spread of fear amongst the student body. 

l The ISSU recommends: That the Committee calls for 
students who sit in the immediate vicinity of a positive 
Covid case in the classroom to be designated as close 
contacts. 

1.5 There needs to be a significant investment in contact 
tracing for schools, we have been notified of some 
significant delays in communicating with close contacts of 
a confirmed case. It has been confirmed to us by officials in 
the HSE that the contact tracing system has not been 
adequately meeting its targets due to staffing and resource 
constraints. 

l The ISSU recommends: that there is improvement in 
the schools contact tracing structure. 

1.6 The Chief Medical Officer, Dr Tony Holohan, has stated 
that the virus is out of control, this has resulted in a rise in 
stress and anxiety amongst the student population. This is 
particularly the case for vulnerable students, or students 
who live with vulnerable people, who feel unsafe attending 
school. These students must have the opportunity to have 
an education, while also keeping themselves and their 
families safe. 

l The ISSU recommends: That a comprehensive review 
of the Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC) 
guidance for vulnerable students and families takes 
place promptly, and reflects recent escalations in 
public health advice. 

l and: That the Department of Education and Skills 
(DES) acknowledges that vulnerable students, or 
students who live with vulnerable people, must not be 
required to physically attend school, and that 
comprehensive online tuition is introduced for these 
students.  

l And: The DES provides that any student who is 
particularly scared and anxious of the virus can take a 
set number of days off school to learn from home. In 
order to help reassure and calm them. 

1.7 Many schools were overcrowded prior to the pandemic. 
This has presented serious challenges for students and 
schools in implementing public health guidelines 
particularly during break times and lunchtimes. 

l The ISSU recommends the DES investigates how it can 
further support overcrowded schools and adherence to 
guidelines during break times - this also highlights the 
need for better close contact definitions. 

1.8 The common practice in many schools has been to 
suspend the use of lockers by students as a safety 
precaution. This has resulted in students having to carry 
large amounts of very heavy textbooks and copybooks on 
their backs. In many cases, no alternatives have been 
offered to students. 

l The ISSU recommends: That measures are introduced 
to reduce the amount of books being carried by 
students. Solutions may include the wider introduction 
of e-books via tablets or laptops, or the storage of 
books in base classrooms. 

1.9 Minister for Education and Skills, Norma Foley, is 
reported to have expressed her own concern at the 
feasibility of keeping schools open during Level 5 
restrictions. We need to be sure that schools are as safe as 
they need to be to cope with the startling rises in cases and 
we must take the actions that are necessary to achieve this. 

l The ISSU urgently recommends: that the DES, 
Education Stakeholders and Members of NPHET meet 
to conduct a review and evaluation of schools in Level 
5 to determine what changes are needed to ensure the 
safety of the school community. 

1.10 There is a need to ensure that levels of adherence to 
public health advice surrounding mask etiquette, sanitation, 
and handwashing is consistent throughout the school year. 
In some cases, there is confusion, for example, about how 
often masks should be changed, or what type of mask is 
most effective. Students, and the entire school community, 
must be regularly reminded of the correct protocol to 
follow in order to minimise the risk of transmission. 

l The ISSU recommends: That clear and consistent 
communication is distributed in schools relating to 
correct mask etiquette, handwashing techniques, 
physical distancing, and sanitation. 

l And: That policies are introduced to regulate mask 
etiquette in schools. 

1.11 Students are scared, they are reading increases in over 
1,000 cases every day and they are afraid of going to school. 
They are notably not fully aware that there has been a low 
level of confirmed cases recorded by the HSE in post-
primary schools and there is discussions within 
communities that these figures are actually much larger in 
reality than documented . We need to openly communicate 
with students to secure their trust and buy in. This is the first 
and most crucial step as misinformation and rumours 
spread fear and unease. 

l The ISSU recommends the committee and the DES 
call for the establishment of a 14 day incident report 
by the HSE on cases in the school environment ( this 
has been indicated as a possibility by officials by the 
HSE). 
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2. Wellbeing 
2.1 The pandemic and related public health restrictions 
have had a large toll on the mental health and wellbeing of 
students, like all members of society. Many students have 
been negatively affected by this virus in a number of ways, 
and unfortunately some will have been bereaved as a 
result. Now, more than ever, it is vital that our schools are 
resourced and prepared to assist students in these 
circumstances throughout the year. 

l The ISSU notes: That the Department evaluates the 
wellbeing toolkits and resources provided for the 
reopening of schools to gauge if it is effectively 
supporting students and if adjustments for 
improvement are needed. 

l The ISSU recommends: That the Department review 
this rollout and ensure that it is being effectively 
implemented in schools. 

l And: That the Department ensures that schools are at 
all times fully supported with guidance counselling 
staff and resources. 

2.2 Students are being over-assessed and have been 
subjected to a constant pressure as many schools have 
implemented weekly or monthly assessments with 
teachers informing students that these results will be used 
for calculated grades if they are used this year. This is 
creating an environment where no student can have a bad 
day - they must always be at the top of their game for every 
single class test because every test is like a leaving cert 
examination. This is creating terrible and unsustainable 
amounts of pressure and anxiety on students and will result 
in irreversible and serious mental health implications and 
burnout in exam years. 

l The ISSU recommends: Schools are instructed not to 
over-assess students and that there is clear assurance 
that calculated grades will not be used for the 2021 
State Examinations. 

2.3 The pandemic has resulted in widespread social 
isolation and lack of communication with peers among 
students over several months. Studies show that low levels 
of social interactions with peers can have an extremely 
negative effect on young people in a number of areas. As a 
result of this loss of interaction, some students may be 
inclined to disregard public health advice and meet with 
their peers in uncontrolled settings. In order to avoid this, 
schools must provide a medium for students to engage 
casually and informally with their peers. 

l The ISSU recommends: that schools work to introduce 
measures to allow for informal and casual peer-to-
peer communication outside of academic work. This 
may include online mentor groups via Zoom after 
school time, or dedicated time for class bubbles to 
have casual time. 

2.4 As we enter the winter months classroom windows must 
be kept open as part of public health guidelines. Some 
schools have no jackets inside policies while other schools 
have jackets that don’t hold heat fully. We can’t expect 
students to learn in freezing cold rooms. 

l The ISSU recommends: The DES stipulates that 
students may wear their own coat on top/under their 
school coat while in the school classroom. 

2.5 To limit social interactions some schools have 
implemented that students may not leave their base 
classroom during lunch - instead they must stay in the same 
space all day. This is very taxing and exhausting for students 
(this also highlights the need for better close contact 
definition). This is fundamentally wrong as the use of 
staggered lunchtimes would be a far better alternative. 

l The ISSU recommends: The DES amends the 
reopening of school guidelines and states that 
students should not be confined to one room during 
break times and staggered lunch times are a preferred 
alternative. 

3. Academics 
3.1 We need strong and effective online learning ready to 
go in schools. Earlier this year we saw students receiving 
drastically different levels of online learning. It is essential 
that every student receives a basic level of education and 
that the department and schools are fully prepared for 
online learning. 

l The ISSU recommends: That the DES provides a 
structured framework to help schools, train teachers, 
and ensure a basic level of tuition is afforded to every 
student. 

l And: The Department of Education and Skills releases 
an official online learning strategy that outlines the 
appropriate measures a school is required to 
implement for the effective continuation of learning. 
essential that every student receives a basic level of 
education and that the department and schools are 
fully prepared for online learning. 

l The ISSU recommends: That the DES provides a 
structured framework to help schools, train teachers, 
and ensure a basic level of tuition is afforded to every 
student. 

l And: The Department of Education and Skills releases 
an official online learning strategy that outlines the 
appropriate measures a school is required to 
implement for the effective continuation of learning. 

3.2 There is a lack of certainty in regards to the 2021 State 
Examinations that needs to be addressed. “ As an LC 2021 
student myself, notice is definitely needed asap as I’m 
currently preparing for two different exams, predicted and in 
person and without this clarification students’ stress levels will 
begin to further rise. ” 
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l The ISSU Recommends: The DES makes a full and 
official commitment on the State Examinations for 
Leaving Certificate Established, Leaving Certificate 
Applied and Junior Certificate to bring much needed 
clarity to students. 

l And: The department has a clear contingency plan 
agreed and outlined to students. 

3.3 In response to public health advice, many schools have 
introduced longer class periods, such as one hour classes, 
and restricted movements at lunchtimes to the degree that 
in some cases, students are unable to go outside for the 
entirety of the school day. It is vital that students are 
afforded the opportunity to move around and spend time 
in the open air at some point throughout the school day. 

l The ISSU recommends: that measures are introduced 
to allow all students the opportunity to go outside and 
have time to move around during the school day. 

