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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Whether to have a comprehensive schooling system or to provide 
different tracks or curricular programmes has been a central focus of 
international policy debates on second-level education. The Leaving 
Certificate Applied (LCA) was introduced in 1995 as an alternative to the 
established Leaving Certificate and was designed as a distinct self-contained 
pre-vocational programme for senior cycle students. Its fundamental goal is 
to prepare students for the transition from the world of education to that 
of adult and working life (DES/NCCA, 2004), including further education 
(DES, z1995). Little is known about the process of curriculum 
differentiation in an Irish setting and in particular the characteristics of 
young people who opt for the LCA programme. This study provides a 
unique opportunity to examine student experiences prior to entering the 
LCA, their curriculum and learning experiences during the programme, and 
their post-school outcomes. Adopting a mixed methods approach, this 
study uses data from a range of sources including the School Leavers’ 
Survey and the Post-Primary Longitudinal Survey in addition to in-depth 
qualitative interviews with young people who had participated in LCA. The 
contribution of both quantitative and qualitative research strategies 
provides greater insight into the views of LCA students and their 
experiences of the programme.  

Introduction 

 
Curriculum differentiation and the process of tracking or sorting 

students according to ‘ability’ has been a main focus of educational 
research internationally. Existing analyses of such tracking generally 
employs one of two competing theories: human capital theory and social 
reproduction theory. Human capital theory views vocational education as 
an investment in young people in preparation for the labour market or as a 
safety-net which retains ‘at risk’ young people within the educational 
system and enhances their later employment opportunities. In contrast, 
theories of social reproduction view the provision of a differentiated 
curriculum as a system which socialises working-class people into 
subordinate roles and reproduces social inequalities across generations.  

 
Approaches to curriculum differentiation vary internationally according 

to a number of factors, including the age at which students are placed in 
differing ability tracks, the strength of linkages between vocational 
education and the labour market, and whether programmes provide 
students with occupationally specific skills or generic work-related skills. 
Countries such as Austria and Germany track students at a young age into 
programmes which often have strong employer linkages and specific 
vocational skills training. In contrast, other educational systems (including 
Canada, Japan, Norway, Sweden, England and the US) tend not to track 
students until senior cycle level and provide more generic workplace skills. 
Ireland is considered to have an intermediate position in terms of having a 
mix of both academic and vocational curriculum (Iannelli and Raffe 2007) 
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and the LCA programme can be considered as ‘pre-vocational’ with an 
emphasis on generic rather than specific skills.  

 
 

Summary of 
Findings 

LEAVING CERTIFICATE APPLIED PROVISION AND TAKE-UP 
The decision to provide the LCA programme rests with individual schools 
which can apply for approval from the Department of Education and 
Science. The proportion of schools providing LCA  has increased in recent 
years from 15 per cent of second-level schools in 1997 to 42 per cent in 
2007. The provision of LCA appears to relate to the perceived suitability of 
the programme for a school’s student intake. Across schools, provision 
varies considerably with over 70 per cent of community/comprehensive 
schools providing the LCA programme compared to 40 per cent of the 
vocational sector and 30 per cent of voluntary secondary schools. In 
addition, larger schools, English medium schools and disadvantaged status 
(DEIS) schools are more likely to provide the programme. The LCA 
programme is generally provided in addition to the Leaving Certificate 
Established (LCE )and/or the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme 
(LCVP), with very few second-level schools providing only the LCA at 
senior cycle level.  
 

Approximately 7 per cent of the Leaving Certificate cohort takes the 
LCA. In schools providing the LCA, the level of take-up varies widely but 
averages at 23 per cent of the senior cycle cohort. The high take-up schools 
tend to be vocational schools, smaller schools, and disadvantaged schools, 
as well as schools in Dublin.  

PATHWAYS INTO THE LEAVING CERTIFICATE APPLIED 
Our findings show LCA participants have quite a distinctive profile 
compared to students entering other Leaving Certificate programmes. The 
reproduction of social class inequalities is apparent as students are more 
likely to be from working-class or non-employed backgrounds. In addition, 
LCA take-up is strongly related to low reading and Maths ability on entry 
into first year of second-level education. Ability grouping during junior 
cycle is also related to LCA entry with over four in ten of those from the 
lower streamed classes going on to take the programme. This study found 
that the LCA caters for a diverse group of students with differing 
educational expectations and aspirations. Using multiple data sources, a 
number of pathways into LCA were identified, including: those who 
struggle with school work in junior cycle; those who experience 
behavioural problems at junior cycle; those who wish to enter the labour 
market when they leave school; those with special needs or learning 
difficulties; and those who felt ‘misdirected’ by the school into taking the 
programme.  

CURRICULUM AND THE LEARNING EXPERIENCES IN THE 
LEAVING CERTIFICATE APPLIED 
The study shows that the teaching and learning methodologies used in the 
LCA help re-engage young people with the education process and foster 
more positive attitudes to school. Study respondents were extremely 
positive about their learning experiences in the LCA, in particular the active 
teaching methods and student-centred approach to learning. Group and 
project work, credit accumulation over time, smaller class sizes and greater 
individual attention from their teachers all emerged as positives aspects of 
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LCA. In addition, young people were positive about the work experience 
element of the LCA in forming their career aspirations, improving 
confidence and decision making skills, and preparing them for the world of 
work.  
 

The study also revealed, however, issues around lack of challenge and 
limited subject choice in the LCA. Some young people felt that the LCA 
curriculum, in particular Maths and English, was too easy and repetitive of 
junior cycle subject content.  

 
As the LCA specifically targets young people at risk of dropping out, it 

is not perhaps surprising that a significantly higher rate of students do not 
complete the LCA when compared with the LCE/LCVP cohort. Available 
data do not allow us to assess the net impact of taking part in LCA on early 
school leaving. However, for many of the young people interviewed, the 
LCA appears to have acted as a safety-net by retaining young people in the 
school system, with many feeling they would not have been able to 
complete the LCE/LCVP.  

POST-SCHOOL OUTCOMES FOR LEAVING CERTIFICATE 
APPLIED LEAVERS 
Looking at how LCA leavers fare relative to other groups of leavers means 
that we must clarify the appropriate comparison group. Some of the group 
may have dropped out prior to Leaving Certificate level if the LCA had not 
been available and so LCA leavers can be compared with Junior Certificate 
leavers. Others may have taken LCE or LCVP but achieved lower grades 
and so can be compared with lower-performing LCE/LCVP leavers. This 
study allows us to compare the post-school outcomes of LCA students 
with both Junior Certificate and LCE/LCVP students across a range of 
performance levels by examining their status one year after leaving school, 
their risk of unemployment, and the industrial and occupational sector they 
enter in the labour market.  
 

The study shows that LCA leavers are more likely to be in the labour 
market one year after leaving school and are less likely than other school 
leavers to be in full-time education and training. Where they do enter 
education and training, the typical route for young women is a PLC course 
while young men tend to enter apprenticeships. Furthermore, LCA labour 
market entrants are found to be at greater risk of unemployment in the 
immediate post-school period compared with LCE/LCVP labour market 
entrants. LCA leavers are similar to the lowest performing LCE/LCVP 
group in terms of the industrial and occupational sectors they enter, with 
young men commonly working in the construction sector and young 
women employed in personal service jobs. The gendered nature of the 
sectors and occupations entered can be seen as reflecting, at least in part, 
the courses available in the LCA curriculum. 
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 The study raises a number of issues for policy, both in terms of the 
relationship between LCA and the rest of the second-level system and in 
terms of more specific issues for the future development of the LCA 
programme.  

Implications 
for Policy 
Development 

STUDENT EXPERIENCES AT JUNIOR CYCLE 
Entry processes into LCA must be seen in the wider context of student 
learning experiences during junior cycle. Negative academic and school 
experiences in junior cycle can influence the decision to enter the LCA 
programme. This study suggests that more active teaching methodologies 
at junior cycle, which foster student motivation and address issues of 
disengagement, may in fact reduce the need for a differentiated programme 
such as the LCA at senior cycle, especially if there were curriculum changes 
in the LCE/LCVP.  

PERSONALISED LEARNING 
The study shows that the LCA attracts a distinct social profile of young 
people who are predominantly working class, from lower streamed classes, 
have lower educational and occupational aspirations, and have experienced 
disengagement from school during junior cycle. The ring-fenced nature of 
the programme facilitates the process of social reproduction as students 
often feel excluded and in some cases segregated from other Leaving 
Certificate groups. Introducing greater flexibility and communication 
between Leaving Certificate programmes and providing students with the 
option of a more personalised Leaving Certificate with increased subject 
choice could address some of these issues while improving the profile of 
LCA among the wider student body.  

INTERACTIVE TEACHING METHODS 
It is clear that junior cycle and other senior cycle programmes could learn 
much from the positive aspects of the LCA programme. Young people are 
positive about the LCA’s interactive teaching methods and student-centred 
learning and many believed this enhanced their confidence and self-esteem, 
resulting in a more positive opinion of education. Young people also 
recognised the value of the LCA’s work experience component in their 
career decision making which raises questions about its potential value for 
other Leaving Certificate groups.  

CLARITY OF INFORMATION AND IMPROVED GUIDANCE  
This study highlights more specific issues for the development of the LCA 
relating to student entry and recruitment into the programme, the LCA 
curriculum, and problems of accreditation and recognition by third-level 
institutions and employers. Recruitment policies and the ways in which 
students enter the LCA vary significantly across schools. This may be the 
result of a lack of clear objectives for the LCA which is then open to 
different interpretation by schools, parents and students. Issues around lack 
of transparency and guidance could be addressed within schools so that 
students could be clearly informed of the differences between the LCA and 
the LCE/LCVP. In particular, students should be made aware of the 
potential limitations of the LCA qualification in accessing certain types of 
post-school education and employment.  
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CURRICULUM CHALLENGE AND SUBJECT CHOICE 
The study shows that some areas of the LCA curriculum do not appear to 
foster student potential. Lack of challenge in subjects such as English and 
Maths and the size of the gap in standards between LCA and LCE/LCVP 
subjects emerged as issues among young people who had participated in 
LCA. Findings also highlight how the gendered nature of the LCA 
curriculum and participation in traditional ‘male’ and ‘female’ vocational 
subjects such as Childcare and Construction tends to influence the 
occupational and educational sectors which young people enter.  

ACCREDITATION AND GRADING  
Further debate and clarification is needed around grading and accreditation 
of the LCA, particularly for those wishing to access third-level courses. The 
awareness and profile of the LCA, its lack of recognition for direct entry to 
third-level institutions and its exclusion from the CAO points system could 
be addressed through increasing flexibility between programmes, allowing 
CAO points to be awarded to LCA students and providing a more 
personalised Leaving Certificate.  





1. THE POLICY 
BACKGROUND TO THE 
LEAVING CERTIFICATE 
APPLIED PROGRAMME 

 
 Whether to incorporate all young people into a comprehensive school 
system or to divide them into different educational ‘tracks’ has been a 
crucial issue for educational policy internationally. The Leaving Certificate 
Applied (LCA) programme was introduced in Ireland in 1995 in order to 
provide an alternative qualification to the established Leaving Certificate at 
senior cycle level. However, little is known about the development and 
progress of the programme over time. Dramatic changes in the economic 
conditions and educational opportunities facing young people during the 
period since its inception makes the need for systematic research on the 
programme even more relevant today. Previous research in Ireland on the 
LCA has focused on school context and the impact of school cultural and 
organisational factors on the LCA (Gleeson et al., 2002). Relatively little is 
known, however, about the characteristics of young people who participate 
in LCA, their learning experiences and post-school pathways into further 
study and/or labour market integration. Moreover, there is a lack of 
information about the profile of the schools offering LCA and the take-up 
of LCA in these schools.  

1.1 
Introduction 

 
This report provides a unique insight into LCA student experiences by 

analysing their entry into, participation in, and progression from the LCA 
programme. It investigates the LCA’s mix of general and vocational 
curriculum, including work experience and other aspects, intended to 
prepare young people for adult and working life. In addition, it analyses the 
practical task-oriented nature of the programme and alternative teaching 
approaches used to establish whether students, who have experienced 
academic and/or social difficulties during the junior cycle, re-engage with 
school and whether the programme plays a role in student retention.  

 
In doing so, the project adopted a mixed methods research approach, 

using nationally representative data sources such as the School Leavers’ 
Surveys and other key longitudinal sources such as the Post-Primary 
Longitudinal Study (PPLS) as well as qualitative interviews with young 
people who had participated in the LCA programme.   

1 



2 ENGAGING YOUNG PEOPLE? 

This chapter outlines the policy context within which the LCA was 
introduced. It begins by providing an overview of the LCA programme and 
the Irish educational system, drawing parallels with programmes that have 
preceded but were somewhat similar to LCA in the past. The chapter then 
considers theoretical arguments relating to curriculum differentiation in the 
sociology of education and the final section discusses the research 
questions addressed in the study. 

 
 The LCA was introduced in 1995 and developed by the National Council 

for Curriculum Assessment (NCCA) and the Department of Education and 
Science (DES). Established as a distinct self-contained programme that 
offers students an ‘alternative’ to the established Leaving Certificate, the 
LCA is a two-year programme, designed to have an innovative modular 
form of course structure which is completely different to that of the 
Established Leaving Certificate (LCE) and the Leaving Certificate 
Vocational Programme (LCVP). A key aim of the LCA is ‘…to meet the needs 
of those students who are not adequately catered for by other Leaving Certificate 
programmes or who choose not to opt for such programmes… (DES/NCCA 2000, p. 
6). Furthermore, its mix of academic and vocational curriculum aims …to 
prepare students for the transition from school to adult and working life, including further 
education… (DES, 1995 p. 54). The inclusion of continuing and further 
education within its remit was a key departure from other vocationally-
orientated programmes provided in the past. DES Circulars have explicitly 
stated that …on successful completion of the Leaving Certificate Applied, students may 
progress to further education through Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) courses… but 
that …in general, direct access to the university sector is not possible… (DES, 2009).  

1.2  
An Overview 
of the 
Leaving 
Certificate 
Applied 
Programme 

 
In senior cycle, the majority of students take the Leaving Certificate 

Established (LCE) which is a two-year programme, incorporating a range 
of distinct subjects. Students normally study 6 or 7 subjects during the 
senior cycle but must take at least 5 Leaving Certificate subjects in their 
examinations. Another option for students is the Leaving Certificate 
Vocational Programme (LCVP) which overlaps with the LCE while also 
providing three compulsory link modules on enterprise education, 
preparation for work and work experience. The LCA differs significantly 
from the other Leaving Certificate programmes in terms of structure, 
design, content, teaching methodologies and assessment (for a detailed 
description of the LCA see Appendix 1). Its primary aim is to develop 
students’ understanding, self-esteem, self-knowledge and sense of 
responsibility. 

 
In recognition of its different character, resource allocation is different 

for the LCA programme than for LCE. In the school year 2008/9, schools 
were allocated 1.5 whole-time teacher equivalents for the first group of 20 
students and 1.25 whole-time teacher equivalents for each group of 20 
students thereafter. Schools providing the LCA also received an annual 
resource grant which was calculated on the basis of €158.72 per LCA pupil 
(DES, 2008). Schools introducing LCA (and/or LCVP) could avail of 
once-off grants for the purchase of equipment for the programme. 
Budgetary changes in November 2008 resulted in the curtailment of 
supports for schools offering the LCA programme. Specific grants for LCA 
were cut and the allocation of teachers reduced to 1.4 whole-time 
equivalents for the first 20 students. In the Renewed Programme for 
Government, cuts in grants for LCA were rescinded but it is unclear 
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whether changes in teacher allocation for LCA will be reversed. At the time 
of writing (November, 2009), it is too soon to gain any sense of the extent 
to which provision and take-up of LCA is changing in response to 
budgetary changes. The broader impact of the current economic situation 
will be discussed in Chapter 9.  

 
For a programme in place for over a decade it is remarkable that so little 

is known of the characteristics of young people who pursue the LCA or the 
types of schools that provide the programme. To date the Post-Primary 
Longitudinal Study has indicated that the main rationale for school 
provision of LCA is the desire to increase (or maintain) student attendance 
and retention within the school, and that the programme is generally 
targeted at students who have experienced difficulties with their 
schoolwork during the junior cycle and/or are perceived as being at risk of 
early school leaving (Smyth et al., 2007). Previous research has identified 
significant gender and socio-economic disparities among those pursuing 
the LCA relative to other programmes at senior cycle (Smyth et al., 2007; 
Byrne 2007; Byrne et al., 2009). A key issue is selection into the LCA. While 
analyses of Irish School Leavers’ Survey data suggests that LCA students 
are more likely to exercise some element of ‘choice’ in deciding on their 
track than LCVP students (Byrne, 2007), research by Smyth et al., (2007) 
concludes that patterns of LCA participation are likely to reflect the way in 
which key personnel at school encourage some students into the LCA 
track. Using a mixed methods approach, Chapters 3 and 4 of this report 
provide a greater understanding of the factors influencing provision of the 
programme in schools and student pathways into the LCA.  

 
In its delivery, the pedagogical basis of the LCA places emphasis on 

active teaching and learning experiences and innovation in terms of the way 
students learn, in what they learn and in how their achievements are 
assessed. Student activities are practical and task based. According to 
Departmental guidelines on LCA, …it is a person-centred course involving a cross-
curricular approach rather than a subject-based structure… the programme is 
characterised by educational experiences of an active, practical and student-centred 
nature… (DES/NCCA, 2000, p. 6). The Department of Education and 
Science view the advantage of the LCA in that …it focuses on the talents of 
individual students and helps them to apply their learning to the reality of their lives 
…(DES/NCCA, 2004, p.6). In Chapters 5 and 6 of this report, we 
consider the perceptions of LCA participants of the learning experiences 
used in the programme, including the emphasis on work experience. 