4. Engagement(Communications/ 
Consultations) 
4.1 A lack of communication and engagement in relation to 
matters that directly affect the lives of students results in 
an increase in stress and anxiety relating to that matter. In 
order to create confidence and minimise uncertainty among 
students in the sustained opening of schools, clear, 
consistent and transparent communications are needed 
both within schools at a local level, as well as at a national 
level. 

l The ISSU recommends: that the process of 
communicating positive cases and close contacts in 
schools is improved and sped up. 

l And: That 14-day incidence reports specifically 
relating to transmission at a school level are released 
bi-weekly. 

l And: That a permanent link is established within the 
HSE/NPHET for education stakeholders to contact in 
relation to public health issues pertaining to the school 
setting. 

4.2 The DES Inspectorate has drawn up an SSPS 
programme which is a series of visits to schools to support 
the health and safety measures outlined since the 
reopening. This programme focuses on the adherence to 
meeting guideline requirements however does not provide 
for rigorous evaluation of the impact of the implementation 
of the guidelines. The SSPS programme fails to 
acknowledge students as a stakeholder in the school. 
Without recognising students are a part of the school 
community these visits will fail to yield any meaningful 
result in evaluating the impact and sustainability of 
measures. We have made a detailed proposal on this to the 
Inspectorate but it has been rejected. 

l The ISSU recommends: The inspectorate needs to 

include students in some capacity in these visits to 
schools and implement some of the recommendations 
we have made in our proposal. 

l And: The inspectorate needs to implement a 
meaningful programme that seeks to evaluate the 
implementation of DES and public health guidelines. 

4.3 In order for the school community to work 
collaboratively, to uphold compliance with measures and 
to ensure the continued, safe opening of schools, all 
stakeholders must be actively engaged in the decision 
making and leadership of the school. Transparent, genuine, 
and constructive communication must take place between 
student representatives via student councils and school 
management in relation to school guidelines and rules on 
safety. 

l The ISSU recommends: that this committee, and the 
DES, obliges schools to establish student councils to 
include student voice in the management of schools. 

l And: that guidelines are introduced to ensure that 
there is sufficient engagement and collaboration 
between students and school management on matters 
of school safety. 

4.4 Unfortunately the opportunity for regular, meaningful 
consultation and communication regarding the continued 
opening of schools between the DES and stakeholders has 
not been provided over the previous weeks. There has not 
been an opportunity to consult in the planning and 
development of protocols and policies or the impact of new 
government restrictions . We are grateful for the inclusion 
in advisory meetings during the state examinations and 
reopening of schools however feel that more consultative 
collaborations and partnership must take place to ensure 
the schools are opened in a realistic manner that is safe and 
sustainable for all. An Taoiseach, Micheál Martin has 
commented that the government will continue to work with 
education leaders in this and we would hope that more 
meaningful work will take place to tackle the concerns and 
worries of our members going forward. 

l The ISSU recommends: The committee calls for real 
engagement with education stakeholders and for the 
Minister for Education and Skills and Department of 
Education and Skills Officials to hold a wider 
consultation meeting of stakeholders to establish a 
stronger plan and basis for stakeholder engagement.
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LEGAL 
DIARY

As this momentous year comes 
to an end, I would like to refer 
to some guidance that is 

readily available and that you may find 
helpful. The Mason, Hayes & Curran, 
Education Team has been supporting 
schools since April with a series of 
topical webinars. NAPD, through 
Deputy Director, Paul Byrne, has been 
of considerable assistance in 
identifying areas of interest. In 
particular a focused survey of 
members on concerns regarding the 
Management of Underperformance 
with comments and participation from 
Paul was really helpful. Whilst many of 
you may have logged onto the 
webinars, others may have missed 
some. Here is a brief summary of 
content which might entice you to 
have a more in-depth look, if the topic 
is of particular interest. 

“Remote Education – The Legal & 
Technical Challenges for Post 
Primary Schools” 
The webinar topics included remote 
board of management meetings, 
confidentiality, quorums, recruitment 
on line, work email addresses, 
monitoring, policy on IT platforms, and 
accommodating student teaching and 
learning. 

“Underperformance of  
Secondary School Staff – 
The Elephant in the Room” 
Derek West  has written an article on 
this webinar topic (over leaf). The 
following are the main points: 

(1)   Be clear as to whether you have 
the authority to deal with a 
particular scenario 

over 18 years and changing surnames 
were referenced. 

“Why you need to Urgently 
Review Your Code of  
Conduct Urgently” 
Given that a school can in effect only 
refuse admission to students on the 
grounds of oversubscription and 
refusal to sign acceptance of the code 
of behaviour by parents, it is essential 
that schools have a robust code of 
behaviour. This webinar examined the 
new S.29 procedures which are 
published in DES Circular 
0069/2020.Facilitation is no longer 
available. The NEWB guidelines are 
not really guidelines as they are 
heavily relied upon by Section 29 
Committees in coming to decisions. 
The webinar is peppered with case 
law. 

oooooOOOOOooooo 

(2)  Familiarise 
yourself with the 
disciplinary process 

(3)  Try to resolve early and 
informally 

(4)  Seek advice before embarking 
on a formal route 

(5)  Follow the procedures and do not 
deviate 

(6)  Don’t do nothing  

(7)  Schools that don’t manage get 
into trouble. 

“Limiting your Liability as 
Secondary Schools Prepare to  
Re-open” 
The reopening of schools has been 
acclaimed as a key success in 
sustaining the health and mental 
wellbeing of our society. Our school 
staffs have effectively become 
frontline workers. The Covid 19 
Response Plan and mitigation of risk 
were the key components of the input. 
The issue of high risk and very high risk 
staff and Circular 0049/2020 was 
discussed as was Covid 19 Workplace 
Inspections. 

“Custody & Guardianship Issues 
for Schools” 
Issues concerning Custody & 
Guardianship were explored including 
dealing with court requests for reports 
and subpoenas. The rights of students 

“Recent 
Webinars”

David Ruddy B.L.
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The Webinars share the experiences 
of the different practitioners in the 
education team in dealing with cases 
and challenges faced by school 
leaders. There are solutions to 
challenges. Often the school leader 
does not have the time or head space 
to solve an issue. However there are 
many supports available in the guise 
of NAPD, Management Bodies and 
from  Mason, Hayes & Curran. 

CONTACTS: 

For ease of reference please find the 
links to some of the webinars. If David 
Ruddy  can be of further assistance in 
relation to any of your schools training 
needs or advice feel free to contact 
him at  

“Limiting your Liability as Secondary 
Schools Prepare to Re-open” 

https://vimeo.com/452214525 

“Custody & Guardianship Issues for 
Schools” 

https://vimeo.com/464191952 

“Why you Need to Urgently Review 
Your Code of Conduct Urgently” 

https://vimeo.com/435047727 

“Managing Underperformance-The 
Elephant  in the Room” 

https://vimeo.com/478892831//vi
meo.com/478892831

 

E: druddy@mhc.ie   
T: 01 614 7763/087 219 7087  

Ian O Herlihy 
(Partner, Head of Education)  

E: ioherlihy@mhc.ie  

T: 01 614 2434. 

“Remote Education-The Legal & 
Technical Challenges for Post Primary 
schools” 

https://vimeo.com/418066701 

“Underperformance of Secondary 
School Staff –The Elephant in the 
Room” 

https://vimeo.com/478892831

If you have any questions in relation to this article you can contact David at druddy@mhc.ie)



The fact that a very low number of cases [12-15 over a 
significant period of time] have invoked the full procedure 
suggest that either most of them are resolved in-house at the 
early, informal stages, or that Principals do not feel comfortable 
or confident with a process that is lengthy and fraught with 
possible personal risk. There is a tendency to put a sticking 
plaster on the problem when it has reached a crisis stage. This 
is too late. The advice emerging from this webinar is to address 
the issue before it swells to crisis level.  

CLEAR PROCEDURES NOW AVAILABLE 
Clear, stage-by-stage procedures are now available to a 
Principal. They should be followed in the strict sequence in 
which they are laid out. However, Principals are also strongly 
advised to make maximum use of the informal stage before 
proceeding further.  

However, there is also caveat here, that the Principal should 
not be deterred from proceeding by obstructive tactics from 
union of solicitor, or accusations of bullying.  

THE PRINCIPAL’S RESPONSIBILITY 
The legal experts proceeded to break down the elements of 
underperformance. The over-riding fact that emerged early 
was that the responsibility for dealing with these matters lies 
firmly with the Principal, acting on behalf of the Board of 
Management. According to the Education Act Section 24 (3) a 
Board ‘shall appoint teachers/staff and may suspend or dismiss 
in accordance with procedures agreed between 
DES/Management Bodies/Unions’, but it is the Principal who 
has the initial responsibility to deal with the problems that arise. 

This is covered under Section 22 (2) of the Act: 

Leader Quarterly – Winter 2020
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This is the webinar I’d love to have been at thirty years 
ago, when I was a rookie Principal with some IR issues 
in the school I had just taken on. When I embarked on a 

post-grad course in educational management, it was the first 
question on my lips – how do you tackle underperformance? 

In the middle of November NAPD  (Paul Byrne) joined forces 
with Ian O’Herlihy, David Ruddy, Paul Rochford and Catherine 
Kelly of the legal firm Mason, Hayes and Curran to explore the 
structures available to school leaders. It was a focused and 
succinct 55 minutes of sound advice for Principals. 