 
The nature of the LCA is of great interest, particularly when compared 

to similar programmes in other institutional contexts (Byrne, 2007). Some 
countries track students into differing ability tracks or schools as early as 
age 10 years (Austria, Germany and Hungary). By contrast, in other 
systems, including Canada, Japan, Norway, Sweden, England and the US, 
lower secondary education is comprehensive in nature and any tracking or 
curriculum differentiation does not generally occur until upper secondary 
education (Hanushek and Wossman, 2006). Systems also differ in whether 
different tracks are provided within the same school or institution (the 
integrated approach) or whether they take place in different institutions 
(the segregated approach) (Le Métais, 2002). Curriculum differentiation 
generally involves sorting young people into ‘academic’ and ‘vocational’ 
tracks. However, this distinction is far from unambiguous, because of the 
absence of any clear-cut definition of Initial Vocational Education and 
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Training (IVET) in many countries. Thus, some systems, such as Germany 
and the Netherlands, focus on the provision of occupationally specific 
skills within vocational tracks (Müller and Gangl, 2003). In contrast, other 
systems emphasise the development of generic work-related skills and so 
could be characterised as pre-vocational in nature. Thus, in the United 
States, the perspective has been one of a ‘new vocationalism’, with upper 
secondary level combining academic and pre-vocational education (Lewis 
and Cheng, 2006; Grubb et al., 1996; Kantor and Tyack, 1982).  

 
The consequences of tracking for young people’s later lives have been 

found to vary according to the strength of linkages between education and 
the labour market (Iannelli and Raffe 2007). On the one hand, systems 
underpinned by an ‘employment logic’ (such as Germany and the 
Netherlands) involve employers in shaping the nature and content of 
vocational courses and vocational qualifications have a strong market value. 
As a result, outcomes for academic and vocational graduates are ‘different 
but equal’. On the other hand, in systems characterised by ‘education logic’, 
the emphasis is not on the development of occupationally-specific skills 
and the relationship between vocational and secondary education is defined 
more by its lower social status than by a stronger orientation to 
employment (e.g. Scotland) (Iannelli and  Raffe, 2007).  

 
Ireland has followed a number of international and European policy 

trends that have been aimed towards providing flexibility and diversity in 
the options available to young people within second-level education 
(OECD, 2000; 2002). Ireland has been characterised as occupying an 
intermediate position in terms of having an ‘education’ or ‘employment’ 
logic (Iannelli and Raffe, 2007). Similar to the US programmes promoting 
the ‘new vocationalism’, the LCA places emphasis on the acquisition of 
generic skills (problem-solving, teamwork, communication skills) rather 
than specific skills, and on career pathways, with a substantial component 
of the programme structured around preparation for working life through 
vocational preparation and guidance. This brings us to one of the many 
debates around the structure and content of the LCA. While there is a 
vocational element underpinning the LCA, the effectiveness of the 
programme has been questioned because it deals more with the process 
element of work rather than developing specific skills (Tuohy, 2002). This 
raises the issue of whether the programme can provide viable pathways 
from school to work or further education for LCA students. This issue 
forms an important part of our research. The pathways of LCA school 
leavers are compared with those of other school leavers in Chapters 7 and 
8.  

 
To date, commentaries on the LCA in the early days of its introduction 

exist rather than any systematic research studies (for example, see Tuohy 
and Doyle, 1994; Gleeson and Granville, 1995). Concerns about the ‘ring-
fenced’ nature of the programme have been expressed (Gleeson and 
Granville, 1995) both in terms of curricular content but also assessment 
practices. Touhy and Doyle (1994) acknowledge that the programme shows 
“an admirable concern to cater for all students” but also express concern 
that the programme could further rather than reduce inequality. This report 
aims to consider these issues using a mixed methods approach.  
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Earlier in this chapter we noted that the mix of academic and vocational 
curriculum provided by the LCA and its pathways to both labour market 
entry and further education represents a departure from what has 
traditionally been offered in the Irish context. This section provides an 
overview of the curricular content of senior cycle education. Traditionally 
and comparatively, the Irish second-level education system has been 
characterised as a general education system, which deals more with 
academic learning than ‘vocational type’ learning. Despite the current 
provision of a differentiated curriculum at senior cycle providing different 
tracks, it is often overlooked that Ireland once had a bipartite system of 
vocational and academic education in secondary schools. Until the 
establishment of vocational schools, the second-level curriculum tended to 
be academic in focus. The end of the bipartite system came in the 1960s 
with a spate of educational reforms, spurred on by the Investment in 
Education report. These included free second-level education and free 
school transport; Group, Intermediate and Leaving Certificate curricula 
were integrated and non-denominational comprehensive schools were 
introduced. Comprehensive schools were to become co-educational 
schools, open to all classes, genders and levels of ability, offering a wide 
curriculum to attempt to reduce the gap between academic secondary and 
vocational sectors. Importantly, it was at this time, that all three sectors – 
secondary, vocational and community/comprehensive schools – became 
integrated in a common curriculum and examination framework.  

1.3 
A Brief 
History of 
the Irish 
Second-level 
Educational 
System   

 
Furthermore, it is interesting to note that little attention has been paid to 

the fact that educational policy in the Republic of Ireland is in continual 
change, particularly in relation to school-based ‘vocational-type’ education 
(Byrne, 2007). While the LCA was introduced into schools in 1995, it 
effectively shared a similar position in the second-level education structure 
as a spate of educational interventions in the 1970s, particularly the pre-
employment and Vocational Preparation and Training (VPT) programmes. 
These programmes were devised at a time of high youth unemployment, 
and according to Williams and O’Shea (1981), the provision of this type of 
curriculum in schools was the first sign of the school being used to reduce 
the youth unemployment pool by providing students with work experience 
and career foundation. Research undertaken regarding these programmes 
indicates that they were highly structured by school type from the onset. 
Pre-employment courses were offered only in vocational and 
community/comprehensive schools but not in second-level schools 
(Williams and O’Shea, 1981). While VPT programmes were permitted in 
secondary schools, the vast majority (80 per cent) of VPT provision was 
provided in vocational and community schools (Department of Enterprise 
and Employment, 1994). Furthermore, these programmes have generally 
been associated with the most disadvantaged of young people (see Williams 
and O’Shea, 1981). From Figure 1.1 we see that the more recent 
intervention of the LCA with its mix of academic and vocational 
curriculum was introduced at a time of declining youth unemployment, 
with an aim of offering pathways directly into the labour market but also 
into further education.  
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Figure 1.1: Rates of Youth Unemployment 1990-2005 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Smyth (2007). 
 
 The previous section has indicated that the practice of differentiating the 
curriculum has been apparent in the Irish context for quite some time. In 
addition, it has also outlined that the practice of differentiating the 
curriculum at senior cycle has been motivated by labour market conditions, 
particularly in response to large-scale youth unemployment in the 1960s 
and 1970s. Most of the literature on curriculum differentiation derives from 
the United States, and within this literature, the practice of placing students 
according to ability or differentiating the curriculum for different groups of 
students is commonly referred to as ‘tracking’. Practices of ‘tracking’ and 
‘streaming’ are at the heart of theoretical debates regarding education and 
inequality in the sociology of education. Much of the research on tracking 
has focused on how tracks operate and how this affects students and rests 
on two competing theories: that of human capital theory, and theories of 
social reproduction. Human capital theory views educational attainment, 
both academic and vocational, as an investment (Becker, 1975). It also 
views the provision of vocationally related education within second-level 
education as a safety-net which retains less academic young people within the 
educational system and enhances their chances of finding employment as 
skilled workers. According to this view, vocational education equips 
students with skills that can enhance their productivity on the job. 
Therefore, vocationally educated workers are in demand and their chances 
of gaining employment and decent wages are enhanced compared to those 
with lower levels of educational qualifications (see Blossfeld 1992 and an 
extension of this argument in Shavit and Muller 2000). Alternatively, other 
commentators draw on theories of class reproduction to argue that 
providing a differentiated curriculum is a mechanism for the reproduction of 
social inequality across generations. This view suggests that this system ‘sorts’ 
working class people and socialises them into subordinate roles. While this 
may help people out of unemployment, the effects on other labour market 
outcomes (such as job security and status) may be less favourable (Iannelli 
and Raffe, 2007, p. 49). Furthermore, this view holds that working-class 
students are typically placed in lower tracks which, in turn, reduce their 
chances of attending university, and of subsequently entering the 
professions and other high prestige occupations (Gamoran and Mare, 1989; 
Iannelli, 1997; Shavit, 1990).   

1.4 
International 
Empirical and 
Theoretical 
Research on 
Curriculum 
Differentiation  
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From the school perspective, tracking is seen as a way to match teaching 
and learning to the abilities and orientations of different groups of students 
in order to foster educational development for all (Oakes, 2000, p. 2). 
However, it has been argued that the practice of tracking has not, in fact, 
resulted in parity of esteem across different groups (Oakes, 2000, p.2). 
While the previous section has shown that since the 1960s, Irish youths 
have been channelled towards different types of programmes at senior 
cycle, debates about how students are channelled towards these different 
trajectories have largely been absent from Irish studies, with a focus instead 
on the outcomes of programme participation.  

 
The international research suggests that students from different socio-

economic (class and income) backgrounds, ethnic backgrounds and 
students with different academic abilities enrol in different types of 
programmes at upper secondary level. That is, working-class students are 
typically placed in lower tracks, a process which reduces their chances of 
attending third-level education or entering professions and other high 
prestige occupations (Gamoran and Mare, 1989; Shavit, 1990; Iannelli, 
2000; Arum and Shavit, 1995). A number of international studies have 
considered how students are assigned to tracks (see for example Oakes and 
Guiton, 1995; Lucas 1999; Ainsworth and Roscigno, 2005). These studies 
suggest that, in practice, the assignment of students into tracks is not only 
based on academic considerations, such as grades, scores on standardised 
tests, teacher and other school staff recommendations, prior track 
placement and course prerequisites. Non-academic considerations in this 
body of research have included course conflict (timetabling), co-curricular 
and extracurricular schedules, work demands, teacher and curricular 
resources and the transfer of social, economic and political resources. 
Furthermore, track assignment is dependent on the schools that students 
attend because schools vary in the range of factors on which they rely to 
assign students to tracks, and the weight that they attach to each factor.  

 
Sociologists differ in terms of how they see processes of curriculum 

differentiation in the context of the overall educational system. While some 
prefer to focus on the ‘unintended consequences’ of curriculum 
differentiation (see for example, Shavit, 1990, Hallinan, 2007; Shavit and 
Muller, 2000), others see curriculum differentiation as an intended method 
of reproducing social inequality (see for example Bowles and Gintis, 1976; 
Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). The former social stratification theorists 
offer explanations as to why different groups of people pursue different 
types of programmes. First, attending a class alongside highly motivated 
and academically successful students enhances one’s own chances of 
success (Coleman et al., 1966; Hallinan and Williams, 1990). Since ‘lower’ 
tracks are usually attended by academically weaker students, they are 
deprived of the beneficial effect of a more favourable milieu. Second, less 
academic tracks such as the LCA offer a more restricted curriculum and 
their students are less likely to take advanced courses (Gamoran, 1987; 
Oakes, 1985). Third, in such tracks, less time may be devoted to actual 
instruction, and instruction is conducted at a lower level of intellectual 
complexity (Oakes, 1985). Consequently, students in the lower tracks learn 
less than those in the upper tracks and are less likely to succeed in college 
admission tests. Fourth, being placed in a lower track or ability group 
signals to students that they are less worthy, which in turn dampens both 
their expectations of what they can achieve and their aspirations for the 
future (Vanfossen et al., 1987). Thus, placement in such a track at the 
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secondary level in itself reduces students’ chances of going on to college. 
This viewpoint taps into the debate that relates to whether …tracks shape 
students or students self-select into tracks… (Shavit and Muller, 2000). Those 
who argue that tracks shape students posit that tracking is responsible for 
the differences in outcomes between academic-track and vocational-track 
students. Others argue that the gap in outcomes is the inevitable result of 
student self-selection into programmes. This view holds that students who 
select into programmes such as the LCA differ so much in aspirations and 
aptitude to begin with at the start of second-level education that differences 
in outcomes would hold irrespective of their experiences at school. A 
possible limitation of the latter view is that it ignores possible variation in 
the degree of choice allowed to students in track entry. Each of these 
explanations will be considered in relation to their validity regarding the 
LCA, and can be considered in relation to the following research questions.  
 
 Using a mixed methods framework and combining a number of 
quantitative data sources and qualitative interviews with LCA school 
leavers, this study addresses the following research questions: 

1.5  
Research 
Questions  

1. What proportion of second-level schools provide the LCA 
programme? What kinds of schools provide LCA? How 
does take-up of the programme vary across schools? 

 

2. What is the social profile of LCA participants? What ‘types’ 
of student enter LCA based on their previous experiences 
in junior cycle? What kinds of students take LCA, in terms 
of their gender, social background, and prior academic 
ability/performance? What are their reasons for pursuing 
LCA?  

 

3. How many students drop out of LCA before completion 
and what are their characteristics? What are their main 
reasons for dropping out? 

 

4. How do LCA students view their school experiences and 
learning experiences in LCA? What are their perceptions of 
the teaching methods and learning approaches used? How 
are their social relations within the school influenced by 
LCA participation?  

 

5. How do LCA students perceive the work experience 
component of the curriculum? How does work experience 
and career guidance influence career decision making and 
occupational aspirations?  

 

6. Are there viable pathways for LCA students after leaving 
school? Do young people who have taken LCA make a 
smooth transition into paid employment compared with 
other school leavers? What kinds of employment in terms 
of skill level and pay do LCA leavers enter?  

 

7. To what extent do LCA leavers avail of post-school 
education and training opportunities? What factors facilitate 
and/or constrain their take-up of such opportunities? 
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The remainder of the report is outlined as follows. Chapter 2 provides an 
overview of the data and methods used in the study. In doing so, it 
discusses the merits of adopting a mixed methods approach and the 
suitability of utilising this approach for this research study. Chapter 3 
considers the provision and take-up of the LCA in schools as well as issues 
relating to early school leaving. Chapter 4 considers pathways into the 
LCA, outlining the social profile and characteristics of participants and 
previous experiences in junior cycle relative to the other senior cycle groups 
(LCE, LCVP). Chapter 5 then explores the type of learning experienced by 
LCA students, and the extent to which it differs from learning processes 
among other Leaving Certificate students. In doing so, it considers LCA 
students’ perceptions of the content of the programme, the perceived 
standards of schoolwork, teaching methods and social relations with peers 
and teachers. Chapter 6 focuses on the work experience component of the 
LCA, given that work experience represents a substantial component of the 
programme. In doing so, it considers the nature and perceptions of the 
work experience as well as the role of work experience in career decision- 
making and providing contact with employers. Chapters 7 and 8 then 
consider whether the LCA provides viable post-school pathways for LCA 
students. In doing so, the relative position of LCA students is considered 
compared to all other school leavers – that is, those who leave school 
before or upon completion of senior cycle. Specifically, Chapter 7 
considers the economic status of school leavers one year after leaving 
school, the relative chances of being unemployed or inactive since leaving 
school and the occupational and industrial sectors that they enter into. 
Chapter 8 considers progression into further education and training. 
Finally, Chapter 9 provides an overview of the findings and discusses policy 
implications. 

1.6  
Chapter 
Outline  



2. RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a mixed methods approach using a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative techniques, methods and concepts. The basic 
assumption of this methodological approach is that the use of both 
methods provides a better understanding of the research problem and 
questions than either method by itself (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998). The 
use of mixed methods in educational research has been well established 
internationally (Cresswell and Plano Clark, 2007; Johnson and 
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; 2003; Cresswell, 2003; Greene and Caracelli, 1997). 
One of the main benefits of using a mixed methods approach is that it 
provides the opportunity to present more divergent and diverse viewpoints. 
Using quantitative and qualitative data sources means that findings can be 
verified and strengthened. In addition, however, new ideas may emerge 
from one or other method producing new theories or results (Tashakkori 
and Teddlie, 2003). This study adopted an ‘explanatory mixed methods 
design’ which means that the quantitative data was collected in distinct 
phases followed by qualitative interviews. This allowed for greater insight 
into students experiences which often helped to explain in more detail the 
initial quantitative research results. Divergent findings between the 
quantitative and qualitative phases of the research often allowed for a 
valuable re-examination of assumptions (Erzberger and Prein, 1997). In 
some ways, this process of validation and contradiction between data 
sources provided more convincing and robust explanations of results.  

2.1  
Mixed 
Methods 
Research 

 
This study draws on the strengths and minimises the weaknesses of 

quantitative and qualitative research strategies to provide greater insight 
into the views of LCA students. National level data was used to document 
experiences of students before they entered LCA, their learning experiences 
during the programme and their educational, occupational and personal 
outcomes when they left. To gain a detailed understanding of LCA 
students, it was also necessary to document individual experiences, 
opinions and reflections of LCA school leavers and gain an understanding 
of how the programme has impacted on students’ lives subsequently.  

 
Three main data sources were used in the study: 
 

– School Leavers’ Survey, 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2007 for 
national data on the post-school outcomes of all school 
leavers; 

– Post-Primary Longitudinal Study data based on 12 case 
study schools and 900 students to examine characteristics of 
LCA students and their learning experiences in LCA; 
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– 29 in-depth interviews with LCA school leavers to provide a 
detailed understanding of student experiences prior to, 
during and after they leave LCA. 