SALIENT FACTS EMERGING FROM NAPD 
SURVEY 
Two salient facts emerged from the webinar: (1) 
underperformance is a significant issue in schools that is under-
reported; (2) since the Education Act (1998) became law, the 
roll-out of detailed procedures for dealing with 
underperformance have made it a lot easier for Principals to 
address the problem. 

Paul presented findings from a survey NAPD had conducted 
earlier in the month. Participants had issues with 
underperformance by ancillary staff (59%), SNAs (41%) and 
teaching staff (76%). In response to the question ‘Do you feel 
confident in managing underperformance?’ 71% of respondents 
replied ‘NO’. 

82% of Principals surveyed have had to deal with bullying or 
harassment issues and 70% are familiar with the disciplinary 
procedures, whereas the actual number utilising those 
procedures is much lower at 53%?  

HOW DO YOU TACKLE 

UNDERPERFORMANCE OF 

SECONDARY SCHOOL STAFF?

Legal webinar faces up 
to the elephant in  the 
room and Derek West 
was there to watch.



n ‘The Principal shall have responsibility subject to 

employment contracts and collective agreements: 

n To give direction to teachers in relation to the education 

of students 

n To carry out instructions from the BOM’ 

According to Section 23 of the Act the Principal is responsible 
for the day to day management of the school, the guidance 
and direction of staff, the allocation of class timetables etc. 

THE BASICS OF UNDERPERFORMANCE 
The basics of underperformance are divided in two – 
competency or conduct. The former is managed through 
structures that involved the Inspectorate; the former is dealt 
with inside the school. Either way, at the start, it’s the Principal’s 
‘gig’ and the strong advice coming across was that these issues 
have to be dealt with promptly – no ‘long finger – and must not 
be swept under the carpet. This can entail a lengthy and 
uncomfortable process, with no guarantee of a wholly 
satisfactory outcome – no wonder there is a reluctance by 
some Principals to embark upon it. 

PIP – PERSONAL IMPROVEMENT PLAN 
Once the principal is happy that the issue is one of competency 
rather than one of conduct it is best practice to support the 
teacher in seeking a constructive informal way forward. It is 
vital that the correct procedure is being followed. The principal 
can offer a number of supports to the teacher to access in an 
effort to address improvement needs. 

 If the informal route is not successful then it is incumbent on 
the principal to tell the teacher that a formal process needs to 
happen. Following this supportive professional conversation 
with the teacher concerned where the process is fully 
explained to the teacher and outlining the areas of 
improvement needed, a PIP (Professional Improvement Plan) 
is agreed with the teacher. This plan should set out fair and 
achievable agreed targets. It should be clearly communicated 
and agreed by both parties.  

It should present the teacher with a fair opportunity to reach 
the required standards. The Principal will facilitate the teacher 
with access to appropriate assistance and/or training, where 
required. Support is available from the PDST. The teacher 
should be presented with a reasonable timescale for the 
achievement of the targets.  

There’s a sting in the tail of this constructive approach: the 
Principal should detail the possible consequences for the 
teacher if they fail to improve but emphasise that it is their 
intention to do the upmost to support the teacher to succeed. 

COMPETENCY PROCEDURE STAGES 
The speakers at the webinar stressed repeatedly that this 
procedure should be followed stage by stage – no clopping, 
changing, skipping! The Principal should read and re-read the 
procedure and review it at every stage. If the issue of 
competency of the teacher is not resolved after an agreed time 
period, then the procedures may advance from being in-house 
to involving the Inspectorate in external review, a hearing and, 
possibly, an appeal. 

PROFESSIONAL NORM (TEACHER) 
The webinar was very clear on what is expected of the teacher:  

Circular 0049/2018 To - Department of Education and Skills 
www.education.ie › Active-Circulars 

‘It is a matter for the individual teacher in the first instance to 
maintain appropriate standards of teaching and to personally 
address competency issues if and when they arise. 

‘It is the teacher’s responsibility to ensure that he/she avails of 
all opportunities of assistance towards remediation of 
professional competence issues.’ 

The Principal determines the duties of a teacher and can effect 
this through ‘reasonable instruction’, which can include the 
requirement of the teacher to undergo specific training. 

CASE STUDIES 
The webinar presented five case studies which covered the 
spectrum of situations that might arise in a school community: 
the underperforming teacher; the teacher who brings a 
complaint against the Principal; the SNA who refuses to carry 
out some specific instructions (some SNAs have difficulties with 
providing ‘intimate care needs’ for the students for whom they 
have responsibility), the cleaner refusing to co-operate with the 
enhanced cleaning regime required for Covid-19; the elderly 
caretaker who is struggling with some of his duties. These 
names are anonymised but the case studies are all based on 
real situations. 

SUMMARY OF ADVICE 
Each of these cases presents a tough challenge and the firm 
advice is that, to manage underperformance, the Principal must 
have a plan: 

n Be clear as to whether you have the authority to deal with 

a particular scenario; 
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n Familiarise yourself with the disciplinary process; 

n Try to resolve early and informally; 

n Seek advice before embarking on the formal route; 

n Follow the procedures and do not deviate; 

n Don’t do nothing; 

n Schools that don’t manage get into trouble. 

The final piece of advice to the Principal: Take care of yourself. Dealing with 
underperformance is a stressful business and the Principal needs to 
remember that ‘You have rights, too!’ You may be subject to counter-
allegations, accusations of bullying and other distractions. Be firm, be 
focused an remember that appropriate management is never bullying.  

MASON, HAYES AND CURRAN 
As Ireland’s only dedicated team of Education law specialists, Mason, Hayes 
and Curran provides tailored advice on every aspect of law in the education 
sector. They have been responsible for some of the most important legal 
precedents established in education and employment law over the last 25 
years.   They advise on all aspects of the employment relationship from 
recruitment to termination. 

Their clients include primary and secondary schools, universities, institutes 
of technology, other third level colleges and educational institutions. They 
also act for primary and secondary school management bodies. 

WEBINAR CREDITS 
Ian O’Herlihy Partner, Head of Education, ioherlihy@mhc.ie 

Paul Rochford, Partner, prochford@mhc.ie 

David Ruddy, Barrister, druddy@mch.ie  

Catherine Kelly Senior Associate, ckelly@mhc.ie 

Paul Byrne, NAPD, Deputy Director, pbyrne@napd.ie   

LINK TO THE WEBINAR: 
https://www.mhc.ie/latest/events/webinar-underperformance-of-
secondary-school-staff-the-elephant-in-the-room 

ESSENTIAL READING 
Circular 0049/2018 To - Department of Education and Skills 
www.education.ie › Active-Circulars 

Code of Professional Conduct for Teachers produced by the Teaching 
Council 2016 https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/Fitness-to-
Teach/Updated-Code-of-Professional-Conduct/ 

Circular 0030/2014 – The Special Needs Assistant (SNA)  
Circular 0072/2011 – Grievance and Disciplinary Procedures  

S.I. No. 146/2000 – Industrial Relations Act, 1990 (Code of Industrial 
Relations Act, 1990 – Irish Statute Book
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Title: New Vision for Education in Ireland:  
The Dalkey School Project, 1974-84 

Author Áine Hyland, with Desmond Green 

Price Available in soft and hard versions from 
Kindle/Amazon at €50/ €15 

Reviewer John Horgan 
 

Many Irish educational reformers, perhaps imbued by 
notions of omnipotence prevalent in Irish culture at 
least until the 1960s, thought that administering our 

educational system was simply a matter of oiling a smoothly-
running machine, or pointing the system in a different direction 
and pressing “Go”. Realpolitik was conspicuous by its absence 
from such thinking. 

On one occasion, after I had   addressed a Labour Party 
conference on the democratic deficit in the ownership and 
management of our primary school system, I was castigated 
by one of the most left-wing members of the party. Why, he 
asked me, had I not mentioned the Catholic  Church? 

Because, I reminded him, the Catholic Church was not the only 
body that owned and controlled primary schools. He reflected 
on this for a moment before remarking cheerfully: “But the 
Protestants would be quite happy  to give up their schools.” I 
regretfully concluded that further discussion with him on this 
topic would be fruitless.
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Bill Hyland, one-time statistician in the Department of 
Education, and late husband of the author of this remarkable 
book, had a different take on the nature of Irish political 
culture, not least as it referred to education. He once startled 
me by expressing  casually the view that this culture was the 
most permissive in the world. I challenged him to explain this 
apparently heterodox view. 

“What I mean”, he explained patiently, “is that the higher  you 
get up the ladder of authority, the more you can do, and the 
less anyone else can do about it.” 

The corollary of that, of course, is  that anyone who wants to 
change anything significant in Ireland has to ready themselves 
for the Sisyphean task of dismantling, and then  replacing 
(which is at least as difficult) decades, and sometimes 
centuries, of accreted power and   privilege, and challenging 
an array of vested interests case-hardened in their protection 
of the status quo. 