 
 The School Leavers’ Surveys have been undertaken at the ESRI since 
1980. They form a valuable data source on the experiences of young people 
both in school and in their initial post-school pathways. Each survey is 
based on a nationally representative sample of all young people who have 
left the official second-level education system during the course of an 
academic year. In so doing the surveys include both those who have 
completed their second-level education and those who left school early. 
The surveys capture school leavers 18 months to 2 years after their 
departure from school and ask a diverse range of questions on their school 
experiences, subjects and programmes taken, their social background 
characteristics and their post-school labour market and educational 
experiences. This report includes analysis of the four most recent surveys 
of 2000/01, 2002/03, 2003/04 and 2004/05 school leavers, giving a total 
sample size of 9,700 school leavers, 417 of whom left having completed the 
LCA programme. The analysis is particularly focused on the reasons for the 
enrolment of young people on the LCA programme; the views of different 
school leaver groups on their schooling and their teachers and their 
engagement in truancy; the extent to which LCA and other leaver groups 
progress to post-school education and training (such as PLC courses and 
state sponsored training programmes); and the smoothness of their labour 
market integration and the nature and quality of employment secured. 
Much of the analysis compares the experiences of young people who 
completed the LCA programme with those who left prior to completion of 
senior cycle and young people who performed at various levels in the LCE 
and LCVP programmes. 

2.2  
School 
Leavers’ 
Surveys 

 
 The PPLS draws on data gathered from a theoretical sample of twelve 
case-study schools, identified on the basis of a postal survey of all second-
level principals conducted at the beginning of the study. These schools 
were selected to capture varying approaches to ability grouping, subject 
choice and student integration, and encompass a range of sectors, sizes, 
locations and student characteristics. The study has followed a cohort of 
approximately 900 students from their entry to first year to their 
completion of second-level education (see Byrne and Smyth forthcoming, 
Smyth et al., 2007, Smyth et al., 2006 and Smyth et al., 2004). Students 
completed a written questionnaire each year (twice in first year) covering 
their attitudes to school, their choice of programmes and subjects, and their 
aspirations for the future. In addition, in-depth interviews were carried out 
with groups of the students, and with key personnel in the school, 
including principals and guidance counsellors. This is the first such 
longitudinal study in the Irish context and it allows us to identify the 
characteristics of young people who go on to take the different Leaving 
Certificate programmes. Analyses presented in this study relate to the 
questionnaires completed by fifth and sixth year students in the case-study 
schools. The number of the cohort taking LCA is relatively small 
(information was available on 51 junior cycle students who entered LCA 
but data on school experiences within LCA relate to 38 individuals) so the 
results should be interpreted with some caution. However, these are the 
only available data on young people’s experiences of the different Leaving 

2.3  
Post-Primary 
Longitudinal 
Study (PPLS) 
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Certificate programmes as they move through senior cycle and can usefully 
supplement the information obtained from other sources.  
 
 The Moving Up Survey was conducted in order to provide context for 
the Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (see below). It involved a postal 
survey of all second-level school principals which was carried out in early 
2002. The questionnaire to principals focused on issues relating to the 
transition from primary to second-level schooling. However, it also 
collected considerable detail on subject and programme provision, ability 
grouping and the nature of student intake to each school. There was a high 
response rate (78 per cent) to the survey, with a total number of 567 
principals participating in the survey. These survey data allow us to relate 
whether a school provides the LCA programme or not to a range of school 
characteristics, including the prevalence of literacy and numeracy 
difficulties among its student intake. 

2.4  
Moving Up 
Survey of 
Second-level 
Principals 

 
 As this part of the study seeks to elicit opinions and feelings about young 
peoples’ experiences in LCA and their post-school pathways, in-depth face-
to-face interviews were conducted. The interview strategy used is what 
Patton (1990) describes as the “interview guide approach” which means 
each interviewee was asked the same basic questions with variations in the 
wording and the sequence in which the questions were tackled. It was felt 
that semi-structured face-to-face interviews would …allow for a more thorough 
examination of experiences, feelings and opinions that closed questions could never hope 
to capture… (Kitchen and Tate, 1999, p. 213). They also allowed the 
possibility of modifying the line of enquiry, to follow up on interesting 
responses and investigate underlying motives (Robson, 1993, p. 229). By 
examining educational issues through individual lenses, these interviews 
offer diverse perspectives on students’ school experiences and provide a 
holistic understanding of the interviewee’s point of view. 

2.5  
Life History 
Interviews  

 
The framework of the interview schedule was within the life/oral 

history context. Instead of addressing respondents’ opinion in present 
tense, the interviews sought reflection and to some extent analysis by the 
respondent about past events. As Thompson (1998) highlights, using a 
life/oral history framework covers the underpinnings of the ‘decisions 
which individuals make’ (Thompson, 1998, p. 298). Using this framework 
enabled this study to investigate the reflections and opinions of young 
people about their experiences prior to LCA, during LCA and their post-
school outcomes since they left the programme.  

 
The interviews followed a semi-structured format, with a list of themes 

and key questions serving to guide the interviews. However, given the wide 
range of factors and processes influencing young peoples’ experience of 
LCA, the interviews were sufficiently fluid to allow for a full exploration of 
the experiences of individual participants. Topics discussed included 
experiences of school at junior cycle, the pathways and choice process into 
LCA, learning experiences in LCA in addition to respondents’ occupational 
or educational outcomes when they left school. The interview questions 
began with areas which it was felt participants would be familiar and 
comfortable to talk about. These ‘warm up’ questions were designed to 
elicit information of a factual and descriptive nature concerning their own 
biographies. Following this introduction, the interviews focused on: 
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This report presents the first systematic study of student experiences of 
LCA, exploring their entry into the programme, their experiences of the 
programme, and the outcomes for LCA graduates. The authors 
acknowledge that this study does not attempt to represent the perspectives 
of school principals, teachers, guidance counsellors, parents or employers. 
Further research examining teacher views of the programme and its 
recognition by the broader society (especially employers and parents) would 
yield additional insights for policy development (see Chapter 9).  

2.6 
Limitations 
of the Study  

Table 2.1: Summary of Interviewee Characteristics 
     

Name Completed 
LCA 

School Sector Location Status at the Time 
of Interview, 2008 

Alice  Yes Girls Secondary Midlands Home Duties 
Andrew Yes Coed Comm/Comp DEIS Dublin  Apprenticeship 
Anne Yes Coed Secondary  West Employed 
Aoibhin Yes Girls’ Secondary North Unemployed 
Barbara Yes Coed Comm/Comp DEIS Mideast Employed 
David Yes Coed Vocational DEIS West Employed 
Deirdre Yes Coed Vocational  Mideast Unemployed 
Derek Yes Boys’ Vocational DEIS  West Employed 
Donal No Coed Comm/Comp West Apprenticeship 
Garry No Coed Comm/Comp Southwest Employed 
Graham Yes Coed Comm/Comp Southwest Apprenticeship 
Jack No Boys’ Secondary Southeast Apprenticeship 
Jackie Yes Coed Vocational DEIS North Home Duties 
Johnny Yes Coed Vocational Midlands Employed 
Justin Yes Coed Secondary DEIS West Employed 
Linda Yes Coed Secondary Midlands Student 
Fiona  Yes Girls’ Secondary West Employed 
Mary Yes Girls’ Secondary Southwest Home Duties 
Maura Yes Coed Special School  Southwest Employed 
Maurice Yes Coed Comm/Comp DEIS Dublin  Student 
Niamh Yes Girls’ Secondary Dublin  Employed 
Rebecca No Coed Comm/Comp DEIS Dublin  Home Duties 
Ronan Yes Coed Secondary Mideast Apprenticeship 
Roy  No Coed Comm/Comp DEIS Mideast Unemployed 
Sandra Yes Coed Vocational  Midlands Home Duties 
Sarah Yes Girls’ Secondary  Southwest Employed 
Siobhan Yes Coed Secondary West Employed 
Tim Yes Coed Comm/Comp Midlands Unemployed 
Zoe No Coed Comm/Comp DEIS Dublin  Unemployed 
     

 
Data for this study was largely collected during a period of economic 

boom in the Irish economy. We acknowledge these conditions impacted on 
LCA participation, work experience, access to post-school education (such 
as apprenticeships), and employer engagement with the programme. The 
possible implications of changing economic conditions for the programme 
are discussed further in Chapter 9.  



3. THE PROVISION AND 
TAKE-UP OF THE 
LEAVING CERTIFICATE 
APPLIED PROGRAMME 

Chapter 1 described the rationale for the introduction of the LCA 
programme and the increased differentiation now evident within the senior 
cycle. This chapter examines the extent to which access to the programme 
varies across different kinds of schools and looks at the proportion of the 
student cohort that takes part in LCA. The final section of the chapter 
addresses the issue of drop-out from the LCA programme.  

3.1 
Introduction 

 
 This section examines the proportion and characteristics of schools 
which provide the LCA programme as well as trends over time in the 
numbers of young people taking part in LCA. Figure 3.1 shows the 
proportion of second-level schools which provide the LCA programme. 
Provision levels have grown significantly over recent years, from 15 per 
cent of schools in 1997 to 42 per cent in 2007.  

3.2 
Overall 
Trends in 
Provision 
and Take-up 

Figure 3.1: Proportion of Second-level Schools Providing LCA, 1997-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; DES Education Statistics database. 
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There is no ‘trade-off’ between a school’s providing LCA and it 
providing the other Leaving Certificate programmes. LCA is most 
commonly available in schools which provide all three programmes, with 
almost two-thirds of schools which provide LCA also offering Leaving 
Certificate Established (LCE) and the Leaving Certificate Vocational 
Programme (LCVP) (Figure 3.2). Few schools provide the LCA only, with 
the exception of some Special Schools which provide it for students 
wishing to take a state examination.  

Figure 3.2: Patterns of Programme Provision Across Second-level 
Schools Where LCA is Offered (2006) 
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Source: DES student database, 2006. 
 

Schools can apply or ‘seek approval’ from the Department of Education 
and Science (DES) to offer the LCA and this decision is made at school 
level. Schools designated as serving disadvantaged communities under the 
DEIS Action Plan for Social Inclusion are particularly encouraged to apply 
for LCA by the DES (DES, 2009).  

 
Whether a school provides LCA varies by school sector. Levels of 

provision are highest in the community/comprehensive sector, where the 
majority (almost three-quarters) of schools provide the programme. In 
contrast, LCA is provided by under a third of voluntary secondary schools. 
The proportion of schools providing the programme has increased over 
time in all school sectors (Figure 3.3).  
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Figure 3.3: LCA Provision by School Sector, 1997-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; DES Education Statistics database. 
 

It is also useful to look at the proportion of students who take LCA. 
This can be assessed by looking at the numbers taking the first year of the 
LCA programme, the numbers taking the second year of the programme or 
the number of examination candidates. Figure 3.4 shows the proportion of 
students in the first year of the senior cycle taking different Leaving 
Certificate programmes. While the majority (six in ten) of students continue 
to take the established Leaving Certificate programme, participation in the 
LCA programme has increased from 4 per cent to 8 per cent over time.  

Figure 3.4: Participation in Year One of the Leaving Certificate, 1997-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; DES Education Statistics database. 
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Trends in participation in the second year of senior cycle are similar 
(Figure 3.5), although LCA participants make up a smaller proportion of 
second year than first year students (6.3 per cent compared with 7.8 per 
cent in 2007). The reason for the discrepancy between the two sets of data 
relates to differential attrition from the three Leaving Certificate 
programmes; this issue is discussed further in Section 3.4 below. 

Figure 3.5: Participation in Year Two of the Leaving Certificate, 1997-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; DES Education Statistics database. 
 

Among those who sat any form of Leaving Certificate exam, LCA 
candidates make up around 7 per cent of the cohort (Figure 3.6).2 
Although there has been an increase in this proportion over time, the figure 
has remained relatively stable over the period since 2003.  

Figure 3.6: Proportion Taking LCA Among LC Examination Canditates, 
1997-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; SEC Annual Reports, various years. 

 
2 In June 2008, 3,445 candidates completed the final LCA examinations.  
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Figure 3.7 shows that LCA students are distributed differently across 
school sectors than those taking other Leaving Certificate programmes. 
The largest single group (four in ten) of those taking LCA attend vocational 
schools. A third of LCA students attend secondary schools while a quarter 
attend community/comprehensive schools. In contrast, students taking 
LCE are disproportionately concentrated in the secondary sector, with over 
two-thirds of LCE students attending voluntary secondary schools.  

Figure 3.7: Distribution of Students by Programme and School Sector, 
1997 and 2006 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years. 
 

Figure 3.8 shows the gender composition of those taking the different 
Leaving Certificate programmes. Males make up more than half of LCA 
participants, except for a brief spell in 2001-2. Males make up around half 
of those taking LCE and under half of those taking LCVP. More detailed 
information on the background characteristics of LCA participants is 
provided in Chapter 4.  

Figure 3.8: Male Representation Among Programme Participants, 
1997-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; DES Education Statistics database. 
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The largest single group of those taking LCA receive a merit-level 
award, a pattern evident in both 1997 and 2007 (Figure 3.9). Female 
students are more likely to receive distinctions and less likely to receive 
passes than their male counterparts. Between 1997 and 2007, there has 
been a decline in the proportion of LCA candidates who receive 
distinctions.  

Figure 3.9: LCA Awards, 1997 and 2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; SEC Annual Reports, various years. 
 
 The analysis shown above indicates variation in the provision of the LCA 
programme across school sectors. However, variation by sector may reflect 
differences in school size or composition so it is worth exploring whether 
other school characteristics influence provision. Two data sources can be 
used for this purpose: the Moving Up national survey of second-level 
principals from 2002, and the Department of Education and Science 
student database for 2006.  

3.3 
Which 
Schools 
Provide the 
LCA 
Programme?  

Table 3.1 shows the results of a set of logistic regression models of the 
factors predicting provision of the LCA programme in 2002 and 2006. 
Somewhat different variables are available in the two datasets but together 
they give us insights into the kinds of schools which offer the programme. 
Provision of LCA does not vary significantly by region so this factor is not 
included in the models shown. In both 2002 and 2006, larger schools were 
found to be more likely to provide the programme than smaller schools. 
This pattern reflects the constraints on smaller schools in allowing students 
to pursue diverse pathways at senior cycle. The variation by school sector 
indicated in Figure 3.3 above is not as pronounced when school size and 
disadvantaged status are taken into account. However, community/ 
comprehensive schools are somewhat more likely than other school types 
to provide the programme, while boys’ secondary schools are less likely to 
do so.  
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students with greater learning difficulties. It also appears to reflect logistical 
constraints with smaller schools much less likely to provide the 
programme.  

 
 Among schools providing LCA, the proportion of students taking the 

programme varies significantly, with the average being 23 per cent of the 
senior cycle cohort.4 Schools were divided into ‘low’ (<13 per cent), 
‘medium’ (13-26 per cent) and ‘high’ (>26 per cent) take-up categories. 
Take-up varied significantly by school sector: over half (59 per cent) of 
vocational schools which provide LCA are in the high take-up category 
compared with around a fifth of boys’ secondary and coeducational 
secondary schools (Figure 3.10).  

3.4  
Are There 
Differences 
Across 
Schools in 
the Take-up 
of LCA? 

Figure 3.10: LCA Take-up by School-type 
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Source: DES student database, 2006.  
 
Analyses above indicated that smaller schools are less likely to provide 

LCA. Where they do provide the programme, they teznd to have higher 
take-up rates (Figure 3.11); two-thirds of schools with fewer than 200 
students fall into this category compared with 6 per cent of large (>600) 
schools. This reflects the greater capacity of larger schools to provide 
programmes tailored to a small proportion of the cohort.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 Take-up rates are based on the proportion of those who had taken the LCA programme 
as a proportion of all young people leaving a senior cycle programme in each school in 
2006.  
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Figure 3.11: LCA Take-up by School Size 
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Source: DES student database, 2006.  
 

Disadvantaged schools are more likely to provide LCA and tend to have 
higher take-up rates when they do so (Figure 3.12). In contrast, non-
disadvantaged schools providing LCA tend to fall into the low take-up 
group.  

Figure 3.12: LCA Take-up by Disadvantaged Status 
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Source: DES student database, 2006.  
 
Although the provision of LCA does not vary by region, take-up rates are 

found to differ, with the highest take-up in Dublin schools and the lowest 
take-up in the West and Midlands (Figure 3.13).  
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streaming at junior cycle in this sector (Smyth et al., 2004); being in a lower 
stream class may then channel students into LCA, an issue which is 
discussed further in Chapter 4. Larger schools, that is, those with over 400 
students, tend to have lower take-up rates than smaller schools due mainly 
to LCA students making up a smaller proportion in larger schools. 
Furthermore, disadvantaged schools are 8 times more likely to have high 
take-up than non-disadvantaged schools, all else being equal. The main 
regional effect evident is the sharp divide between Dublin and other 
regions; Dublin schools have significantly higher take-up of LCA than 
comparable schools in other regions.5  
 
 The introduction of the LCA programme was motivated by the desire to 
retain ‘at risk’ young people within the full-time educational system (see 
Chapter 1). This section explores the extent to which young people leave 
the LCA programme before completion. No published data are available 
on the extent of drop-out from the LCA (or any other LC) programme. 
However, the extent of early leaving can be inferred from other data 
sources.  

3.5  
Drop-out 
From the 
LCA 
Programme 

 
First, an estimate of attrition within senior cycle can be derived by 

comparing the numbers of participants in year one of a programme with 
the number of participants in the programme in the following year. It is 
evident that attrition varies by programme type; in 2007, attrition rates were 
25 per cent for LCA participants, 12 per cent for LCVP participants and 6 
per cent for LCE participants (Figure 3.14). Furthermore, there has been a 
marked reduction in LCA attrition rates until 2004, since then, a slight 
increase has taken place. 

Figure 3.14: Attrition Within Senior Cycle by Programme Type, 1998-2007 
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Source: DES Statistical Reports, various years; DES Education Statistics database. 
 
Other estimates can be derived by comparing the number of entrants to 

the first year of the LCA programme (based on DES Statistical Reports) 
and the number of LCA examination candidates two years later (based on 
 
5 Explanations of regional disparities in the take-up of LCA, particularly the divide between 
take-up in Dublin and other regions is something that merits greater investigation in future 
research.  
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State Examinations Commission (SEC) data). This gives us non-
completion rates of 37 per cent for LCA and 12 per cent for LCE/LCVP 
for those who entered senior cycle in 2005/6. 

Table 3.3: Estimates of Non-completion by LC Programme 
   

Year 1 of LC Programme: LCA  LCE/LCVP 
2004/5  33.7  13.2  
2005/6 37.1 11.7 
   

Source: Department of Education and Science Statistical Report; State Examinations 
Commission examination data. 

 
It should be noted that these patterns cannot be interpreted as saying 

that LCA contributes to early school leaving. In fact, the contrary may be 
the case. The factors which influence participation in LCA are likely to be 
the factors which also influence the likelihood of early school leaving. 
Thus, analyses in Chapter 4 indicate that LCA students are indeed 
disproportionately drawn from those groups of young people at risk of 
early leaving – having experienced more difficulty with schoolwork during 
junior cycle and holding more negative attitudes to school before entering 
LCA. The difficulty is in establishing whether students are less likely to 
drop out of school having taken part in the LCA programme since we 
cannot compare ‘like with like’ in comparing LCA and LCE outcomes. 
However, data from the School Leavers’ Survey yield some insight into the 
attitudes among early leavers and the reasons they give for leaving school at 
this stage. 

 
Figure 3.15 compares attitudes to school among young people who 

completed LCA and those who left before completion. Early leavers had 
more negative attitudes to their teachers: they were more likely to report 
that their teachers did not care about them and less likely to report that 
their teachers helped them and listened to their views. In addition, they 
were somewhat less likely to see discipline within school as fair. Peer 
effects were also evident: early leavers were more likely to experience a 
context where the class was disorderly and where their friends did not take 
schoolwork seriously. They were also less likely themselves to consider 
schoolwork worth doing. 

Figure 3.15: Attitudes to School Among LCA Completers and Non-
Completers 
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In the School Leavers’ Surveys, young people were asked why they left 
school before completion. Data are available from two surveys but the 
questions differed in their format. In 2004, the main reason given for 
leaving among LCA leavers were school-related factors (44 per cent) 
compared with a third who cited economic or work factors. LCE/LCVP 
leavers were more evenly split between school and work factors (28 per 
cent and 29 per cent respectively). A more detailed breakdown of reasons 
was provided in the 2006 survey but once again school-related factors were 
to the fore. LCA leavers were more likely than LCE/LCVP leavers to 
attribute their leaving to finding schoolwork boring (45 per cent v. 20 per 
cent), finding schoolwork difficult (22 per cent v. 5 per cent), and not 
getting on with their teachers (19 per cent v. 15 per cent). As in 2004, they 
were less likely than LCE/LCVP leavers to cite wanting to get a job as the 
reason for leaving (34 per cent v. 49 per cent).  

 
Five of the young people who took part in the qualitative interviews had 

left school before completing LCA. These respondents had generally 
intended leaving school after their Junior Certificate but were persuaded to 
stay by parents and/or teachers. Most of this group had part-time jobs and 
had missed school days during their time in LCA. These young people were 
generally motivated to leave by the attractions of paid employment rather 
than a negative perception of the LCA programme: 

 
I didn’t leave because of the fact that LCA was pissing me off or anything like 
that, was bringing me down. … The reason I left was because I got a job in a 
timber factory and that was the main reason I went into LCA because I knew I 
was going to do a trade. (Jack, 23, dropped out of LCA, employed) 
 
Peer influences were also evident for young people who compared their 

economic situation to their friends who were in paid employment: 
 
I started hanging around with a few older fellas like … they were all working 
and they were on big money and I was just, you know, starting to go out to the 
pub and that. And I didn’t have that much money myself and you know, to go 
out, so I was thinking about leaving and getting an apprenticeship or whatever. 
(Garry, 22, dropped out of LCA, employed) 

 
In contrast to the experiences of these young people, a number of 

respondents reported that they had considered leaving school after junior 
cycle but stayed because of the LCA programme (see Chapter 5 for a more 
detailed discussion). Thus, a number of young people who had completed 
LCA attributed their staying on in school to the nature of the programme. 
Graham, for example, reported that: 

 
It was the only reason I stayed in school for two years. (Graham, 22, 
completed LCA, apprentice) 

 
Similarly, one respondent reported that their prospects would have been 

bleak in the absence of the LCA programme: 
 
I probably would have left school and probably would have went down an awful 
dark road. … I probably would have been into drugs, more than anybody I’d say 
because a lot of them were falling into that hole. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, 
home duties) 
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In sum, around a third of young people taking LCA do not complete 
the programme. Like other early leavers, they are motivated by a mixture of 
the positive attractions of paid employment and their negative experiences 
of school. Analyses in a later chapter indicate that young people are 
generally very positive about their learning experiences and interaction with 
teachers during LCA. A number of respondents thought that LCA had 
facilitated their staying on in school. However, some young people had 
already formed a view about leaving school before making the transition to 
senior cycle. It may be more difficult for the programme to re-engage this 
group, especially in the (then) context of available employment.  

 
 The proportion of schools providing the LCA programme has increased 

since its inception. However, whether a student has access to LCA depends 
on the school they attend since the programme is more commonly 
provided in larger schools catering to more disadvantaged populations. 
Provision patterns, therefore, reflect the perceived suitability of the 
programme to the student cohort as well as logistical constraints for smaller 
schools.  

3.6 
Conclusions 

 
Overall around 7 per cent of the Leaving Certificate cohort take the 

LCA programme. Take-up of the programme varies significantly across the 
schools providing LCA. Take-up rates tend to be higher in vocational 
schools, smaller schools, schools serving disadvantaged populations and 
Dublin schools. The profile of those students taking LCA is discussed in 
the following chapter.  

 
The LCA programme is targeted at young people who are at risk of 

educational underachievement and early school leaving. It is difficult to 
ascertain the extent of drop-out from LCA and even more difficult to 
assess whether more young people would leave school early in the absence 
of the programme. Many of the young people interviewed for this study 
indicated they would most likely have left school before completion if they 
had taken the established Leaving Certificate programme. However, it is 
clear that a significant number of young people do not complete the LCA 
programme and that they, like other early leavers, are motivated by a 
combination of a rejection of their school experiences and the attractions 
of paid employment. 



4. PATHWAYS INTO LCA 

 This chapter examines what type of student takes the LCA programme 
and investigates pathways into LCA by junior cycle students. Using data 
from the School Leavers’ Survey (2002-06), the longitudinal study of 
second-level students and qualitative interviews, this chapter first examines 
the social profile of LCA entrants in terms of demographic characteristics, 
social class and occupational and educational attainment levels at home. 
The multiple data sources have enabled us to devise five student typologies 
based on the main characteristics or motivations of LCA entrants which 
include students who: struggled with schoolwork in junior cycle, 
experienced behavioural problems, wished to enter the labour market, felt 
misdirected into taking LCA and finally those with special needs or learning 
difficulties in school. In the fourth section, we examine the reasons for 
entry into the LCA programme by focusing on the attractions of LCA for 
potential students and the main influences in student decision making. This 
section examines whether students base their decision to enter LCA on 
their own perceptions of ability or whether they are influenced by their 
teachers, schools or peer group.  

4.1 
Introduction 

 
 One of the objectives of the LCA programme was to provide for the 
needs of those students who were otherwise at risk of early school leaving 
or underachievement (see Chapter 1). In order to assess the extent to 
which the programme successfully targets this group of students, this 
section examines the profile of LCA participants in terms of their 
demographic characteristics, social class and the educational and 
occupational attainment levels within their family.  

4.2  
Social Profile 
of LCA 
Entrants 

 
The longitudinal study of second-level students allows us to explore 

whether young people entering the LCA programme differ from those 
entering LCE or LCVP in any respect. Male students in the case-study 
schools are much more likely to take LCA than their female counterparts (8 
per cent compared with 4 per cent), in keeping with the national pattern 
(see Chapter 2). Furthermore, LCA participants tend to be somewhat older 
(by 2 to 3 months) than those taking other Leaving Certificate 
programmes. Students from the Traveller community are more likely to 
take LCA than other students (24 per cent doing so compared with 6 per 
cent of the settled population). Ethnic minority students are somewhat less 
likely to take LCA than other students, but this pattern should be 
interpreted with caution due to the relatively small numbers of students 
involved.  

 
International research has highlighted the influence of family 

background on students’ educational chances (Gamoran and Mare, 1989; 
Shavit, 1990). Parents with higher educational qualifications are found to be 

29 
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more likely to enrol their offspring in a general track, which leads more 
naturally to university (Brunello and Checchi, 2007). On the other hand, 
working class families may enrol an equally talented child in a more 
vocational curriculum (Brunello and Checchi, 2007, p. 784; Mare, 1981). 
Marked differences are evident in the social profile of LCA participants; 
almost 20 per cent of those from non-employed or semi/unskilled manual 
households take LCA compared with fewer than 2 per cent of professional 
or farming groups (Figure 4.1).  

Figure 4.1: LCA Take-up by Social Class  
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 

 
In this study, the working-class social profile of the qualitative sample 

compares with the findings of the longitudinal study. Two-thirds of those 
interviewed came from unskilled or skilled manual households with the 
majority of parents working in trades and farming. Just one respondent 
came from a lower professional background and was advised to take LCA 
due to his autism (see Section 4.3.5). In addition to their parents’ 
occupations, respondents spoke of their siblings’ post-school pathways 
which were also predominantly unskilled and skilled manual jobs. Sarah’s 
brothers and sisters did not have the option of LCA so completed the LCE 
and subsequently got jobs in construction: 

 
They finished, they did their Leaving Cert but they never, you know, they didn’t 
go into college or anything like that, they went into like, you know, labouring, all 
building, all that. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 

 
Siobhan’s brother and sisters work in construction, hairdressing and 

childcare: 
 
My older sister finished, she did the Leaving and my other sister didn’t and the 
one that did the Leaving…Well she’s her own hair dressers now 
And then the other sister who left? 
She’s in childcare. 
And your brother? 
He didn’t finish it either and he’s in the buildings as well. (Siobhan, 25, 
completed LCA, employed) 
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Some respondents were reflective about their social class and how this 
may have impacted on their educational and occupational aspirations. 
When asked what type of area he grew up in, Jack described how his 
upbringing and aspirations to enter the construction sector contrasted with 
his friends at school:  

 
A lot of factory workers in the area and stuff like that, whereas I went to school 
with young fellas whose mother and fathers owned the factory so it was different 
kettle of fish and I suppose…they were probably well schooled along the line of 
what they were going to be doing in ten years, whereas I was schooling myself and 
telling meself what I was going to do, you know, so, the construction area, there is 
obviously money to be made but not on the scale that you could in more educated 
roles such as lawyers and all this kind of thing, you know what I mean? (Jack, 
23, dropped out of LCA, employed) 
 
In terms of educational attainment at home, many respondents’ parents 

and siblings had not completed second-level education or gone on to 
further education. Andrew’s parents left school when they were young: 

 
I don’t think they even have a second-level education, I think me dad left school 
when he was twelve or something, thirteen. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, 
apprentice) 

 
Some of the respondents’ older brothers and sisters had dropped out of 

school after the Junior Certificate and started working in trades. Sarah 
thought it was easier for her brother to get a job after the Junior Certificate: 

 
Why did your brother leave school? 
I suppose he got a job as a carpenter and he just started doing his trade then. 
Was he glad he left? 
Yeah, he was actually, yeah. I suppose the Junior Cert’s enough for lads, isn’t it? 
Walk into jobs easy. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Interestingly, a number of those interviewed were the youngest or the 

second youngest in their family where there seemed to have been a shift in 
educational aspirations between the eldest and the youngest child. Jackie 
and her younger sister had always planned to do the LCE and go to college 
despite the fact that none of their older brothers and sisters had finished 
second-level school:  

 
I'm the second youngest, I have a little sister after me that’s it. So none of my 
older brothers or sisters they didn’t do their Leaving. They left after 3rd year, my 
brothers went out working and my sisters were like you know… 
So you were more dedicated? 
I was yeah, yeah me and my little sister were like really wanted to get into college 
and get you know you can get a good job. (Jackie, 22, completed LCA, 
home duties) 
 
All of Andrew’s three brothers dropped out of school so he was the first 

boy in the family to complete second-level education. At the time of 
interview he was completing his apprenticeship: 
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4.3.1 STUDENTS WHO STRUGGLE WITH SCHOOLWORK IN 
JUNIOR CYCLE 

As might be expected, data from the longitudinal survey shows differences 
between LCA and non-LCA in junior cycle and in particular, that the take-
up of LCA is strongly related to Reading and Mathematics ability on entry 
to first year (Figure 4.2). Almost a fifth of those from the lowest reading 
quintile go on to take LCA compared with 8 per cent of those from the 
second lowest quintile and less than 1 per cent from the three highest 
quintiles. 

Figure 4.2: LCA Take-up by Reading and Maths Ability on Intake 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 

The qualitative interviews also highlight student difficulties with English 
and Mathematics in junior cycle. Half of those interviewed described being 
weak at these subjects. Justin specified the core subjects as the areas which 
caused him most difficulty:  

 
Mostly Irish and English and that, and Maths, that’s what I found hard. 
(Justin, 22, completed LCA, employed) 

 
Andrew also experienced difficulties with Maths and Irish: 
 
Yeah my Maths was very, wouldn’t be the greatest and just stuff like that, Maths 
and Irish basically, I found it very difficult. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, 
apprentice) 
 
LCA take-up is also related to the streaming of classes in junior cycle. 

Within streamed schools this means that students of similar assessed ability 
are grouped into classes ranked ‘higher’ to ‘lower’. The longitudinal study 
shows that over four in ten of those in lower stream classes go on to take 
LCA compared with a tenth of those in middle stream groups and very 
small proportions of those in mixed ability or higher stream classes (Figure 
4.3). In mixed ability schools, however, LCA entry is not associated with 
students who struggle to keep up with the pace of instruction. However, 
since streaming is thought to lead to lower student, and often teacher 
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expectations, students from lower streams in junior cycle are more likely to 
enter LCA (Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database).  

Figure 4.3: LCA Take-up by Ability Group 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 
The qualitative interviews highlight the role of the school in selecting 

students specifically from lower streamed classes into LCA. The majority of 
those interviewed had attended schools with streamed classes from first or 
second year and thought the school did not approach middle and higher 
streamed groups regarding LCA entry. Some respondents believed their 
schools simply approached lower streamed classes with the option of LCA. 
Linda’s school had streamed classes throughout junior cycle and out of five 
classes she was placed in the middle class. She explained how the career 
guidance counsellor had not visited the two highest streamed classes to talk 
about LCA: 

 
I was [class] three anyway, our group was three you know, there’d be like, one to 
five, five would be like highest level… I’d say four and five because I knew a 
couple of girls that were in four and five and they said no, like, the career guidance 
teacher wasn’t in with us, he could have went in from three to one, you know what 
I mean like, to see if we’d do the course like. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, 
student) 
 
Sandra also thought that only lower streamed classes were targeted even 

though she felt students in other classes wished to take LCA: 
 
Well the way we took it, and even now when I still think, you think were we in 
the lowest class that’s why we were brought into it like, you know, say people that 
were in the A classes, why weren’t they brought into it like, like when a few of 
them did want to do it like, you know. (Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home 
duties) 
 
The role of teachers, guidance counsellors and principals in 

respondents’ decision to take LCA is examined further in Section 4.4.  
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Somewhat surprisingly, the longitudinal data found that overall 
academic self-image of the students, that is, their perceived capacity to cope 
with schoolwork over the course of the junior cycle, is not significantly 
related to LCA take-up. In third year, students who went on to take LCA 
were just as likely as other students to agree that they were ‘doing well at 
this school’ or that ‘the schoolwork is quite easy in this school’. However, 
when LCA entrants were asked to compare themselves with other students 
in the school, they were much less likely to report that they were doing as 
well in their schoolwork (65 per cent compared with 86 per cent). 
Furthermore, they were much more likely than other students to report 
that they had trouble keeping up with their schoolwork (41 per cent 
compared with 25 per cent). LCA entrants were also more likely to report 
that they had been ‘below average’ in schoolwork compared to other 
students in their year group (28 per cent compared with 11 per cent).  

 
Perceptions of being ‘below average’ emerged in the qualitative 

interviews where respondents were reflective about their academic ability in 
junior cycle. Many felt they could not cope with their schoolwork in 
general. Deirdre felt that she was ‘bottom of the class’ when asked what 
she thought of school in junior cycle:  

 
I hated it, being completely honest…. I wouldn’t have been the best now in that 
school, I wouldn’t have been the best now at all, probably, I just didn’t enjoy it 
because like, I wasn’t good at school at all…different subjects I would have been 
always kind of bottom of the class, you know that kind of way, I just didn’t enjoy 
it at all. (Deirdre, 22, completed LCA, unemployed) 

 
Anne disliked school and struggled with her subjects and studying in 

general:  
 
I just hated the, see, I’m not good at studying and it was all studying, I couldn’t, I 
just couldn’t concentrate on the book like. (Anne, 21, completed LCA, 
employed) 
 
When asked whether she liked school during her junior cycle, Mary 

described how she found the whole experience stressful and felt that 
school did not suit her: 

 
I hated it…I’m not really a school person, I don’t mind it, it was just the 
pressure, I don’t work well under pressure, if I’m left to do my own thing I work 
a lot better. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Despite these negative experiences, the longitudinal data show that 

students entering LCA do not differ markedly from other students in the 
extent to which they report liking school over the course of the junior 
cycle. The exception to this pattern is somewhat less positive attitudes to 
school at the end of first year than other students. LCA entrants are 
somewhat less likely to have found schoolwork interesting in third year 
(though the differences are not marked) and significantly less likely to agree 
that they ‘like school better than other students’ (16 per cent compared 
with 30 per cent). 