Áine Hyland’s book is a blow-by-blow account of this process 
in relation to one school and one locality, carried out by an 
exceptionally able group of people who were never under any 
illusions about the mammoth enterprise on which they were 
engaged, and who possessed all the boundless energy, skill 
and sheer bloody stamina required to see their enterprise to 
completion. 

The detail, and the evident comprehensiveness and 
authenticity of the available records (some have still not been 
released by the costive Department of Education) is due at 
least in part to Professor Hyland’s earlier existence as a civil 
servant in the Department itself. This could not have been a 
better training in the impressive skills that were eventually 
devoted at least in part to outfoxing her former employer. It 
reminds me, in its density, of a palimpsest, and, in its overall 
impact, of one of those pointilliste French paintings of the early 
part of the 20th century in which the whole, fascinating picture 
is composed of a myriad tiny dots of colour. 

The Leader Reader
Leader has argued that the pandemic offered a unique opportunity for us to reflect upon our education system and, with the 
three new books reviewed below, we have authors who have done just that. Professor Áine Hyland takes the case study of 
the Dalkey School Project and outlines in fine detail the struggle to establish the Educate Together model of schooling. The 
ESRI report marks a pause for thought about its upward trajectory and an examination of its current ethos. Equality of 
opportunity is a key tenet of our educational ideology – Brian Fleming’s study explores how well we realise that tenet in the 
DEIS school.



What is clear from this account is that the success of the 
Dalkey School Project was by no means a foregone 
conclusion. Institutional and political support for the project 
waxed and waned in sometimes unpredictable ways and 
under a myriad influences.  

Not even a broad but general statement of support from  
Taoiseach Jack Lynch was sufficient to break down all the 
barricades that had been erected.   Credit is therefore also 
due, and is duly allocated in this book, to some middle-
ranking civil servants who were conscious of the need for 
effective development, management and funding a non-
legacy type of school, a development that posed, and still 
poses, considerable problems for educational planning and 
resource management. This particular battle was long, and 
hard-fought, and has important lessons for the future. 

Although this controversy ebbed and flowed round a small 
Church of Ireland school in a Dublin suburb, the stakeholders 
of the majority church were quickly aware of the potential 
challenge it posed to their own, larger hegemony. The 
paradox here was that a large and powerful political entity 
was effectively sheltering behind and supporting a smaller 
and much less significant one as it attempted to counteract 
nascent parental and social pressure for change.  This was in 
all probability because it could foresee in this development 
the possible consequences for its own structures and its own 
substantial social and cultural power at a time when 
confessional autocracy of every kind was being incrementally 
challenged by the development of a better-educated, more 
independently-minded society. 

The Department of Education, in this instance a proxy for the 
State itself, of course also had its own problems. If parents 
were to be allowed a wider choice in primary education than 
the one offered by the institutionally dominated, static model 
they challenged, who was going to run the show,  and how, 
and who would pay the bills? It was, and to some extent still 
remains, trench warfare. 

The  cardinal  Archbishop of Armagh once told me, after I had 
suggested to him that the catastrophic decline in clerical 
vocations in the late 1960s was threatening the viability of 
religious control of education, that all he needed to maintain 
power was “one man in each diocese.” This was defiance 
rather than prophecy; but there are Gordian knots still to be 
severed. 

The late Seán O’Connor, who in his brief tenure of the position 
of Secretary of the Department of Education achieved more 
than many of his predecessors or successors, had a vision of 
his own for the development of primary and post-primary 
education, into which our present multi-denominational 
school system could have been offered, perhaps with some 
modifications, as a template.  It would be regionally planned 
and administered (for effective resource management), multi-
denominational and state-funded, comprehensive, non-
selective and free.  

And schools would be managed   on a day-to-day basis not  
by the existing power blocs (including existing public 
representatives) but by directly elected representatives of the 

communities they served, and probably also of the teaching 
staff. It could become a truly national system of non-selective, 
free, and first-class schools. 

As Ireland becomes, day by day, ever more socially, racially, 
physically, politically and economically heterogeneous, we 
need, more than ever, an educational system that unites 
rather than divides us. I like to think, in this context, of the  
wisdom of the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore, to whose 
writings I was introduced by Rachel Burrows, a teacher in a 
Protestant post-primary school in Cork many years ago. The 
important thing about unity, Tagore wrote, is that it should and 
could be achieved “while keeping our differences intact.” 

In this respect Dalkey has, in large part, shown us the way 
forward. 

 

 

 

 

 

Title: Students and School Leaders Experience of 
Educate Together Second-Level 

Author Georgiana Mihut and Selina McCoy 

Publisher ESRI (Research Series Number 113 
October 2020) 

Reviewer Clive Byrne, Alicia O’Sullivan with  
Reuban Murray 

 

The first Educate Together Secondary School opened in 
2014 with a mission to be equality based, co-
educational, learner centred and democratically run. 

The Education and Social Research Institute with Georgiana 
Mihut and Selina McCoy undertook this research, funded by a 
Salesforce grant in 11 case study schools. It was a wide study 
involving 877 students, 27 teachers, 36 parents and 11 school 
leaders. These schools had a diverse student profile - 47% of 
mothers had a third-level education, 18% of the students 
spoke a language other than English at home, the schools had 
a higher than average number of students with additional 
needs, and 39% of the student cohort identified as not having 
a religion. An interesting feature was that 57% didn’t attend an 
ET primary school.  

The research found that students were happy in school and 
had a real sense of belonging. Respect is at the core for 80% 
of the students and there is a strong emphasis on integration. 
The students feel they are involved in decision making and 
were consulted in an age appropriate way on issues that 
concern them. The survey found no difference in the levels of 
bullying compared to other sectors. The ET sector strives to 
reward positive behaviours. 

The researchers found that there was good interaction with 
most teachers who employ a breadth of teaching 
philosophies and have a wide degree of autonomy in 
delivering the curriculum. As many of the schools are 
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relatively new and are developing, many teach a wide variety 
of subjects and use digital technology a lot.  

A key factor in Educate Together schools is Ethical Education 
and this is taught across all subject as part of the curriculum. 
The ET ethos has been embedded at primary level and as the 
sector expanded into second level, the starter-school phase 
meant that there was the possibility to exercise it in starter 
schools within an innovative school culture.  

In any new sector the recruitment of staff is key. Teachers 
applying to work in an ET second level school were keen to 
support the ET ethos, knew the challenges involved and were 
keen to roll up their sleeves and get on with it. The low 
number of schools opening facilitated the recruitment from 
scratch, or via transfer from other sectors, and this enabled a 
drive to make sure the schools succeeded. 

Second-level schools are predominantly denominational but, 
given the changing demographic profile, many parents now 
seek interdenominational and multidenominational schools. 
The Department of Education’s objective to enable greater 
choice at primary level for multi- and non-denominational 
schools is designed to have 400 such primary schools by 
2030. The researchers found that a higher proportion of 
parents in ETSS come from a professional or managerial 
background than in other sectors. There are no ET schools in 
the DEIS programme. ET schools seek to create a better 
balance between knowledge and skills to bring about a 
balance between academic development and social 
wellbeing using principles of democracy, participation, 
advocacy, inclusion and equality. There is cooperation across 
subject areas. The principal must keep the ethos visible by 
creative timetabling and curriculum adjustments. 

As part of the study students were asked how they describe 
their school to a friend. A frequent response was that their 
school was student-centred with no uniform and they liked 
that teachers were called by their first names. Many 
expressed dissatisfaction with the fabric of the school – many 
started off in accommodation which was less than satisfactory 
(although a number of schools were now enjoying new 
builds). Students liked the teachers employed and agreed 
that ET schools were early adopters of student democracy 
and student voice. Some students participated at some level 
in interviews for the appointment of principal and attend 
Board of Management meetings occasionally to report on 
issues of concern to the student body. 80% feel encouraged 
to take action on things that are important to them and the 
survey found that overall students like their school. 

Some believe differently but everything doesn’t go in ETSS. A 
similar % of students admitted to having been bullied but the 
schools have policies to address negative behaviour and uses 
restorative practices involving gradated sanctions. There is 
zero tolerance of fights in ET schools and teachers found the 
behaviour policies available to them to be very effective. ETSS 
were early adapters of junior cycle reforms. Teachers value 
pupil-centred learning, creative and progressive teaching 
philosophies. 

Given the diversity of their cohort there is a decreased 
reliance on textbooks. Many teachers teach multiple subjects 

and prefer active and collaborative teaching methods, using 
differentiated teaching, often within a team-teaching model, 
emphasising good feedback to the students. There is a 
constant emphasis on the wellbeing of students and a strong 
desire to inculcate values and skills. It is reassuring for staff 
that parents are aware that their children are responsible for 
their own learning. Although parents acknowledged their 
approval of academic rigour and personal formation some 
parents voiced the opinion that their children are not 
stretched enough.  