 
The qualitative interviews also highlighted the end of first year as a 

period when students began to disengage from school. This may reflect the 
end of a “honeymoon” period and the fact that students are becoming 
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more realistic about their ability to cope with schoolwork at second-level 
(Smyth, Darmody and McCoy, 2004, p. 243). Respondents reflected how it 
was during the transition from first to second year that they began to 
struggle with their schoolwork and experience behavioural problems. This 
was particularly evident for respondents who subsequently dropped out of 
LCA. Some commented on the increased pace of instruction and workload 
and others referred to changes in their peer group which often resulted 
from re-streaming of classes in second year. Roy, who dropped out of LCA 
in fifth year, began to struggle specifically with Maths at the end of first 
year: 

 
They started doing algebra and something like that and that’s too hard and 
Technical Graphics, I couldn’t do that at all. (Roy, 22, dropped out of 
LCA, unemployed) 
 
During his first year, Garry found his school work was manageable but 

began to experience difficulties at the beginning of second year. It was at 
this point that he began to recognise his preference for practical subjects: 

 
It kind of changed again, like the work itself was getting harder in second year 
like, I found the subjects, I was kind of falling behind in. Science was really hard, 
what else, I liked Metalwork and Woodwork. (Garry, 22, dropped out of 
LCA, employed) 
 
In some cases respondents’ academic difficulties coincided with classes 

being re-streamed at the beginning of second year. Zoe had liked second-
level school in first year but found schoolwork much harder in second year. 
Separated from her friends she found the reshuffle of different classes 
disruptive: 

 
The start of it was alright but then I just started to hate it…it just started getting 
too hard and I was like, you know, I don’t like this….Everything started 
changing again, you know, new people were coming into the class, people were 
getting moved up and down. (Zoe, 22, dropped out of LCA, unemployed) 
 
In relation to homework, longitudinal data show that those who went 

on to LCA had generally spent less time on it than other students (56 v. 89 
minutes at the beginning of first year, 57 v. 86 minutes at the end of first 
year, and 70 v. 114 minutes in third year). Interestingly, this pattern does 
not apply within second year (85 v. 92 minutes), perhaps reflecting a 
pattern of ‘drift’ more generally among this cohort.  

 
One interviewee felt she did the bare minimum of homework in order 

to get through classes in junior cycle. When asked about homework in 
junior cycle, Fiona recalled how one hour’s work would take her ten 
minutes: 

 
I’d do it like, I’d do it for the sake of doing it, so I’d go home like, it’d just be 
like, it wouldn’t be a struggle like because I’d just do it within ten minutes. It 
was supposed to take an hour and a half but I’d be doing it in ten minutes and 
then I could just go out like. (Fiona, 25, completed LCA, employed) 
 
The longitudinal study also shows that students who received learning 

support in third year were much more likely to go on to take LCA than 
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other students (34 per cent doing so compared with 3 per cent of other 
students). Of those who received frequent help from their family with 
homework or study in third year 13 per cent went on to take LCA 
compared with 5 per cent of those who received occasional help and 4 per 
cent of those who did not receive such assistance. In contrast, LCA 
entrants were about half as likely to have taken grinds in third year; 15 per 
cent had done so compared with 28 per cent of other students.  

 
Students’ subject levels and grades also differ between LCA and other 

Leaving Certificate programmes. Students who go on to take LCA were 
more likely to take subjects at foundation or ordinary level, and much less 
likely to take subjects at higher level, than those entering the LCE or LCVP 
programmes (Figure 4.4). 

Figure 4.4: Mean Number of Subjects Taken at Different Levels by 
Programme Taken 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 
As might be expected, students who achieve lower grades in their Junior 

Certificate examination are more likely to go on to take LCA than other 
students; LCA participants had scored an average of 4.4 grade points (out 
of a maximum of 10) per subject compared with an average of 7.3 among 
LCE/LCVP participants. Dividing students into quintiles based on their 
Junior Certificate grades, we find that 27 per cent of the lowest quintile 
take LCA compared with 6 per cent of those in the second lowest quintile 
and none of those in the highest three quintiles.  

 
Examined in the next section is another group of LCA entrants who 

had learning difficulties during junior cycle which influenced their entry 
into LCA.  

4.3.2  SPECIAL NEEDS LEARNERS 

Evidence from the School Leavers’ Survey (2002-06) also shows that LCA 
students are twice as likely to suffer from chronic, physical or mental health 
problems (6.9 per cent to 3.4 per cent) than students in other Leaving 
Certificate programmes. The position of special needs learners in LCA has 
been highlighted in studies by the Joint Managerial Body for Secondary 
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Schools (NCCA, 2008, p. 16) and Farrell’s (2007) research on LCA 
participants. Farrell found that in one Dublin school with an LCA class of 
17 learners, seven were special needs learners and three had special needs 
assistants to support them in the classroom (Farrell, 2007).  
 

Within the qualitative sample of this study, it appeared that the LCA was 
being used by some schools to cater for the needs of students with learning 
difficulties in junior cycle. All of the respondents with special needs were 
advised by teachers, principals or guidance counsellors to take LCA as a 
more suitable alternative to the LCE. Maurice has autism and was severely 
bullied throughout his second-level education. He had planned to do the 
LCE but was approached by the deputy principal and advised to take LCA: 

 
The deputy principal came in and just said okay there’s Transition Year, there’s 
the LCA, so you should do one of them after the Junior Cert, yeah. 
Did you ever consider doing the ordinary Leaving Cert? 
Yeah I was going to do the ordinary Leaving Cert but then I had a word with the 
deputy principal one day, he came up to me in the middle of the corridor and he 
was like, you’re very good at computer Maurice and I think you should do the 
LCA, based on something along them lines. 
Did you look it up or investigate it [LCA] any further then? 
No. (Maurice, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Maura had a mild learning disability in school and struggled with reading 

both in primary and second-level school. Her teachers in junior cycle 
recommended that after her Junior Certificate she move to a school which 
catered for students with special needs. She explained how during junior 
cycle she had felt ‘ashamed’ and ‘out of place’ because of her learning 
difficulties. Maura feels her teacher explained the LCA to her class clearly 
and she immediately knew it was what she wanted to do: 

 
He said like modules and like we’d projects and all these, doing, in each subject 
there’re kind of modules to do in each kind of area in like…When I heard that 
then, because I’m not much good with studying, like I’m more into my hands, 
practical work, when I heard that I was like suits me fine like. (Maura, 24, 
completed LCA, employed) 

4.3.3  STUDENTS WITH BEHAVIOURAL PROBLEMS IN JUNIOR 
CYCLE 

Those who go on to take LCA tend to have more negative interaction with 
teachers at all time-points over the course of junior cycle. Somewhat 
surprisingly perhaps, they also tended to have more positive interaction 
with teachers in second and third year, with differences in the frequency of 
praise received for class and written work among students. On closer 
inspection, this pattern relates to the high proportion of lower stream 
classes who enter LCA and who had high levels of positive and negative 
interaction with teachers because of smaller class sizes. Figure 4.5 shows 
the reported patterns for third year students; those students who go on to 
take LCA were more likely to have been given out to for untidy work or for 
misbehaviour than other students. 
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Figure 4.5: Pattern of Teacher-student Interaction Among Third Year Students 
Comparing LCA Entrants to Other Students  
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 

Students who went on to take LCA had higher levels of misbehaviour in 
second and third year (but not in first year). In third year, those who 
reported being frequently late for school, getting into trouble for 
misbehaviour or receiving detention were significantly more likely to enter 
LCA than other students (Figure 4.6). Being suspended from school was 
also associated with LCA entry; a quarter of those who had been 
suspended in third year took LCA compared with 4 per cent of other 
students.  

Figure 4.6: LCA Take-up by Frequency of Misbehaviour 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 
On reflection, the majority of those interviewed felt they had no 

behavioural problems in junior cycle. Respondents recalled being quiet in 
class, ‘giving no trouble’ and trying to get through their classes as best they 
could. However, academic difficulties often resulted in a withdrawal from 
school and led to some of this group missing classes, days and in some 
cases weeks from school. Significantly, all five of those interviewed who 
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had dropped out of LCA had poor attendance in junior cycle. Donal’s 
absenteeism eventually led to him dropping out of LCA at the end of fifth 
year. During his third year of junior cycle, he was missing weeks from 
school at a time and attending the local gym on his own instead: 

 
In third year now it was very bad, I missed about, about two months of school 
altogether, two maybe three months, I can’t remember exactly. (Donal, 23, 
dropped out of LCA, apprentice) 

 
Friends were a major part of this process of absenteeism and Zoe 

recalled how she would meet up with friends on the way to school. This 
situation worsened and by third year she had missed almost half the school 
year: 

 
You’d be walking down to the school, I’m not going in today, neither am I, 
there’d be people sitting on the wall like, they’d be all having their smoke and all 
and you’d be like are you going in today and then they’re like no, I’ve French first 
class, I’m not going in. (Zoe, 22, dropped out of LCA, unemployed) 
 
Roy, who dropped out of LCA in fifth year, also missed long periods of 

school during his junior cycle: 
 
I missed most school because I used to mitch it the whole time…I never went to 
school like, used to always just walk around town…or I’d go into the principal’s 
office and say, ring them up and say, ring my mother and say Mam I’ve a cold, 
come up for me. (Roy, 22, dropped out of LCA, unemployed) 
 
On reflection many respondents played down the extent of their 

misbehaviour believing it to have consisted of small ‘clashes’ with teachers 
which resulted in detention. Andrew described how he got into trouble for 
‘the usual’ types of misbehaviour:  

 
It was just normal school stuff, you know, missing, going on the bunk, or else just 
being late and the usual, detention and not doing homework maybe, you know, 
wouldn’t say I was the perfect student. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, 
apprentice) 
 
Sandra believed that much of the disciplinary problems she experienced 

were due to a strict principal in the school who she believed punished 
students for “silly things” such as incorrect clothes and jewellery: 

 
Like everyone would [get into trouble] like, you know, for silly things, like you 
couldn’t do anything, say in the school that I was in, say there’d be things you 
couldn’t, like you couldn’t wear your hair down, they wanted to have your hair 
tied up or you couldn’t wear rings, you had to have your rings off, like there was 
silly things like , but it was like more, the principal like, he wanted to stand out 
as if he was strict like. (Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Students who began to struggle with schoolwork at the end of first year 

(see Section 4.3.1) described how it coincided with the beginning of their 
behavioural problems in school. Rebecca was not sure why this happened:  
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When I went into first year I was great, as soon as I went into second year it was, 
just getting into trouble an awful lot. (Rebecca, 21, dropped out of LCA, 
home duties) 
 
Roy experienced no problems in his first year but found that his 

behaviour and general disruption in the class worsened from second year 
onwards:  

 
First year was grand, you know…just like listening, do everything and then…it 
took off from that….it all started, went crazy altogether then. Books would be 
thrown around the place, chairs, everything. (Roy, 22, dropped out of LCA, 
unemployed) 
 
Some of this group referred to their peers as influencing their 

misbehaviour and disruption in class. Tim believed he was part of a group 
who had recurring disciplinary problems: 

 
Well it was like you know, disruption, things like that, disrupting classes, 
throwing things around, because I got in with wrong crowd at one point.  
Did you ever like have, to get suspended or anything like that? 
A few times…I was in trouble like as well at lunch time and there was a few 
times I was arrested in school as well. (Tim, 21, completed LCA, 
unemployed) 
 
The majority of those interviewed, however, felt they were quiet in 

school with no disruption to class and with a good record of attendance. 
Jackie reflected on how she gave her teachers respect at all times: 

 
I was never in trouble, I never was cheeky or bold to teachers, I was always like 
decent and respectful to them. I always said hello and thank you and all that. 
(Jackie, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
It is interesting to note that many respondents felt they sat quietly in 

class in junior cycle, despite feeling ‘picked on’ by their teachers or 
‘ignored’: 

 
I didn’t get along with the teacher, I think that’s why I didn’t, didn’t like it like, 
it was like as if she always picked on me and all, you know so I just sat at the 
back of the class, didn’t do anything….I wouldn’t cause trouble, I was just sitting 
there. (Rebecca, 21, dropped out of LCA, home duties) 
 
Most of them [teachers] just ignored you, like I used to have like, you know the 
walkmans on, you know listening to the music in class, I’d have my hood up and 
walking around and the teacher would…just say nothing like you know. (Roy, 
22, dropped out of LCA, unemployed) 

4.3.4 STUDENTS WHO WISH TO ENTER THE LABOUR 
MARKET  

We identified young people who wish to enter the labour market as another 
category of LCA entrant. This group does not intend going to college and 
does not want or feel able to complete the LCE. The longitudinal data 
show that students who take LCA tend to have lower educational 
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aspirations before entry to the programme than other students (Figure 4.7); 
almost 20 per cent of those who intended to leave after the Junior 
Certificate (but stayed in school) went on to take LCA, compared with 5 
per cent who intended to take the LCE and 3 per cent who aspired to 
third-level qualifications. When asked about their immediate plans after the 
Junior Certificate, intending to leave to find a job was predictive of LCA 
entry (with 24 per cent of this group doing so) as was intending to leave to 
take a course (19 per cent).  

Figure 4.7: LCA Take-up by Educational Aspirations 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 
When questioned about their educational aspirations, many respondents 

stated they saw the LCA as a programme which would enable them to 
finish school and avoid the LCE: 

 
I think the reason I went into it was because I didn’t see the point of doing the 
Leaving Cert because I had no intentions of going to college. (David, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 
 
Tim intended doing the LCE until, approximately two months before 

his Junior Certificate exams, he heard about the LCA and, in particular, the 
work experience component of the course. He never intended to go on to 
further education and was attracted to the LCA as he saw it as a way of 
improving his job prospects: 

 
I wanted to go straight into work after school, so…that’s why I basically did the 
Leaving Cert Applied, because I knew it was going to get me more experience 
plus the work experience that we did in school, I could ask the employers that I 
did the experience with to take me on. (Tim, 21, completed LCA, 
unemployed) 
 
The interviews highlighted the role of LCA in acting as a ‘safety net’, 

particularly for young males, who were at risk of dropping out and wishing 
to enter the construction sector after junior cycle. Graham wanted to leave 
school after his Junior Certificate as he did not see the point in doing the 
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LCE in order to learn a trade. Eventually he was persuaded by his parents 
and teacher to try the LCA for a year: 

 
I was planning on finishing school and doing, you know, getting a trade like…I 
didn’t know what the LCA was about like and then just the ordinary Leaving 
Cert wouldn’t have done much for me because I didn’t want to go for college, I 
didn’t want points like. 
When you told your parents, how did they feel about it? 
Ah they weren’t, because I was still so young like, that they didn’t want me to 
leave like. 
So were they encouraging you to kind of stay on? 
And try LCA for a year. (Graham, 22, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Justin felt that most people who ‘doubted themselves’ chose LCA over 

the LCE. He thinks he would have dropped out if there had been no LCA 
in his school: 

 
There’s a good chance if I didn’t do the LCA I would’ve failed the Leaving Cert 
you know…I say I would have dropped out in fifth year. 
Did many drop out even when you were there? 
Well any person that was kind of doubting themselves went to the LCA like... 
Did they all stick it out? 
Yeah most of them bar one like. (Justin, 22, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Occupational aspirations are also related to the likelihood of entering 

the LCA programme (Figure 4.8). A fifth of those who aspire to manual 
jobs in third year enter LCA subsequently while this is the case for a tenth 
of those who aspire to routine non-manual jobs and very few of those who 
hope to enter professional occupations.  

Figure 4.8: LCA Take-up by Occupational Aspirations 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 

The majority of those interviewed who wished to enter the labour 
market when they left school, aspired to manual jobs and saw the LCA as a 
programme which would prepare them for the world of work. Many of the 
male respondents planned on doing apprenticeships in junior cycle and 
chose LCA as a way of meeting with employers who could hire them as 
apprentices: 
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Well a lot of them [friends] wanted to go on to higher education, I didn’t really 
mind because…all I wanted was a trade like…That’s how I got involved with 
the person I was working with, because he took me on, on a Friday and that’s 
how I got my apprenticeship, so I got help like. I changed to a few things as well 
like so, I went to different people as well like, I knew what I wanted when I left 
school, you know what I mean. (Justin, 22, completed LCA, employed) 
 
The qualitative interviews also highlighted another group of students 

who entered LCA. Although small in number, a pattern emerged in the 
interviews where some young people felt misdirected into taking LCA by 
their school, teachers or peer group and subsequently regretted choosing 
the programme.  

4.3.5 MISDIRECTED STUDENTS 

Just over 10 per cent of those interviewed regretted taking the LCA due, 
mainly, to its slow pace of instruction, limited curriculum and restrictions in 
accessing third level colleges.6 Jackie, Linda and Deirdre felt misdirected 
into taking LCA and were critical of the selection process for students 
entering the progamme. They felt that there was a lack of communication 
between schools and pupils about the content of LCA and its limitations in 
accessing third level colleges. This group felt they were misdirected by their 
schools and teachers who, they believe, should have recognised their ability 
to complete the LCE. Respondents did, however, recognise the strong peer 
influence in their decision to take LCA but in some cases suggested that 
teachers encouraged groups of friends who may have been regarded as 
‘troublemakers’ to take LCA.  
 