A higher percentage of students (16%) are exempt from Irish. 
This can be a challenge but also can create an opportunity 
because the positive use of technology means that students 
learn well when taught by peers. Teachers in ET schools are 
technologically savvy and see this as a good opportunity to 
share resources among each other and among the students. 
This enables the teachers to teach the way students indicate 
they want to learn which makes for a happy and productive 
classroom atmosphere. Earlier mention was made of Ethical 
Education which in the ET way of doing things is helping to 
build a robust citizen. It was interesting to note that a minority 
of teachers participating in the survey viewed ethical 
education as less important. Discussion of ethical dilemmas 
can take place in English or Science lessons which students 
enjoyed but some students expressed a view that learning 
about ethos matters but if ethics is discussed in CSPE or SPHE 
classes there can be too many areas of overlap which can 
lead to boredom. The reviewers concluded that a majority of 
the parents don’t have a detailed knowledge about what 
ethics is, other than showing respect for people from other 
cultures and a seeking a broader global view. 

With my NAPD hat on, I was interested that half of principals 
in ETSS have served in a leadership role in another school. 
They applied to lead in the ET sector because they are 
committed to the ET ethos and are excited at the prospect of 
creating a new school in a new culture. The researchers found 
that effective leadership created a respectful, supportive 
ethos in the schools. School leaders articulated a clear vision 
for the school and were highly regarded by staff. Interesting 
insights were provided by school principals which clearly 
show the challenges experienced by them in starting a new 
school. Issues to do with accommodation, safety issues, 
compliance and lack of administrative support were 
highlighted. Their view is that securing permanent 
accommodation is too time consuming and detracts from 
their key task of being responsible for teaching and learning. 
Invariably, the allocation of SNAs to support students with 
special education needs fell behind. ETSS pupil numbers are 
expanding but DES allocations are based on the previous 
year’s enrolment and lag a year behind. Equally, there was a 
delay in allocating middle leadership posts and many 
teaching roles had to be filled with short-term contracts. In 
their view, training was not designed to prepare them for the 
management of a new school in that oftentimes multiple 
responsibilities had to be juggled. We can all relate to the 
comment that there is “No such thing as a typical day”.  

There is a positive relationship with the Board of Educate 
Together. The school’s Management Body is the first point of 
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Now you can pay your membership subscription 
for 2020-21 by Direct Debit. This means no 

more yearly forms to fill and your membership 
will be automatically renewed on an annual 

basis.  Let us know if you opt for this 
method and we will send you a Direct 

Debit Mandate. Note – cheques 
WILL still be accepted. 

You can complete your 
membership online or 

download a membership 
form to complete. 

For now, 
please mark 

all hard-copy 
correspondence 

“NAPD Membership 
2020/21” and send to:  

Michelle O’Hanlon,  

Office Manager, 

NAPD, 

11 Wentworth, Eblana Villas,  

Grand Canal Street Lower, Dublin 2 

Soft Copy Correspondence to be sent to:  
info@napd.ie with “NAPD Membership 
2020/21”in the subject line.

MEMBERSHIP  
REGISTRATION/ 
RENEWAL IS NOW OPEN!
BENEFITS OF BEING AN NAPD MEMBER 

l The only professional association to represent all  
post-primary principals and deputy principals 

l A major voice in Irish Education with The Department of  
Education and Skills, IPPN, Management Bodies, NCSE,  
NCCA, Teaching Council, Teacher Unions, College Awareness Week, 
BeLonGTo 

l Access to ARAG (formally DAS), the insurance company which provides 
Legal Advice and Legal Fees Indemnity 

l Key Contributing partner with the Centre for School Leadership (CSL) 

l Mentoring through the NAPD Local Support Service 

l Eligibility to attend NAPD Conferences and 
Regional Branch Meetings 

l Full Access to the NAPD Website,  
Very Useful Guide and the monthly Bulletin 

l Dedicated specialist sub-committees and working  
groups, including Further Education & Training 

l Access to Leading 4 Learning Workshops 

l Access to arts-in-education funding  
through Creative Engagement 

l Free monthly online Bulletin and  
Journal – NAPD Leader Quarterly 

l Discounts for NAPD  
Publications 

l Pre-retirement advice  
and access to  
NAPD-Retired



call if principals need information, guidance and support. 
NAPD, though not a union or a management body, also offers 
support, and this is availed of by many ETSS principals though 
not specifically highlighted in the research. The  involvement 
of NAPD with the Centre for School Leadership has facilitated 
effective mentoring supports for school leaders and this will 
evolve into effective coaching strategies in time. 

The inaugural principals of the Community & Comprehensive 
sector were educational trail-blazers and pioneers. Theirs was 
a lonely path which in many ways is echoed in the evolving 
ETSS sector. Researchers noted that Educate Together has 
managed to attract dedicated, conscientious and progressive 
school leaders. Managing parental expectations can be 
challenging because there can be a conflict between the ET 
ethos and exam preparation. Most ETSS participate in the 
Mike Hughes initiative, sponsored by NAPD, to encourage 
innovative teaching styles and independent explorational 
learning among students 

As the sector evolves, it is clear that second level is more 
complex than primary level and the ETSS sector needs to 
consider what differentiates ETSS from other schools. The 
ESRI data shows that ET has been able to facilitate the 
creation of innovative and welcoming schools where students 
are seen to thrive. Students thrive in all schools but how do 
you judge this and what sets ETSS apart? In an evolving sector 
how can you sustain a Gaelscoil zeal from teachers who 
consistently go above and beyond to ensure the ETSS grow 
and develop? As the sector grows the ET Board needs to 
balance the desire to open new schools with the need to 
effectively support existing schools, particularly in acquiring 
sites and building state-of-the-art schools.  

The ESRI research highlights the fact that at the time of their 
establishment, the Educate Together and the Project schools 
were anti-establishment. The movement to establish them 
was driven by passionate campaigners, many of whom were 
prominent educationalists. Activist parents and teachers at 
the heart of the ET process but the question can be asked did 
the primary schools become too mainstream too quickly? As 
the sector expands, as it undoubtedly will, are there still 
enough activist teachers? Has the system become compliant 
to the parent culture? Is it clear what the parents in the ET 
primary schools want and are the second level parents less 
middle-class than their primary equivalent?  

In Ireland, our education system is based on competition 
rather than collaboration. There are too many schools at 
second level. And creating an Educate Together niche will 
involve collaboration and compromise. The recent 
cooperation with the ETB sector is a good way forward. Irish 
society needs to ask itself what a well-educated 18- or 19-
year-old should look like. Educate Together schools have 
emerged to help answer this question. The philanthropic 
grant from Salesforce has enabled a valuable research 
project to explore what ET stands for and where the ETSS are 
going. The decision to invest in the professional development 
of a vibrant teaching cohort and culture augurs well for their 
future. 

ALICIA O’SULLIVAN WITH REUBAN MURRAY 
The ISSU had the pleasure to review an ERSI report into the 
operations of Educate Together schools. Below we examine 
the points of interest that stood out to us and analyse them 
from the student’s perspective. 

The Core Values of the School: The core values of the 
Educate Together Schools which are; equality-based, co-
educational, learner-centred and democratically run are 
forward-looking, inclusive and are giving young people the 
best opportunity to strive equally within the education 
system. 

The understanding of how real and important these values 
are evident when a survey carried out on behalf of Educate 
Together in 2008 provided evidence that parents who send 
their children to Educate Together Primary Schools would 
send them to an Educate Together second-level school if one 
existed. This is a great direct reflection on how positive these 
establishments are, particularly in an Ireland that has become 
more ethnically and racially diverse. 

Student-cantered approach: Whilst reading the report the 
student-centred approach was a huge point that stood out for 
me, someone who is not long out of secondary school. 
Students themselves described their school as learner-
centred, which is incredible, and also diverse, which is 
something to be hugely admired. In relation to this and 
speaking of the core values, which I mentioned before, a 
student-centred approach ‘means that we put children at the 
heart of all policies and practices and involve   them in 
decision-making where appropriate’. This is a valuable 
sentiment and with students describing their schools as 
‘inclusive’, ‘friendly’ and ‘accepting’ it seems from reading the 
report that this all rings true. 

Teacher and learning: Amazingly, another huge point was the 
students’ perspectives on their teachers and learning. 
Students said they found the lessons at   school to be 
‘engaging’ and that they liked the teaching methods. This is 
something to be recognised as a huge success. A very strong 
quote, that struck me, is  from a focus group participant in 
School Magnolia: ‘The teaching methods and all, like the 
teacher is teaching, like, with  you, not, like, at you.’  

There was also a link made from the fact they can call their 
teachers by their first name and this was named a ‘mutual 
respect’ which is a very interesting point. Sometimes students 
can feel patronised by teachers particularly in older years and 
something simple like this is clearly very effective. 

Student Voice: Student voice is evidently central in Educate 
Together schools and this stuck out to me. The report also 
stated that there is now a large body of research 
demonstrating the importance of student   engagement and 
belonging for a host of short- and long-term educational   
outcomes. There was evidence to suggest that student 
councils were not a mere formality and that these councils 
provide a valuable mechanism for active involvement in 
decisions made by the schools. Among others, students were  
involved in decisions about extracurricular activities, dress-
code policies, and   sustainable school policies. In some 
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instances, representatives from the student   council were 
invited to attend Board of Management meetings.  

  ‘Every time there’s a Board of Management meeting, one 
person from  the student council gets to go and then that helps… 
to make the   decisions through the school.’ (Focus group 
participant). 

Several students across different schools reflected that 
communicating through a  student council is not necessary to 
get their voices heard. Students talked about   strong 
relationships with teachers and the leadership structure and 
their ability to   reach out directly to school personnel about 
ideas and suggestions, and the challenges  they face.  

Supporting different students: The report displays a student-
centred approach to teaching in ET schools that supports 
student autonomy. It is critical to support different kinds of 
learners; kinetic, auditory and visual - often we see a teacher 
cater to just one or two types of learners - but evident in the 
report we see Educate Together schools giving students 
different options for how they present the outcome of their 
learning. This is an essential step in providing equal 
opportunity for students to succeed.  

What makes a good teacher? Feedback, trust and impact: 
The study asked students a question that perhaps we should 
ask them more often; What do they believe makes a good 
teacher?  

The report outlined that teachers ask for their students’ 
feedback on teaching methods. This is a strong step that will 
see teachers’ lessons have an enhanced impact   and we 
believe it promotes partnership and respect between 
students and teachers. This is a practice that would be 
beneficial to all schools across Ireland.  
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The Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) 
programme was a policy mechanism established by 
the Department of Education. The purpose of DEIS 

schools was to realise ‘equality of access to and participation 
in education’ as stated in the Education Act of 1998. Brian 
Fleming in his new book, argues that the policy response to 
educational disadvantage at post primary level, through the 
DEIS programme, has been totally inadequate in terms of the 
breadth and depth of educational disadvantage experienced 
by second level students. 

Fleming presents the reader with a clear and succinct 
roadmap of policies and reports that contributed to the 
development of the DEIS programme. He explains what 
policies, reports and committee works were set aside, and in 
some cases ignored, before the DEIS programme was 
launched in 2005 and during its lifetime. He interrogates the 
structures, roles and practices in DEIS schools and makes 
recommendations for significant reform of the current system. 

Fleming’s work is written in an easily accessible style. It is 
provocative and critically constructive, navigated with the 
expertise of an insider’s eye and the skills of a seasoned 
academic. He is well placed to do so. He was a Principal in one 
of the most disadvantaged areas in the country for 25 years. 

In the opening pages of his book, the author informs us 
thatwhen the DEIS programme was introduced, a promise 
was made by the DES, that the programme would be kept 
under review. Fleming reminds the reader that the first review 
did not happen for 10 years. He traces the consequences of 
this on DEIS schools. He draws on the living testimony of six 
post-primary DEIS school communities for his research base. 
He sets this testimony against research in the wider education 
arena relating to educational disadvantage. Throughout his 
book, Fleming cites the frustrated attempts of school leaders 
and teachers to address educational inequality and 
disadvantage through the DEIS programme. 

It is clear from the author’s research that DEIS schools 
prioritise the wellbeing of their students. It is also clear that 
pastorally, socio-economically and geographically, DEIS 
school are different to other mainstream schools and different 
also from one to the other. Fleming asserts that those tasked 
with creating DEIS policies and the DEIS programme have 
incorrectly implemented a ‘one size fits all’ model that does 
not take account of the local context of each school. The 
author correctly contends that the specific context in each 
DEIS school matters. 

Fleming lists what DEIS schools have in common: financial, 
nutritional, cultural and educational poverty; a high incidence 
of diagnosed and undiagnosed special education needs; a 
wide range of care needs; a high incidence of mental health 
needs; volatile and unpredictable school environments; 
erratic school attendance; increased workloads for staff 
alongside a reduction in resources; increased reliance on 
individual schools to manage additional arrangements for 
DEIS schools such as book rental schemes; severe difficulty in 
accessing necessary and appropriate external support 
services; and the scarcity of fully-qualified teachers. Against 
this backdrop the author shares evidence to demonstrate that 
the DEIS programme is severely under-resourced. Those of 
us on the frontline know that. Fleming proves it. 
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Fleming documents the frustration that DEIS schools 
experience in implementing detailed DEIS policies that don’t 
then have a significant impact on improved quality of 
education. He beats the drum of the continued absurdity of 
unjust, large class sizes, and inappropriate pupil teacher ratio. 
He suggests radical reform of class sizes. 

Fleming charts the role of the Inspectorate in the DEIS system 
and finds it to be less useful to leaders, than envisaged by 
those who developed the role. He calls for a reimagining of 
the role. 

Fleming challenges decisions made by the DES regarding 
posts of responsibility and Counselling in DEIS schools. He 
questions the poor decision made to move the bureaucracy 
of the Home School Community Liaison scheme to Tusla. 
Fleming challenges the type of engagement from other 
stakeholders in DEIS schools, namely NEPS and CAMHS. Both 
services operate at a distance from schools for their own 
reasons. But this creates gaps and leaves DEIS schools with 
nowhere to go to for help in supporting young people.  

Fleming’s recommendation for wrap-around services will, he 
believes, give agency back to school leaders to enable them 
to focus on best practice in teaching and learning. This 
recommendation will find resonance with a new DES 
integrated wrap-around services initiative being introduced in 
10 primary schools in the North East Inner City of Dublin. It is 
called City Connects. 

Fleming accepts that it will not be realistic to expect that the 
DES would meet all the needs of all students in all 
educationally disadvantaged school communities. He 
proposes a banded system of disadvantage status in schools, 
whereby the DES would provide resources and funding that 
would at least reflect, to a more precise degree, the needs of 
individual schools. 

In looking at the wellbeing in DEIS schools, Fleming identifies 
the importance teachers place on the pastoral relationship 
between themselves and their pupils. He suggests that the 
intensity of this can place significant pressure on teacher 
wellbeing. Fleming posits a critical challenge facing 
education when teacher wellbeing in DEIS schools is not 
sufficiently supported. He also questions the capacity of 
current CPD provision to impact on teachers’ professional 
development. 

Having worked in educational disadvantage for over thirty 
years, I have found that what Brian Fleming writes about 
echoes the lived experience of this educator: one of 
frustration and anger at the failure of the system designed to 
support schools in areas of socio-economic disadvantage; a 
system that challenges the wellbeing of educators and does 
not consistently and fairly serve the educational needs of 
vulnerable young people. 

What is so is heartening about Brian Fleming’s book is the fact 
that he has documented the lived experiences and context in 
which those of us in educational disadvantage work, and 
made recommendations for reform that are evidenced based, 
appropriate and achievable. Much can be done by all of us to 
advance these recommendations. It will require courage to 

speak out about the injustices of the system. It will require 
acceptance from the sector, of what is not working, as well as 
a commitment to self-reflection and collaboration. 

Fleming has done a service to the sector through a thorough 
analysis of what is not working and what can work. The timing 
of this important work is fortunate. There is a promise in the 
Programme for Government of a Citizens Assembly on 
Education. 

Those of us in educational disadvantage who can inform the 
terms of reference for this Citizens Assembly on Education 
will find much to guide them in Brian Fleming’s book. 

REVIEWERS: 
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AFTER CORONAVIRUS –  

A NEW PARADIGM FOR 
EDUCATION IN THE WORLD 
With the spring came the dawning realisation that we were entering dark times. Chris 
Riddall captured the anxiety in his poignant Observer cartoon, which we ‘adopted’.  

We ventured beyond the ‘dark times’ by asking writers to envisage a new paradigm for 
education in a post-Covid world. The response was amazing and inspiring. In the four 
2020 editions of Leader Quarterly, the collection of more than thirty articles forms a 
compendium of wisdom for these troubled days and will repay reflection and re-reading. 
We are so grateful for all those writers who responded to ‘the call’ –   

Jenny Byrne, Paul Byrne, Dermot Carney, Karen Edge, Gillian Evans, Paul Evans,  
Brian Fleming, Ciarán Flynn, Brendan Flynn, Kieran Golden, John Hammond,  
Colm Hanley, Elspeth Henderson, John Horgan, Áine Hyland, Padraig Kirk, 
Anne Looney, Derek Lowry, John Medlycott, David Meredith, Niall Muldoon,  

Mary Nihill, Padraic O’Dowd, Máire O’Higgins, Gerard O’Sullivan, Graham Powell, 
David Ruddy, Martin Wallace, John Walshe, Jean Ward, Sam West.

Chris Riddell [The Observer]
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KIERAN GOLDEN 
Kieran Golden was President of NAPD (2018-19) and is Principal of 
Mayfield Community School. 

Is this the beginning of the end?  
 