Jackie’s experience is typical of the respondents who felt misdirected in 
their decision to take LCA. Despite being told about the change in 
curriculum and modular credit accumulation used in LCA, Jackie felt that 
she was not fully informed about the limitations of the programme for 
getting into third level courses. She explained how her whole class felt 
frustrated when they realised this limitation, particularly as it was too late to 
change back to the LCE:  

 
We were told like we'd be doing assignments and tasks and stuff like that…and 
then we do a couple of tests at the end for sixth year and like it would be the same 
like, it would work out the same way doing the straight Leaving. I thought 
brilliant you know it would be dead handy like to do all the tests all year and just 
a couple of tests at the end. (Jackie, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Jackie was in her final year when she realised she could not go to 

college:  
 
And then I realised that…we couldn't get the same points as straight Leaving, I 
couldn't get the course I wanted to do in college because I hadn’t got the straight 
Leaving and we were told you know you have to do PLC or go back and do your 
straight Leaving to get into college and stuff and it was just I said what, we 

 
6Access to higher education is restricted for LCA students who are not included in the 
CAO points system. Students can gain access to state training programmes in FÁS or 
Post-Leaving Certificate courses which can provide access to some third level courses.  
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weren’t told that, it wasn’t explained all that stuff. (Jackie, 22, completed 
LCA, home duties) 
 
On reflection, Jackie felt someone should have explained the details of 

the LCA and assessed if they were suitable for the programme.  
 
I think they should have just took me aside and said look [Jackie] this is the way 
it is, if you want to go on to college and get a good job you should do a straight 
Leaving…I think they should have explained it more to me that straight Leaving 
is more beneficial to me. It benefits more to me than the Applied Leaving because 
I was like a good student, like I sat and listened in class, I wasn’t just sitting 
there or just you know talking. So I sat and listened I wanted to learn. And then 
they should have known that, because I'd most of the same teachers that I had in 
third  year in fifth and sixth, they were there, they should have known that I was 
a good student, I'd listen and learn and study. They should have told me, not told 
me but explained that to me.  (Jackie, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Deirdre regrets taking the LCA and feels she was misdirected by her 

teachers. She thinks that given the choice, 15 year old students will always 
decide on the ‘easier option’ without fully understanding the consequences 
of their decision. Although she enjoyed school in junior cycle and 
performed well in her exams, she struggled with some of her subjects and 
was attracted to the LCA as she heard it was ‘easier going’: 

 
You get days off, you get to go out working, you get, they bring you away on trips 
and all, which they do and when you’re fifteen and you’re hearing that, you don’t 
care, you know, you’re not going to be thinking, oh shit, in two years I’m going to 
be finished school and I’m going to do something with this. (Deirdre, 22, 
completed LCA, unemployed) 
 
Linda had not heard of the LCA before her career guidance counsellor 

came in to her Junior Certificate class and encouraged them to consider it. 
She believes she did not receive enough information about the LCA, in 
particular, the limitations of the qualification for entry to third level: 

 
What do you think he missed out on telling you the most? 
That after I finish…I couldn’t get into courses because, I couldn’t get into 
business and that because I didn’t have points like. 
When he was giving you that information, he didn’t mention it? 
Now it was short and brief when he came in and said it to us, because people were 
asking questions and stuff and he said when you finish it, it’ll be usually based on 
distinction and merit and pass, and the normal Leaving Cert will be points like, 
but he didn’t say you wouldn’t get a good college course out of it, you know, so we 
just thought, it’s probably the same like, it’s just different, over the two years. 
(Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Linda feels that giving students the option to take LCA at 15 years of 

age is a bad idea as they will invariably choose the easier route. She feels 
that LCA grades should count in accessing third level: 

 
Just in general I just don’t think it’s a good course for people that age, you know, 
really I don’t. I just, I think a lot of people probably will like it but a lot of 
people I know wouldn’t like it, not at that age when you’re given a choice to pick, 
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it should be just explained absolutely everything about it and after you finish you 
should be, if you pass with a distinction or something high, you should get into a 
good course like after, in college. So I think an advantage should be that there 
should be an option like. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Other respondents, who were happy with the LCA overall, also felt 

misinformed about the limitations of LCA in entering third level. Mary was 
discouraged from going to college when she realised she needed the LCE 
in order to do the course she wanted: 

 
What disappointed me was, that when you finish you can’t really go into a college 
straight away and that was a bit of a disappointment because I think it makes 
you lazy then. 
Were you aware of that when you were deciding? 
No, well we were given other options…but what I actually wanted, I wanted to 
work with the special needs or old people where I would have had to take a year 
out and do a proper, my Leaving Cert over and go back then and try for college, 
which put me off altogether then. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Ronan developed an interest in architecture during his LCA work 

experience and, although he enjoyed the course overall, he was 
disappointed in sixth year when he found out that he could not go straight 
to college: 

 
Basically just found it out in sixth year you know, you only find out when you 
start looking for colleges to go to, then you realise the marks you need for this and 
that and what college take people from LCA, because there is some colleges that 
don’t, there’s probably a lot of college that don’t take [LCA]. (Ronan, 25, 
completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
It is possible using multivariate analysis of the longitudinal study (See 

Table 4.1) to explore the simultaneous impact of prior characteristics of 
students on their likelihood of entering LCA. The data show that female 
students are less likely to take LCA than their male counterparts and older 
students are more likely to take LCA. Working-class students and those 
from non-employed households are most likely to take the programme. In 
contrast, those from professional or farming backgrounds are very unlikely 
to take the programme. Evidence from interviews with young people also 
shows that occupation and educational attainment levels within their family 
influences their decision making process both in school and when they 
leave.  
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Table 4.1: Entry to the Leaving Certificate Applied Programme – Logistic 
Regression Model Contrasting LCA Versus LCE and LCVP 
(Combined) 

    
 LCA   
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 
Female 
Social class: 
 Higher professional 
 Lower prof./farmer 
 Non-manual 
 Skilled manual 
 Non-employed 
(Base: semi/unskilled manual) 
Age 
Reading score on school 
entry 

-9.054¬ 
-0.899** 

 
-1.941** 
-2.220** 
-1.369* 
-0.375 
0.099 
 

0.681*** 
-0.113*** 

-8.369* 
0.109 
 

-1.116 
-1.565* 
-1.170 
-0.210 
0.085 
 

0.434 
-0.092* 

-1.221 
0.410 
 

-0.583 
-1.170 
-1.055 
0.262 

-0.573 
 

0.363 
-0.086¬ 

Class allocation in third 
year: 
 Higher stream 
 Middle stream 
 Lower stream 
(Base: Mixed ability) 

 
 

 
-0.976 
-0.077 
0.858 

 
-0.754 
-0.272 
0.369 

Misbehaviour in third year  0.740** 0.198 
Received learning support in 
third year 
Educational aspirations in 
third year: 
 Leaving Certificate 
 Sub-degree 
 Degree 
(Base: Junior Certificate) 

 1.979*** 
 

-0.929¬ 
-0.404 
-1.238* 

1.537*** 
 

-0.950¬ 
-0.283 
-0.600 

Junior Cert Grade Point 
Average 

  -0.946*** 

Nagelkerke R2 0.268 0.464 0.557 
    
Note: From a logistic regression model, region not included as relates to 12 schools. *** 
p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05, ¬ p<.10.  

Source: Post-Primary Pupil Database. 
 

Student ability in junior cycle is also important with those who had 
lower reading scores on entry to second-level school more likely to take 
LCA and more likely to have received learning support. In addition, 
students who were in lower stream classes are somewhat more likely to take 
LCA than those in other class types.7 LCA entrants are particularly unlikely 
to have degree-level aspirations and they also tend to receive lower Junior 
Certificate grades. Behaviour in third year also emerged as a factor from the 
analysis with those entering LCA having higher levels of prior 
misbehaviour. This was also highlighted in the qualitative interviews where 
the majority of misbehaviour is related to absenteeism and truancy 
(Darmody, Smyth and McCoy, 2008). As might be expected, Junior 
Certificate performance is significantly and negatively associated with LCA 
entry, and the effect of background and school experience on programme 
take-up is largely mediated through Junior Certificate grades.  

 

 
7 When LCA is contrasted against LCE rather than LCE/LCVP combined, the effect is 
statistically significant.  
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Using data from the School Leavers’ Survey for four cohorts of school 
leavers along with evidence from qualitative interviews, this section 
examines the main reasons for students taking the LCA programme. 
Findings show that students’ negative school experiences in junior cycle 
tend to influence their programme choice in senior cycle. Decisions to 
enter the programme appear to be based on feelings of low self-efficacy 
and self-doubt. Figure 4.9 shows that the main reasons for students taking 
the LCA appear to be based on their own perceptions of what they want, 
such as ‘more practical subjects’ or that they ‘didn’t think they would do 
well’ in the LCE. Qualitative interviews show a degree of self-choice 
amongst respondents in their decision to opt for the programme. Many felt 
their parents had little influence on their decision. Other external reasons 
appear to factor in student’s choice processes such as teachers, schools and 
peer groups (see also Darmody and Smyth, 2005; Hallinan and Williams, 
1990).  

4.4 
Entry into 
LCA 

 
The curriculum is the biggest factor in the decision to take LCA with 

just under 40 per cent of students stating they ‘wanted to take more 
practical subjects’. The second most popular reason relates to student 
perceptions of their academic ability with a fifth of those surveyed thinking 
they would not do well in the LCE. Interestingly, a gender difference exists 
in student opinions of the LCE with females who chose LCA feeling less 
able than males (26 per cent compared with 16 per cent). Influences such 
as teachers and schools also play a significant role in student decision 
making with 19 per cent of students taking the LCA because their 
teacher(s) advised them to take it and another 12 per cent were told by 
their school to take LCA. The influence of peers in the decision making 
process is also significant with 9 per cent stating ‘most of my friends were 
taking it’. Males are more likely to take LCA because ‘everyone in the 
school was taking it’ than females (6 per cent compared with 3 per cent).  

Figure 4.9: Reasons for Taking the LCA Programme 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Wanted to take
more practical

subjects

Didn't think I would
do well in estab LC

My teacher(s)
advised me to take

it

Told by the school
to take it

Most of my friends
were taking it

Everyone in the
school was taking it

%

Total Males Females
 

Source: School Leavers’ Survey 2002-2007. 



   PATHWAYS INTO LCA 49 

4.4.1  WANTED TO TAKE MORE PRACTICAL SUBJECTS 

Nearly 40 per cent of students are attracted to LCA because of the practical 
subjects offered. It is likely that this group struggled with academic subjects 
during junior cycle (see Section 4.3.1) and felt the practical nature of LCA, 
with its emphasis on preparing students for the world of work, would be 
more suited to their abilities. Many young people referred not only to the 
practical curriculum but also to the LCA’s structure of assessment and 
teaching methods. Many of this group had recognised in junior cycle that 
they favoured practical over academic subjects: 
 

I preferred more hands on stuff than actually written stuff and I was like anxious 
coming up to the Junior Cert, I was very upset. (Siobhan, 25, completed 
LCA, employed) 
 
I didn’t really like studying because it, I found it hard to, you know, to be 
attentive, I like to be doing something, you know, I like to work, to be moving all 
the time and actually doing something instead of sitting down for hours every night 
and trying to study…Just reading and hoping this is staying in my head, you 
know, I’d prefer to actually do something like….I find it much easier to learn by 
actually doing it, instead of reading it. (Ronan, 25, completed LCA, 
apprentice) 
 
Despite his brothers going to a different school, Derek’s parents chose 

the local technical college for his second-level education as it offered a 
greater choice of practical subjects. He saw the LCA as a way of getting 
into an apprenticeship: 

 
I went to the tech there and they had a lot of practical subjects, that’s the reason I 
went to it and I wouldn’t say I was a great student now but. 
So even in primary school you knew that you wanted to do 
more practical subjects? 
Oh yeah, definitely all practical because, I was never planning on college or 
anything so I said I’d go to the tech because it was more practical to get a trade. 
(Derek, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Sarah was interested in the practical nature of LCA, in particular the 

Hair and Beauty course. She had noticed the facilities for hairdressing 
training in the LCA classroom: 

 
I’d seen, we have the classroom and all the hairdressing stuff and everything inside 
in it you know, we’ve got the sinks and they were always doing kind of practical 
work and you could see they were always doing projects and stuff and I was more 
interested in doing that, you know, going out finding out stuff rather than sitting 
there learning off a book that I’d never again want to even know about sort of 
thing. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
In addition to the practical curriculum, respondents were attracted to 

the LCA’s modular credit accumulation. Many mentioned the stress of end-
of-year exams during junior cycle and liked the option of building up 
credits over time: 
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That would encourage me to do LCA too, yeah… I thought it’d be a bit more 
probably easier than the way it was with the Junior Cert, having to think back 
on those three years and then to sit the exams at the end of year, I thought it was 
really stressful where with the LCA like it was very good and it helped you 
towards the exams at the end, you know. And you had actually exams every 
quarter in the year like. (Niamh, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
What appealed to me was that the exams were sort of spread out over a long 
period, you know, with all the key assignments and all the assessments had to be 
added up, so that really appealed to me like because it was, it wouldn’t be one big 
load of exams at the end of it. (Graham, 22, completed LCA, apprentice) 

4.4.2 UNABLE TO DO THE LEAVING CERTIFICATE 
ESTABLISHED  

A fifth of students chose LCA as they did not feel they would do well in 
the LCE/LCVP with females feeling less able for the LCE/LCVP than 
males. As Section 4.3.1 highlights, the take-up of LCA is related to low 
reading and Mathematics ability, negative attitudes towards school and low 
subject level and grades in the Junior Certificate. It is not surprising that 
many of this group do not think they would do well in the LCE and would 
prefer the vocational aspects of LCA. Fiona was not interested in taking the 
LCE as she felt she had ‘never passed’ her subjects in junior cycle and was 
afraid that the senior cycle would continue in the same way:  
 

That’s what put me off the Leaving Cert as well, like I’ve never ever passed. I 
remember the girls were doing honours in Junior Cert, I’d be looking at it, it was 
like looking at Japanese or something. (Fiona, 25, completed LCA, 
employed) 
 
Tim and Justin found their Junior Certificate exams difficult and were 

concerned that if they took the LCE they would fail:  
 
Would you prefer if you hadn’t taken the LCA? 
If I’d have took the normal Leaving Cert I’d have failed. (Tim, 21, completed 
LCA, unemployed) 
 
I found them, I had heard that the Leaving Cert was hard like, so I didn’t want 
to go and do the Leaving Cert and fail it, and get nothing out of it, so I done 
LCA and go for the Guards or something. (Justin, 22, completed LCA, 
employed) 
 
Students’ reasons for taking LCA appear to be based on their own 

individual preference for practical over academic subjects and their 
perceived ability in the LCE. Self choice also emerged in the qualitative 
interviews where respondents described how their family and in particular 
parents had little involvement in their decision to take the programme and 
in some instances were just happy they were returning to school after their 
Junior Certificate.  

4.4.3 SELF CHOICE/LACK OF PARENTAL INFLUENCE 

Many respondents’ parents were unaware of the LCA programme and 
depended on their children for information on how it differed from other 
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Leaving Certificate programmes. Linda brought home information sheets 
about the LCA to her mother who knew very little about the programme. 
She felt her mother trusted her to make her own mind up: 
 

I talked to my Ma about it, because none of the rest of them [siblings] done it, my 
Ma didn’t know much about it and she just said are you sure like you want to do 
it and I just said yeah, I told her like and he gave us like sheets on Leaving Cert 
Applied and that, and I just showed them to her and she said that if you want to 
do it, you can do it, you know. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Ronan recalled how his parents never tried to influence him and just 

wanted him to be happy: 
 
They just said whatever you want to do, whatever makes you happy kind of 
thing…they never try and sway me like, whatever I feel like doing then, you 
know, I do it. (Ronan, 25, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Others felt their parents were simply relieved that they had decided to 

stay in school after junior cycle: 
 
I told them like, but I didn’t explain anything to her like what it was about or 
anything. 
Did she mind that?  
No, she was just happy that I stayed, that I was going back, yeah. (Rebecca, 
21, dropped out of LCA, home duties) 
 
I think he just wanted me to get a Leaving, you know. So that’s what his big 
thing was, when he seen I was enjoying it sure he didn’t mind, because I was 
enjoying it, it was good. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Overall respondents appeared to make decisions independently of their 

parents even if there was parental involvement. This is not, however, taking 
into account that these decisions may be constrained or framed by school 
influences, social class or educational attainment levels within the family. 
Anne and her parents had a long discussion about whether she should take 
LCA and she explained how her father had reservations about it. Anne 
made her own decision about it in the end despite his concerns: 

 
Dad didn’t understand it now, he didn’t want me to do it….he thought it was an 
easy way out or, it wasn’t the same thing… so we spent about an hour and after 
an hour he said yeah, fine, do it. 
Because you said you wanted to do it?  
Yeah, I said look like, I’m doing it whether you like it or not kind of thing, 
because I was eighteen anyway, so I could do it. (Anne, 21, completed LCA, 
employed) 

4.4.4 TEACHER/SCHOOL INFLUENCE 

School personnel have an important role in shaping educational 
expectations and educating students (Andres et al., 2007). The role of 
counsellors and teachers as brokers of information, support and assistance 
may be especially critical when cultural and social capital provided by 
parents and peers is limited (Andres et al., 2007, p. 156). In this study, a 
third of students surveyed stated that their reason for taking the LCA was 
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because of advice from their school or teachers. The qualitative interviews 
showed the involvement of individual teachers, guidance counsellors, 
deputy principals and principals in student decision making. Although the 
selection process varied according to individual schools, students of lower 
ability, those placed in lower streamed classes and students with 
behavioural problems appeared to be approached by teachers and schools. 
There is also evidence that some students were discouraged from taking the 
programme by their teachers who felt they were capable of completing the 
LCE.  
 