Who knows but we must continue to question how we assess our Leaving Certificate 
students 

We have had to re-consider a lot of what we took for granted 

The COVID-19 pandemic has stress-tested all aspects of our society in many ways 
and has reshaped a lot of what we do and maybe took for granted. Our 
relationships, personal and professional, have had to be redefined and reconfigured 
with full respect to public health requirements. Schools now look quite different 
to what they did before March 12 with an increased emphasis on and a more 
pronounced sharpened focus on the health and safety needs of everyone in our 
school community.  

During the summer months, school leaders all over the country have had to stand 
back and forensically look at their school’s physical infrastructures in a very 
different way. Colleagues knew the square footage of every room and space in the 
house. School timetables representing a school’s educational philosophy now had 
the added responsibility to consider the health and safety demands that the 
coronavirus has placed on school communities. Educational interventions such as 
team teaching, supporting our more vulnerable students, had to be relooked at in 
ways that ensure that support continues for these students. Everything was up for 
debate and discussion down to where we could or could not allow students access 
to their lockers. In our own school community, we agreed to move from teacher-
based classrooms to student-based classrooms with year groups being kept in pods 
around the building. We had to reconsider a lot of what we took for granted. We 
achieved a lot in a short period of time. Surely it is time to rethink how we assess 
our students and what the experience of senior cycle should look like for our young 
people and their precious lives in the 2020s 

While Leaving Certificate 2020 may have focussed the minds on how we access 
our students, I think we need to broaden the conversation into what the experience 
of senior cycle looks like for the learners of the 2020s. Within my own teaching 
career, I can remember vividly the debates around the publication of Developing 
Senior Cycle Education Consultative Paper on Issues and Options (NCCA) in 
December 2002. Yes, that did read ‘2002’ – that is not a typo. This conversation 
is not new and while there has been progress in terms of curricular reform and 
assessment, it has been slow and very incremental.  

The focus for our students in senior cycle is still very much on that exam in June 
of sixth year and they will, along with the grind schools, (a thriving industry) 
endeavour to crack the ‘code’. This emphasis on the final paper will continue to 
define the experience of our senior cycle students. As long as we continue to have 
the three-hour terminal examination in June, the curricular ‘backwash effect’ will 
live on – that is, to put it very simply, how a subject is assessed influences how it 
is taught. 

Surely, it is time for us to move a series of ‘assessment episodes’ over the two 
years or indeed three years of senior cycle? The Leaving Certificate can learn a lot 
from the format of the Leaving Certificate Applied, where students are 
accumulating credits as they progress through their two years at senior cycle. 
Surely it is time to activate other assessment modes across the subjects such as 
portfolio work, practical performances and oral and aural examinations. Is it time 
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to de-couple the relationship between students’ performance in the Leaving 
Certificate and entry into Third Level? Should we consider a separate Matriculation 
type examination for that cohort of students who are considering progression to 
Third Level as their next transition?  

While progress is being made incrementally in the areas of curriculum, assessment 
and certification, the rationale for review and reform at senior cycle is now as 
pressing as ever. The findings of the NAPD publication ‘Senior Cycle Reform – 
What do you want?’ makes for interesting reading here in terms of what students, 
teachers and their parents are telling us. I would encourage all our readers to take 
time to read and to consider the findings of this piece of research.  

I will leave you with the words of Robert Schuller: ‘Today’s accomplishments were 
yesterday’s impossibilities…’ We have progressed a lot in many ways in a short 
period over the last few months during this pandemic. Surely now is the time to 
be bold and to action the much-needed changes that need and must take place 
with the Leaving Certificate as it currently stands.  

 

 

JOHN HAMMOND 
John is former CEO of the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment 

A note on post-pandemic education 

A very positive learning and experience in recent months was the way in which 
the pandemic brought to the fore and drew into sharp relief the centrality of 
education to people’s lives - its daily importance, the value people placed on it, 
on schools, on teachers, the realisation of how fundamental it is to the healthy 
lives and growth of children and young people.  

 positively, we also saw the pivotal role education plays in distributing opportunities 
and life chances. In the latter context, the pandemic confirmed that the 
distribution of knowledge and wealth bears a direct relationship to the distribution 
of education. In these terms the ‘normal’ state of our education system did not 
show itself in an ideal light. We saw that issues of educational disadvantage, 
inequity and exclusion were exposed by the pandemic: to such an extent perhaps 
that matters related to inclusion and new ways of addressing and redressing 
inequity need a strong focus and should prove to be a major theme in the coming 
years. But, building on the appreciation of education during the pandemic, the 
idea included in the recent Programme for Government of a public forum on 
education presents the opportunity in the not too distant future to consider, as 
new, what a great education, an education for all should ideally look like, giving 
further voice to the importance of education, the education system and its 
resourcing.  

Other areas of focus, learning and topicality from the pandemic also point to future 
areas of work and development. The steps that needed to be taken once it became 
clear that the state examinations could not take place as usual in 2020, point to 
the need to pay more attention to diversifying educational assessment and 
introducing smarter forms of assessment, record-keeping and reporting. This does 
not mean that state examinations don’t have a continuing central role to play but 
that we need a more diversified range of assessments that fit well with 
developments in curriculum and with learner, system and societal needs. 

The experience with blended learning and remote learning during the pandemic 
justifies future work on clarifying the role of technology in education and what 
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forms of blended learning can work well for the student, teacher and school. 
Achieving progress towards establishing and introducing the most skilful uses of 
technology we can devise and justify educationally will be important.  

What is emerging over time about learning and teaching in schools during 
pandemic times, would so far seem to indicate that there will be an increased 
need and increased demand for learning and teaching exemplification, modelling 
and guidelines associated with new developments and contexts. The experience 
in this area points to the need for a fully supportive mix to be reached between 
independence and flexibility for teachers in planning learning for their programmes 
and classrooms on the one hand and having a strong, wide range of exemplification 
and guidelines, generated with teachers and schools, to assist and support in this 
context, on the other. 

Finally, a much more challenging future task – to look at how we can improve the 
ways that relevant Departments and state agencies like the NCCA practice foresight 
in our large-scale reviews and in major strategies such as STEM to see how they 
can better fit new, emerging and what we’ve seen are increasingly unforeseen 
contexts.  

 

 

JOHN MEDLYCOTT 
John is the former Principal of Mount Temple Comprehensive School 

Looking back to look forward 

In the Ireland of the 1960’s we were fortunate to have some significant educational 
leaders at the heart of both the Department of Education and of Government. Seán 
O’Connor was a senior civil servant and George Colley, Patrick Hillery and Donagh 
O’Malley were three very committed and interested Ministers of Education. 
Between them they provided real educational leadership which especially 
transformed secondary education and was a distinct change for the Department. 
Their ideas and actions were significant in dealing with educational deprivation, 
especially in many severely disadvantaged areas. It also enabled many of those 
appointed to lead schools in the late 1960s and 70s with opportunities to give 
many more young people a relevant education than was possible earlier. 

In the late nineteen sixties, a small number of comprehensive schools was 
established in Ballymun, Raphoe, Sallynoggin and Shannon, in 1972, a mix of 
comprehensive and community schools opened in Tallaght, Coolmine, Carraroe, 
Clifden, Crescent, Manorhamilton, Boherbue, Millstreet, Ashton, Newpark, Mount 
Temple.  

Most of them shared a common architectural design which had many inadequacies 
and would be quite unsuitable for Covid times as the windows were at roof level 
and extraordinarily the master key enabled one to access all those buildings! These 
schools were designed to be pathfinders of a new approach to secondary education. 
They were required to provide a wide curriculum for all pupils, with equal emphasis 
on the practical as well as the academic. Those of us who were fortunate enough 
to be involved in these schools in the early years were encouraged to be innovative 
and to consider the needs of the communities where the schools were located. 
The teachers in the comprehensive schools were paid a special allowance to 
encourage good teaching with innovative approaches. A special section of the 
Department was established to which these schools had direct access.  

My own experience was that this greatly facilitated those of us who were developing 
the schools. The officers in that section were very helpful and encouraged 
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development and change. At one important meeting in the Department the 
Principal Officer made a special point about ‘supporting our schools’.  

Personally, I am grateful not to be involved in dealing with the pandemic in a 
school. However, the manner in which the schools are operating is quite remarkable 
and shows especially the ability of schools to adapt very rapidly.  

My knowledge of what is happening is based on listening to five grandchildren 
who attend schools similar to the one I was most familiar with. It amazes me how 
the schools have coped and this demonstrates the significance of leadership and 
staff commitment to providing the best for their pupils. However, there is a serious 
downside as the really important areas of the curriculum like physical education, 
drama, music etc have all been greatly restricted so that many pupils’ overall 
school experience has been diminished. 

On the other hand, the pandemic gives the opportunity to be innovative and to 
think deeply about the true purpose of education for society, especially because 
in recent years it seems too much attention has been given to marketplace values. 
It would be appropriate to renew the emphasis on a fully comprehensive and co-
educational curriculum for all pupils in all the country’s schools. Those who attend 
the more traditional secondary schools are considerably disadvantaged for life after 
school by following a limited academic curriculum. 

Now in a post-pandemic world I would like to suggest that in 2022 there should 
be a special conference to celebrate the golden jubilee of the 1972 schools. This 
could concentrate on the future of Irish secondary education. There are clearly a 
number of issues that could be looked at.  

The Leaving Certificate and the academic results-oriented approach has been 
criticised from Padraig Pearse onwards, and the ‘murder machine’ is regrettably 
still in robust health in twenty-first century Ireland. The 2020 experience should 
be relevant in reconsidering the terminal certification of pupils, so that a more 
relevant model be developed. Recently Professor Gerry McNamara of D.C.U. argued 
in an article in The Irish Times that ‘as the Leaving Certificate effectively functions 
as the early gateway to the most desired professions, it is really a state-sponsored 
mechanism to maintain middle class control and severely restrict social mobility’. 
Equality of educational opportunity has always been a fundamental principle of 
this country. However, the achievement of this has been disappointingly slow and 
with the growth of private schooling in recent times is still far from becoming a 
reality. The importance of co-education should also be emphasised. 

Another area of our educational system that is fundamental is that of 
apprenticeship as an alternative to university . Fortunately, a positive attitude to 
making apprenticeship more relevant is underway and the vocational aspect of 
education that leads to worthwhile career opportunities and develops essential 
skilled workers for the benefit of society is now at the forefront of government 
policy. Society needs to value the opportunities that apprenticeships provide for 
many young people for whom academic university education is not really 
appropriate.  

Those of us who were fortunate to be involved in the comprehensive and 
community schools of fifty years ago have a lot to look back on with interest and 
pride. I would like to think that a celebration of the achievements of those schools 
would consider the issues facing the schools of the 2020s as its main focus and 
that some valuable ideas for the next fifty years would be the result. 
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JEAN WARD 
Jean is Deputy Principal of Malahide Community School 

The ‘New Normal’ 

With a great sense of relief and trepidation we returned to school in September. 
Students were visibly delighted (even through their masks) to be meeting with 
friends again. Teachers were happy to be able to leave their kitchen classrooms 
behind and go back to doing what they do best. 

Our biggest fear was that infections would happen in spite of our preparations, 
our one-way corridor systems, our cleaning protocols and mask wearing and that 
we would be forced to close our doors again. Close behind was the fear that 
students would find the new systems too restrictive and too difficult to comply 
with. Thankfully, neither fear has come to fruition and both teachers and students 
have become accustomed to this ‘new normal’ as it’s now called. 

What we have learned, is that our young people are unbelievably resilient, co-
operative, positive, creative and hard-working. We have reaffirmed that our teachers 
are flexible, determined, caring and completely committed to the job of education. 
We have also had unwavering support and confidence from our parent body. 

l am however, looking forward to the ‘old’ normal returning. There are many parts 
of this experience that I will be happy to leave behind. The school is certainly busy 
but the classrooms are quiet, even with all our doors and windows open. There 
are no experiments, no sporting matches and there’s no real group work taking 
place and therefore no student conversations during class, no excited, engaged 
chatter. There are few professional conversations taking place as the staff-room is 
so spaced out it doesn’t lend itself to easy chat and its so cold, no-one wants to 
spend any time there. 

There have also been some unexpected impacts on students. Our senior students, 
6th years and even 5th years are experiencing stress levels much higher than 
would be normal at this time of year. Students feel the threat of calculated grading 
still looms and are worried about every piece of homework or class test and its 
potential impact on any grade their teacher may give them. New friendships which 
are normally formed throughout school but especially in 1st year and transition 
year did not have time to solidify before school closed in March and we are aware 
of greater numbers of students who are feeling isolated in school. We are working 
hard to manage these issues in an effort to minimise any long term damage. 

This has really proved how vital schools are to our young people, not just as a hub 
of academic learning but to provide a safe environment for students to build 
relationships and that all-important sense of belonging and connectedness. 

Inevitably there are also positive impacts which l hope will outlive the pandemic. 
The simplest is that students are enjoying our outdoor spaces much more. I can’t 
remember a previous November when we would have so many students spending 
their lunch breaks outside.  

There are socially distanced spontaneous football (or rather, tinfoil ball) games 
taking place. And students are constantly on the move in the fresh air. Technology 
is being used very effectively to greatly enhance learning and the overall classroom 
experience for students. Professional development has also moved online. More 
and more teachers, who can see the benefit for their students, are engaging in 
this type of training at a pace and time that suits them best. 

When we finally emerge from this pandemic, I can’t wait for the group work and 
heads-together engagement to resume, our annual celebrations, graduations, 
school trips and sports (which are so great for social development) to start up 
again, The school will be once again vibrant and exciting. 

“What we have 
learned, is that our 
young people are 
unbelievably resilient, 
co-operative, 
positive, creative and 
hard-working. We 
have reaffirmed that 
our teachers are 
flexible, determined, 
caring and completely 
committed to the job 
of education. We 
have also had 
unwavering support 
and confidence from 
our parent body.”
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While I know we will come through this, I hope we will remember how strong, 
creative and resilient we can be. In the meantime, I will continue to wear my 
thermals each day, have a smile on my face and encourage our entire school 
community to stay positive and stay safe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEREK WEST 
An afterword 

The contributors to this series over the past nine months were alert to the problems, 
the risks, the inequalities of a system in lock-down, but they also saw the potential 
in the seismic change that had been wrought in our society by the pandemic. They 
were not restricted by theme or word-count, so they offered a rich patchwork of 
ideas. Education has been forced to make a quantum leap over a very short 
timespan. Our writers ‘got onto the balcony’, above the crisis, to share their 
responses and to look further ahead. Here are some of the recurrent themes. 

LEADERSHIP 
In the last year, school leaders have faced a raft of changes and responsibilities, 
with an intensity never experienced before. Their role has never been so essential. 
They have had to be the glue to hold dispersed school communities together – to 
build and maintain relationships; to enable, reassure and praise; to bring wellbeing, 
compassion and empathy to the fore; to trust and to share, to bring people with 
them through difficult times.  

TEACHERS 
Teachers, too, have had to rise to the challenges thrust on them by Covid-19. Their 
care and concern for students has been outstanding. The core of the unique talent 
of a teacher lies in the ability to inspire and facilitate the learners, to be an engaged 
presence in the classroom. They were denied the possibility of that during the 
lock-down and, at the re-opening, confined by Covid precautions [mask, rigid lines 
of desks, etc.].  

They have had to upskill themselves rapidly, perfecting their ICT techniques for 
distance learning and have had to radically alter old mind-sets. At the same time, 
many of them have had to manage their own personal fears, the anxieties of being 
in the front line, and, at the same time, minding those students in their care. They 
have been fantastic. 

 

STUDENTS 
Social distancing is the last thing young people want to do. They are willing to 
embrace learning, but they also want to embrace each other. They missed the 
magic of the classroom in the lock-down and wriggle restlessly under the new 
regimented school environment. Capable students throve in the isolation, learning 

“When we finally 
emerge from this 
pandemic, I can’t wait 
for the group work 
and heads-together 
engagement to 
resume”
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to learn independently but there are also students with special educational needs 
who could not cope without the support of the school day and their teachers. This 
crisis accentuated the gap between privilege and disadvantage.  

EXAMINATIONS AND ASSESSMENTS 
For a few months, the old order of predictable, stressful, conventional examinations 
was put on hold. The dominance of testing over learning faltered. Teachers were 
trusted to be professional in the assessment of their own students (it didn’t work 
perfectly, but it opened wide a door to huge possibilities). The old model was 
already failing in so many ways; we need courage and imagination to explore 
meaningful alternatives.  

WORKING FROM HOME 
The well-equipped, computer-savvy teachers derived a lot of pleasure from working 
at home, laying the possible foundation for a form of blended learning in the future.  

TEACHING AND LEARNING 
The relationship between these two fundamental activities of education was 
forcibly recalibrated over the weeks of lock-down and the subsequent re-opening 
of schools. There were many valuable learnings which need to be built upon. 

ICT 
Digital natives came into their own. New and enhanced teaching methodologies 
emerged, but a tool – such as ICT – cannot replace live teaching, for the teacher 
in the room. Once the technical glitches were cleared up, Zoom and Google 
Classroom, the video clip, the whole bag of tricks proved to be a very useful tool, 
but the warning came again and again – it cannot be a substitute. And every now 
and then we were reminded of the power of the inspirational individual who takes 
the student to a new and higher plane.  

VISION 
How we’ve missed John Coolahan and Ken Robinson, educational visionaries who 
might have guided us through and beyond the pandemic. As it is, pragmatism has 
often won out over vision. We have Zoom at our disposal: at the push of a button 
we could unite the educational thinking across the globe. Bring Sahlberg and 
Fullan, and Hargreaves and even Hattie. Give Brendan Flynn and Marie-Louise 
O’Donnell space on the platform… and Áine Hyland and Anne Looney. Give the 
school leaders a break from social distancing and masks and sanitisers and let 
them immerse themselves in the creative possibilities of teaching and learning. 
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