Some respondents recalled how they had been approached individually 
by the principal, teachers or guidance counsellors who encouraged them to 
take LCA. Sandra, Anne and Derek believed the school targeted certain 
pupils who they felt were suitable for the programme:  

 
My tutor came up and he just said to me…that there’s certain people that wanted 
to do the LCA group like, and she said, you’re one of them that we’d like to do 
the LCA. (Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
So, she told me straight, if you want to do it, you do it, because it will be good for 
you she said, it’s your type of thing. Better than studying books like, it’s all 
projects, you know, tasks, it’s all written projects, researching and stuff like that 
you see. (Anne, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
We were the second year to do it in the school and I remember the principal came 
into the class and asked us what we’d prefer to do and she said to me and a few 
others, she knew like what we were like and she said it would suit us more than 
the normal Leaving Cert 
When you say she knew what you were like, what do you mean?  
We were, were great in our practical classes but any other classes we weren’t 
great…to spread out the Leaving Cert over two years would be better. (Derek, 
21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Some schools recognised that the LCA could prevent certain students 

from dropping out of school after junior cycle. Graham’s guidance 
counsellor gave him the information about LCA and encouraged him to 
stay on in school despite him wanting to leave: 

 
It was the guidance counsellor who told me, and he brought me in and said what 
are your options and all, what I planned on doing, I just said I wanted to leave, 
he just said would I try it for a year and I just said I might as well like you 
know. 
What information did he give you about it?  
I didn’t know much about it but then when he talked to me it grew on me a small 
bit you know, all the subjects and the, it wasn’t about the, how would you say, the 
education if you know what I mean, it wasn’t about the points, there was no 
pressure of exams like, it was just learning a few more bits, it was more practical. 
(Graham, 22, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Donal was in a lower streamed class in junior cycle. He believed that his 

group of friends were directly approached to do the LCA as they were 
‘troublemakers’ in the school and it would be a good way to ‘get them out 
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of the way’. He explained, however, that he had already intended to do the 
LCA anyway: 

 
Did any of the teachers talk to you about it? 
A few yeah, but they didn’t mind you see, because we were the messers like, that 
as putting us out of the way really. 
Do you think so? 
Oh yeah, definitely, you know what I mean…It was the, the Year Head said it 
to us like but they kind of knew already even before, I’m going to go into that 
like. 
Why do you say that? 
They kind of more or less said it to us, go and do that, after your Junior Cert. 
(Donal, 23, dropped out of LCA, apprentice) 
 
Mary also believed that the teachers and guidance counsellors 

approached students with behavioural problems and those at risk of 
dropping out of the LCE: 

 
What about your teachers or the guidance counsellor, what 
were they saying about the LCA? 
A lot of them were recommending it…To maybe the troublesome sort of group, 
they were saying maybe if you don’t think you could stick out school would you 
not try this and the loud ones, the trouble makers were saying maybe this would 
be for you and not just them everyone else like. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, 
home duties) 

 
In a few cases, the qualitative interviews highlighted efforts by some 

teachers to discourage certain students from entering LCA. Jack ignored 
teachers who advised him to take the LCE instead of the LCA: 

 
Did you talk to any of the teachers in school about it? 
I remember my form teacher, you know, she’d be over you for first and second and 
third year, she wanted to, she said, I don’t think you should do it, and I 
remember saying I don’t like exams and I don’t like, I don’t know what I was 
doing, I should have listened to her. (Johnny, 23, completed LCA, 
employed) 
 
Tim remembered some of his teachers discouraged him taking the 

programme and advised him of the limitations of the LCA for entering 
university:  

 
There were a few advising me against it but I just said there’s work experience 
and that could help me, so. 
Why do you think they were advising you against it do you 
think? 
Because like if I got, they said I went into the normal Leaving Cert then I’d be 
able to get, you know like, better qualifications going to university straight away 
and things like that, you know, get proper grades for things. (Tim, 21, 
completed LCA, unemployed) 

 
In Andrew’s school, some of the teachers from the LCE classes were 

made sure he was aware of the different style of teaching and learning used 
in LCA: 
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Ah they were warning me about it like saying, teachers from the other Leaving, 
the LCA, you know, it’s a lot different and it’s going to be doing fundraising 
stuff like, you know, for your exams and all, that’s the sort of stuff we were 
doing, now out of our school activities and, they want you to really apply ourselves 
so, no messing, no nothing…yeah they were just being, being nice about it you 
know and telling me how different it was like and…I was with all my mates as 
well but when I found out what teachers were doing that like, that’s what swayed 
me a bit more, yeah. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, apprentice) 

4.4.5 PEER INFLUENCE 

Grouping of students according to ability may have important 
consequences for student relationships. Thus students may be more open 
to influence from close friends who are similar to them in background and 
school experiences (Hallinan and Williams, 1990, p. 124). This study found 
that students’ friendships and interactions during junior cycle, particularly 
in lower streamed classes shaped aspirations during the decision making 
process. Nearly 10 per cent of those surveyed stated that they chose LCA 
because their friends were taking it. Peer influence featured strongly in the 
qualitative interviews but not generally in isolation as many respondents felt 
there were combined factors which influenced their decision. Andrew, Jack 
and Ronan were influenced by their group of friends who had chosen the 
programme at the end of third year:  
 

As far as I can remember…some of my mates had already picked it, without 
even saying anything and they, there was two spots left and I was like shit…you 
know, I was just trying to follow my mates to be honest, you know what I mean 
and I was talking with the year head and all and she was explaining the 
difference between LCA and the Leaving Cert, as much of me mates were in the 
Leaving Cert and when I seen how much difference it was then I just decided 
definitely, get me in there you know 
Do you think you would have done the Leaving if you know, 
your friends hadn’t been with you? 
Yeah, I’d say so, yeah, maybe, they had a pull, we were always together like, we 
all stood together, you know. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, apprentice) 

 
I was in two minds about doing the real Leaving Cert and that and when I found 
out that there was only one of my mates out of the whole lot of them doing it I said 
I’d rather I went to LCA and kind of, might get a buzz as well like. (Jack, 23, 
dropped out of LCA, employed) 
 
It was definitely due to a lot of my friends taking it…we had kind of grown close 
over the last three years, you know and like, I didn’t really want to go into 
another class with people I didn’t really know too well, plus when they talked 
about it, it seemed pretty interesting. (Ronan, 25, completed LCA, 
apprentice)  

 
Fiona was reluctant to take the LCA as she believed there was a negative 

perception of the programme in the school. Some teachers were 
encouraging her to do it but she recognised that she could work harder and 
do LCE. It was not until she found out about her friends taking it that she 
made her decision: 
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I didn’t want to do it because it only came, it was only like three or four years in 
the school. 
Did you know anybody who’d ever done it before? 
Yeah, but there was always this kind of very stereotypical view of it that people 
who did it were like….So [the guidance counsellor] said to me, oh I think this 
could be the best option for you, I was just like, no I don’t want to do it. And 
then I was like, no, I’ll work harder like and I knew that I had the ability to 
work harder, I just didn’t want to because I was in school like. And then my 
friends ended up doing it as well and some of them weren’t even asked, they really 
wanted to do it and I was like if they’re all doing it, sure I might as well. (Fiona, 
25, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Barbara’s decision was influenced by her group of friends who she felt 

had struggled with the same subjects as her in junior cycle and were 
attracted to the LCA to the pre-employment nature of the course: 

 
There was a couple of us interested in doing it and same with my friend, she 
would have been in a lot of my classes as well, Irish, French…Struggling with the 
same stuff and because her cousin was doing it in [name of village] she said go, 
it’s great. (Barbara, 23, completed LCA, employed) 
 
An important feature that arose in the interviews, however, was the view 

of LCA as an ‘easy option’ by some respondents. Described as a ‘doss’, 
‘dead handy’ or an ‘easy ride’, the programme was seen as a way of 
finishing school without homework, studying and stress. Linda and Donal 
felt that many of their classmates opted for the LCA because they thought 
it would be easier than LCE: 

 
People thought it would be a doss two years, you know, people in my class 
anyway, that’s the way a lot of them were acting as if it was a doss two years like, 
you know. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Just doss, everyone thought it was a doss like. (Donal, 23, dropped out of 
LCA, apprentice) 
 
All you do is go to school and you basically pass, so like, everyone was going to do 
that like, you know what I mean. (Roy, 22, dropped out of LCA, 
unemployed) 
 
However, other respondents complained about this attitude to the LCA 

and believed that it prevented dedicated students from learning: 
 
It stopped a lot of people like, we had four people on this side, four would be on 
this side say and we wanted to work and they were pretending it was a doss class, 
you know like what I mean like, back and forth. (Linda, 21, completed 
LCA, student) 
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Merging data sources has allowed us to create a multi-layered profile of 
LCA entrants and gives a clearer understanding of common pathways into 
LCA by junior cycle students. The analyses shown in the first section 
indicate that LCA participants have quite a distinctive profile compared to 
students entering other Leaving Certificate programmes. They are much 
more likely to be from working-class, semi/unskilled manual households 
and tend to have similar educational and occupational aspirations to their 
parents and siblings. This pattern is consistent with international research 
on tracking, which indicates that working-class young people are more 
likely to take ‘non-academic’ educational pathways in differentiated 
systems. But the question remains open as to whether such routes are a 
‘diversion’ (by reinforcing their trajectory into lower status jobs) or a ‘safety 
net’ (by protecting them from the consequences of educational failure in 
academic tracks). 

4.5 
Conclusions 

 
Section 4.3 uses a typology of LCA entrants, which makes it possible to 

identify five common pathways of students into LCA. Classifying LCA 
entrants allows the assessment of whether the programme is reaching its 
objectives in attracting students at risk of dropping out and underachieving 
in the LCE. The LCA programme would appear to target the groups of 
students at which it was initially directed; those who have experienced 
difficulties with their schoolwork, those who are at risk of early school 
leaving, those who have disengaged academically and those who have had 
more negative experiences of school (in terms of misbehaviour and 
negative interaction with teachers). However, it is important to note that, 
while all of these risk factors enhance the likelihood of entering LCA, the 
majority of students in these categories take other Leaving Certificate 
programmes. In addition to students who struggle with their schoolwork in 
junior cycle, the programme appears to include students with special 
educational needs and learning difficulties. Students wishing to enter the 
labour market, particularly males wishing to enter trades, seem to use the 
LCA as a way to connect with potential employers when they leave school. 
Significantly, some students are misdirected into taking LCA by teachers 
and schools who have not provided them with adequate information about 
the LCA curriculum, assessment and its limited access to third level 
education. Thus the pathway taken by students reflects the programmes 
provided in the school they attend, school policy regarding LCA entry as 
well as individual student choice.  

 
The final section examines the reasons for taking LCA. Of particular 

note is how the two most popular reasons given in the School Leavers’ 
Survey relate to students’ own preferences for practical subjects and 
perceptions of their ability. Students are attracted to the practical nature of 
the LCA curriculum and the option of moving away from stressful terminal 
exams to modular credit accumulation. In addition, as a result of negative 
experiences in junior cycle some students chose LCA as they did not feel 
able to complete the LCE. Interestingly, the qualitative interviews also 
highlighted self-choice in student decision making with respondents 
highlighting a lack of parental involvement in their decisions. Teachers and 
schools emerged as another influence with some respondents feeling that 
they were specifically targeted by their school or guidance counsellor to 
take LCA. On the other hand, however, some students were discouraged 
by teachers from taking the programme as they felt they (the respondent) 
would be able to take the LCE. Peers were another factor in student 
decision making and many of those interviewed reported that when they 
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realised their friends had decided to take the LCA they wanted to do the 
same. In some cases students had planned to do LCE but decided to take 
LCA on hearing of their friends’ decisions. 



5. SCHOOL 
EXPERIENCES AND 
LEARNING PROCESSES 
AMONG LCA 
PARTICIPANTS 

 The use of active teaching and learning methodologies is seen as a key 
principle of the Leaving Certificate Applied programme. This chapter 
explores the type of learning experienced by LCA participants and the 
extent to which it differs from learning processes among other Leaving 
Certificate students. It draws on two sets of data – questionnaires 
completed by LCA and LCE/LCVP students during fifth and sixth year, 
and in-depth interviews with young people who had recently left the LCA 
programme. This enables us to provide a more holistic picture of school 
experiences and learning processes among participants. Section 5.2 
examines young people’s perceptions of the content of the programme, 
while Section 5.3 explores the perceived standards of schoolwork. Section 
5.4 explores the teaching methods used within the programme while 
Section 5.5 examines young people’s views of assessment within LCA. The 
nature of social relations with teachers and peers are examined in Sections 
5.6 and 5.7 respectively. Section 5.8 explores the skills acquired through 
taking the LCA programme while Section 5.9 presents the conclusions.  

5.1 
Introduction 

 
 The LCA programme is quite distinct from other Leaving Certificate 
programmes in offering a combination of general education, vocational 
education and vocational preparation courses (see Chapter 1). As with 
other Leaving Certificate programmes, there is some variation between 
schools in the courses provided. The majority of schools provide Visual 
Arts and Religious Education as part of the LCA programme (see Figure 
5.1). Science is provided in around a third of schools. French is the most 
commonly provided modern language in LCA, with access to German and 
Italian evident in only a small proportion of schools. Variation between 
schools is also evident in the provision of different vocational specialism 
courses (see Figure 5.2). Hotel, Catering and Tourism is the most 
frequently provided, being offered in over two-thirds of schools. ICT and 
Graphics/Construction Studies are provided in over half of the schools 

5.2 
Perceptions 
of LCA 
Programme 
Content 

58 
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offering LCA, although access to many other vocational specialism courses 
depends on the school attended.  

Figure 5.1: Proportion of Schools Providing Selected Subjects, 2007 
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Source: DES Education Statistics database. 
 

Figure 5.2: Proportion of Schools Providing Vocational Specialisms, 2007 
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Source: DES Education Statistics database. 
 
Previous research in the Irish context has indicated that students are 

more positive about subjects with a practical orientation and greater hands-
on involvement, and that such approaches serve to foster student 
engagement in learning (Smyth et al., 2007). In fact, access to ‘practical’ or 
vocational subjects was a motivation for many students choosing the LCA 
programme (see Chapter 4). The balance between subject areas was seen by 
the young people interviewed as better than in the other Leaving Certificate 
programmes: 
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Like maybe with the Leaving Cert you’d have French, Irish, Maths, maybe 
would be the three subjects that you hated, where with LCA you might have one 
subject you hated and then you will have three nice ones that you enjoy going to … 
I think it was broken up way better than what the Leaving Cert was. (Mary, 
22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Many respondents referred to the skills and experience they gained from 

their involvement in the group business enterprise task: 
 
They’d ask us as a class to do a fundraising event, you know and how to make 
money as a business, you know what I mean, to show that we could, you know, 
set up a little business and that, so we organise a committee in the class, who’d be 
the chairperson, who’d be the vice chairperson, then right down to who’s the 
treasurer you know, so we organised, I can remember one, it was a football 
tournament for first years in the school … and we all got to manage a team and 
all. It was just different now, it was exciting you know, you didn’t realise how 
quick it was going either because you’re enjoying it like, you know. Not really 
anyone would be coming into school saying oh, this thing’s on today. (Andrew, 
21, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
We got told to do different projects and we made things and you know, there’s a 
little business enterprise that we did … we made and sold candles… I never used 
to be good at working out like Maths and doing things with businesses, but doing 
that little business enterprise it’s kind of given me a little bit of a business mind. 
(Tim, 21, completed LCA, unemployed) 
 
The vocational specialism courses were seen as having a more practical 

emphasis, thus enhancing the skills and knowledge of participants: 
 
Well you have to go outside and plant stuff [in the Agriculture course], so you’d 
have to write about it as well and you know, it was mainly outdoor stuff and then 
you’d have to come in and you’d have to explain everything you done and you do 
presentations on it and stuff like that … and I thought it was interesting, very 
interesting. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Other respondents were drawn to the practical nature of the curriculum 

where they found they had the time and support to develop their 
confidence and experience across various subject areas: 

 
I did a portfolio, an Art portfolio. … There was another teacher, an Art teacher 
that took me at lunch time and she had me out to do a portfolio and I got my 
portfolio done and … I was able to use that when I went to college, to get into 
college so, that was just a big, big bonus for me, it was a lot of hard work, but I 
got it done. (Barbara, 23, completed LCA, employed) 

 
Going around sourcing stuff, pricing stuff for that, we got props for the back of the 
stage, got our costumes, we made a lot of our costumes and made a lot of the 
backdrops as well and yeah we did it for kids and we raised money then and we 
gave it to the home across the road and then they asked us to do the Christmas 
concert so then we did it then again for the Christmas concert, we used our whole 
stage for the whole thing, I found that was brilliant. … Good experience, build 



   SCHOOL EXPERIENCES AND LEARNING PROCESSES AMONG LCA PARTICIPANTS 61 

up your confidence, you know, life experience and you know, it was great, it was 
great now. (Barbara, 23, completed LCA, employed) 
 
The development of computer skills and the time spent on ICT were 

also seen as positive aspects of the programme:  
 
What did you like the most about the programme? 
Computers, I was never good at computers but I got good at them there like. 
(Donal, 23, dropped out of LCA, apprentice) 
 
Social education emerged as another popular subject in the interviews. 

Many of this group responded to learning about contemporary social, 
political and environmental issues and enjoyed the freedom given to them 
to work on individual projects: 

 
I used to love social studies, it used to be about real things you know. It used to be 
just things that I wanted to learn about more than anything. (Sarah, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 
 
They brought us to, you know, Drink Aware, like AA meetings and all, to see 
what goes on, you know. … I remember going to one that was about people who 
were all on heroin years ago like and they were trying to get off it and they were in 
a programme and were getting better, they were obviously getting better like you 
know and they told us about their experiences for a task, you know, it was 
brilliant, learned a lot from that like, you know. (Andrew, 21, completed 
LCA, apprentice) 
 
Most of the young people in our study had experienced difficulties in 

coping with more academically orientated subjects during the junior cycle. 
However, the content of, and approach to, some of these subjects in LCA 
was seen as rekindling their interest and engagement:  

 
English was good as well, I learned a lot more in English than I did in the first 
three years of school. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Like with the French now, we done the French project and … like it was French 
fashion, French food, all about France and then the whole school was able to come 
in and see what we were after been doing. …We enjoyed that because it was a 
boost. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
During the interviews it emerged that many respondents began to 

engage with schoolwork during the LCA. For many, a curriculum 
combining vocational and general education changed their view of school 
and allowed them more freedom in how and what they learnt. Instead of 
struggling with their subjects, respondents found that they were not 
‘dreading’ certain subjects or school in general: 

 
Say in Leaving Cert you would be dreading going into the classes, whereas there 
was no dreading going to school with the LCA like. (Mary, 22, completed 
LCA, home duties) 
 
The minute I started fifth year it was just I didn’t mind getting up in the morning 
you know that kind of way. … Before it was just like, you know, write, write, 
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write, write … I suppose the fact that I was able to do the stuff and I wasn’t 
struggling. (Barbara, 23, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Although many young people were positive about the vocational focus 

of the LCA programme, others were critical of the limited nature of the 
LCA curriculum and many would have liked to have continued with some 
of their junior cycle subjects: 

 
You don’t do Science, you know, and if you wanted to go into that, you couldn’t, 
so there is some subjects that they dropped that maybe they shouldn’t. (Ronan, 
25, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Similarly, Andrew, who went on to do an apprenticeship, regretted not 

being able to take Science while he was in LCA: 
 
I could have done Science maybe, sure I’m only saying that now because I went on 
to do electrician. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Some of the male respondents felt that the programme should further 

increase its vocational emphasis so that students would learn more specific 
occupational skills as part of the programme: 

 
I’d change some subjects. … I think they should bring in maybe trade work into 
it, which would be good, like different types of trades, you know, from carpentry 
to, well they do woodwork, to electricians to plastering, different trades like that I 
think. (Ronan, 25, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
Young people taking LCA were less likely than those taking LCE or 

LCVP to report having a choice of subjects or modules. Some young 
people were critical of this lack of choice: 

 
We’d no choice to pick, we were just given them subjects to do like, in the, so I 
would have changed that I think, given the choice to pick what you want to do in 
your LCA like. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
Similarly, Alice, who did not like Engineering felt that her class would 

have benefited from access to other subject areas: 
 
A bit of choice, yeah. What languages you want to do or Engineering or even 
Woodwork would be more interesting, you know, you might find yourself making 
up a locker or something. You’d never want Engineering, you know, even if the 
boys done that and the girls done Woodwork, you know. (Alice, 22, 
completed LCA, home duties) 
 
However, some acknowledged that this lack of choice most likely 

reflects the small number of participants on the programme:  
 
They could only do this, that and that, I suppose there was only seven of us, if 
there was a bigger number they might have been able to offer more opportunities 
maybe, they couldn’t offer us different subjects. … There was only a certain 
amount of things we had to do … Maths and all that, Construction, they were 
compulsory, everything was compulsory. (Johnny, 23, completed LCA, 
employed) 
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In contrast, some young people who had attended larger schools 
reported having more of a choice:  

 
They gave us a choice, they had about eight different classes … there was like 
drama and stuff like that, arts and crafts and things, so you picked your two 
favourite and then the majority of it came out. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, 
employed) 

Figure 5.3: Take-up of Vocational Specialism Courses by Gender, 2007 
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Source: DES Education Statistics database. 

 
There appears to be a degree of gendering in the take-up of vocational 

specialism courses within LCA (see Figure 5.3). Childcare and Hair/Beauty 
are disproportionately taken by young women. Furthermore, while a 
significant minority of males take Hotel/ Catering/ Tourism, females are 
much more likely to do so. In contrast, Graphics/Construction Studies and 
Engineering are disproportionately taken by young men. ICT is the only 
vocational specialism course which appears broadly ‘gender neutral’ in 
profile. Such gendering was also evident among the study respondents; the 
most popular subjects for female respondents were traditional vocational 
subjects such as hair and beauty, craft and design and childcare. For male 
respondents, technology, construction and engineering were more popular. 
In keeping with previous research on gendered attitudes to technological 
subjects (Darmody and Smyth, 2005), some of the young women disliked 
the traditionally ‘male’ subjects, feeling they were too physically demanding 
as well as irrelevant to their longer term career plans:  

 
That [Engineering] was horrible now … us girls just couldn’t do it like … Even 
the lads would say it is a bit hard, you know, filing down metal you know, it’s 
very hard. There was kind of no purpose to it, we were never going to be using 
that again. … None of the girls liked that now. (Deirdre, 23, completed 
LCA, home duties) 

 
We done Construction, Agriculture, like Construction I’d never think of doing 
that after. … The Construction one now was, like you know, it was something 
that wouldn’t even interest me now 
And the other girls, would they be the same? 
Yeah, all of them, like it wouldn’t interest anyone like. (Linda, 21, completed 
LCA, student) 
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However, one respondent noted that, as she attended a single-sex 
school, she did not have access to technological subjects:  

 
Was there some sort of woodwork or something? I think that would have 
probably been pretty cool to do, but obviously the girls aren’t going to go for much 
of that. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
A significant difference in the nature and content of LCA compared 

with LCE/LCVP relates to the key place accorded to work experience. 
Two-thirds of LCA students reported having work experience during fifth 
year compared with 8 per cent of other students. Similarly in sixth year 95 
per cent of LCA students reported having a work experience placement 
compared with 13 per cent of other students. Students were for the most 
part very positive about the role of work experience in the LCA 
programme, and their perceptions are explored in greater detail in Chapter 
6. 
 
 Chapter 4 indicated that most of the students taking LCA had 
experienced difficulties with their schoolwork over the course of junior 
cycle. This section explores the perceived ease or difficulty of schoolwork 
within the LCA programme. Figure 5.4 indicates that the transition from 
junior to senior cycle is very different for LCA and other LC students. 
Around half of LCA students find schoolwork easier and spend less time 
on homework in fifth year than previously. In contrast, four-fifths of 
LCE/LCVP students find schoolwork more difficult than previously and 
around half of them are spending more time on homework. LCE and 
LCVP students experience further increasing demands as they move into 
sixth year, finding schoolwork more challenging and spending more time  
than before on homework (Figure 5.5). In contrast, LCA students are more 
likely to find schoolwork and homework ‘about the same’ in sixth year as in 
fifth year. In addition, almost a third of LCA students in sixth year report 
spending less time on homework than previously. 

5.3  
Perceived 
Standards of 
Schoolwork 

Figure 5.4: Comparison of Schoolwork and Homework in Fifth Year with 
Experiences in Junior Certificate Year, as Reported by Students 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
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Figure 5.5: Comparison of Schoolwork and Homework in Sixth Year with 
Experiences in Fifth Year, as Reported by Students 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 

 
For the most part, LCA and LCE/LCVP students take very different 

subjects. However, it is possible to compare perceptions of English and 
Maths between the two groups. In both fifth and sixth year, LCA students 
are less likely to find English and Maths difficult than other students (see 
Figure 5.6). They are also more likely to find these subjects interesting and 
useful, perhaps reflecting the different approach taken to these subjects in 
the LCA programme.  

Figure 5.6: Attitudes to English and Maths in Sixth Year 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 

 
The issue of appropriate standards within a curriculum is a complex 

one. If the coursework is too easy, a student may experience insufficient 
challenge and consequently underperform relative to their potential. 
Conversely, if the coursework is too difficult, a student may struggle to 
keep up with their schoolwork and become disengaged or fatalistic about 
the prospect of success. It is clear from our findings that students find 
LCA coursework easier than the junior cycle curriculum. They are also 
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much less likely than their LCE/LCVP peers to find schoolwork difficult. 
For example, sixth year LCA students are more likely to agree with the 
statements that ‘I think I am doing well at this school’ (94 per cent v. 76 
per cent of LCE/LCVP students) and ‘I am quite pleased with how my 
schoolwork is going’ (92 per cent v. 62 per cent). They are also less likely to 
report ‘I am having trouble keeping up with my schoolwork’ (13 per cent v. 
36 per cent in sixth year).  

 
For many young people, the perceived ease of coursework within LCA 

contributes to feelings of self-efficacy and enhances their engagement with 
school.  

 
I absolutely hated school [in junior cycle] and it kind of showed me what I wanted 
to do, … it changed my whole attitude and everything towards, from being I 
suppose the worst in the class and then to being the little pet, you know, it 
completely changed me, I actually enjoyed school. (Barbara, 23, completed 
LCA, employed) 

 
It wasn’t a thing of getting out of the bed in the morning and going ‘oh Jesus, I 
don’t want to go to school’. You were actually kind of more or less looking 
forward to going. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Some respondents spoke with clarity about the impact LCA had on their 

attitude towards school. Ronan described how he was disengaged from 
school or in a ‘mode’ in junior cycle but that changed in LCA: 

 
When you’re in school you kind of get into a mode of, you know, you go to school, 
you learn, you study, that’s it, you go home, you’re kind of in that mode. But 
when I done LCA, it kind of brings you into a working mode, it kind of wakes 
you up a bit. (Ronan, 25, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
The mode of assessment and perceived manageability of schoolwork 

was found to have consequences for student stress levels (see also Section 
5.5). LCA students were significantly less likely to report current stress than 
other Leaving Certificate students in sixth year; they were less likely to be 
less able to concentrate, to be losing confidence in themselves, be losing 
sleep over worry or to feel constantly under strain. This appears to reflect 
less difficulty in combining homework and study, along with less 
demanding schoolwork. The scale of such differences is quite marked; 49 
per cent of LCE/LCVP students report feeling constantly under strain 
‘rather more’ or ‘much more’ than usual compared with 11 per cent of 
LCA students. However, a small number of young people taking LCA, 
including Ronan, found the project work and overall workload within LCA 
stressful at times: 

 
It could be stressful as well you know. 
And what way would it be stressful? 
Well if you get behind on anything, you know, you’ve a lot of work to catch up 
on, you do get a lot of work to do in it as well like, they definitely give you a lot of 
work to do in it. … Well sometimes it can be overwhelming for some people. 
(Ronan, 25, completed LCA, apprentice) 

 
In contrast, another group of young people criticised the LCA 

programme for its slow pace of instruction and lack of academic challenge. 
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Deirdre, for example, became frustrated with the LCA curriculum, 
believing some of the subjects were too easy. She reporting having no idea 
that LCA would differ from the established Leaving Certificate so 
significantly: 

 
I loved English. … I was raging with LCA … I didn’t understand that when 
you went into LCA stuff was going to be completely different … It was too easy, 
I just had no interest in the lot of it. ... Done it already like, but it’s common 
knowledge, you know, there’s a lot of things in LCA that are very … stupid 
like, I actually think oh my god, I’m after been put into a special class, that’s not 
a challenge, it’s not anything like. … I went into Maths, the first time we were 
meant to do Maths, she said to us, it was something so dumb, the teacher, I can’t 
remember … It was so stupid, I don’t know, not one plus one, but along them 
lines, that you’d know, and I remember thinking, oh my God. ... I’m just raging 
I didn’t go on and do the Leaving Cert. (Deirdre, 22, completed LCA, 
unemployed)  
 
Not reaching her academic potential, she became disengaged and missed 

long periods of school in her final year: 
 
Last year, I’m ashamed to even say it now, but I didn’t go in a lot, the last year, 
that was my Leaving Cert year like. … I got a merit like, and I done really well 
and all but I’m like I’m not going in to listen to that, that’s what I felt and 
they’d be sitting in there and they’d be talking just about, going on. (Deirdre, 
22, completed LCA, unemployed) 
 
Having entered LCA, Jackie realised that the Maths curriculum within 

the established Leaving Certificate was more suited to her abilities: 
 
They were like third year subjects, they really were. Like they were easy, you 
know what I mean, it was like third year things. … The straight Leaving …, 
like I felt they were doing subjects to my standard, that I'd be fit to do, but with 
Applied Leaving it was like god we learnt this in third year, the Maths 
especially. … It was like ah my god like are we the slow class. That’s how I felt, 
felt like I was in the stupid class, sort of. (Jackie, 22, completed LCA, home 
duties) 
 
Similarly, having studied and liked German during junior cycle, she felt 

that LCA French classes were insufficiently challenging:  
 
We had to do French. And like I learnt nothing, honestly nothing, the teachers 
practically gave us the answers at the end of sixth year for it, you know for the 
oral. And I was like oh my god I really didn’t learn anything. … Like really 
you know what I mean … the subjects were the same as third year … It just felt 
like it was back in third year. (Jackie, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Even among students who enjoyed LCA overall, many felt that the 

Maths curriculum in particular was too easy. Mary and other respondents 
were surprised at the pace of instruction within LCA and thought the 
curriculum should have been more challenging. She had struggled with 
Maths at junior cycle but felt that the level was too easy in LCA:  
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I found it [Maths] a lot easier with the LCA. 
Did you think it was too easy or just right? 
It could have been a small bit harder. 
For all subjects or just those, just Maths? 
Just with the Maths because it was kind of like a small bit babyish, but I think 
it suited an awful lot of us at the time. … Because we weren’t very good with 
Maths like, but they did work with it in a good way but I think it could have 
been stepped up a small bit like. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
I used to actually argue with one of my teachers over it because she used to 
constantly want me to use a calculator and I don’t, like, unless … you’d to 
square something or something like that, I used to never like using calculators I 
think it’s far more beneficial to use the brain like for Maths and stuff. So that 
was the only thing you know, I thought the Maths was pretty easy. (Sarah, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 
 
This chapter has so far indicated the way in which the content and 

standards of schoolwork in LCA is quite different from that in the other 
Leaving Certificate programmes; the extent to which teaching methods are 
distinctive in nature is explored in the following section.  

 
 The use of active teaching and learning methodologies is a core principle 

of the LCA programme. The move towards a learner-oriented pedagogy 
represents a shift away from the instructional pedagogy previously 
associated with the Leaving Certificate (Gleeson et al., 2002). Analyses of 
the approaches used in fifth and sixth year classrooms confirm that such 
methods are much more commonly used with LCA students than with 
their counterparts taking LCE or LCVP. Figure 5.7 indicates significant 
differences in the approaches taken to teaching and learning in fifth year 
LCA and LCE/LCVP classes. LCE/LCVP classes tend to be characterised 
by students copying notes from the board and the teacher reading from a 
textbook. In contrast, LCA classes are characterised by a greater use of 
group work and project work. LCA classes are also more likely to use ICT 
 

5.4  
Teaching 
Methods 
Used 

Figure 5.7: Approaches Used in Fifth Year Classes (% ‘Every/Most Lessons’), as 
Reported by Students 
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and video/audio facilities as well as to involve visiting speakers and 
students themselves giving a presentation to the class (Figure 5.8).  

Figure 5.8: Other Approaches Used in Fifth Year Classes (% 
‘Every/Most/Some Lessons’), as Reported by Students 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 

The teaching approaches in sixth year are broadly similar to those found 
in fifth year classes, with active learning methodologies (such as group 
work and project work) more evident in LCA classes. However, in some 
respects, the differences in approach become even more evident, with a 
larger gap in the use of teacher-centred methods between LCE/LCVP and 
LCA classes (Figure 5.9).  

Figure 5.9: Approaches Used in Leaving Certificate Classes (% ‘Every/Most 
Lessons’), as Reported by Students 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 

 
The majority of respondents felt that the active teaching approaches 

used in LCA enhanced their overall learning experience and re-engaged 
them in their schoolwork (see section 5.1). Figure 5.9 indicates that in sixth 
year, LCA students were more likely to report being able to express their 
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opinion in class. Respondents felt that they learned more effectively 
through discussion and debate in the classroom: 

 
I’d say a lot of people are quiet in class because they won’t speak up like, you 
know. You learn a lot more when you do speak up because you’re being told there 
and then like what’s, what’s right and what’s wrong, you seem to take a lot more 
in like. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
The respondents indicated that class sizes had been much smaller in 

their LCA group than in their junior cycle classes. There is little systematic 
data available on average class sizes in LCA. However, analyses of the DES 
leaver database can be used to indicate the number of young people leaving 
each school in the final year of LCA. Such analyses indicate that, in 2006, 
the majority (59 per cent) of schools providing the programme had 10 or 
fewer students in their LCA year two class.  

 
Many young people felt that the smaller class sizes in LCA meant they 

received much more individualised attention from the teacher, thus 
facilitating their learning: 

 
I think it was a smaller class, the teacher gave everybody a lot of help with things 
and a lot of notes and … like she kept going over things and practiced everything 
a lot, that kind of way. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
A smaller class coupled with a greater use of group work was seen as 

facilitating learning from and with their peers:  
 
Oh it was great … we were all in one class … it wasn’t what’s the answer to 
this, everything was a group discussion and all … I just loved it. (Zoe, 22, 
dropped out of LCA, unemployed) 
 
You were normally working in a group, so if you had something on your mind 
that you were afraid to do there was always someone in the group that was able to 
help you. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 

 
Although smaller class size and more individual attention were 

characteristic of LCA, a small number of young people felt that more could 
be done to provide students with personal attention and support within the 
class context: 

 
Do you think it [LCA] could be improved in any way? 
Do more one on one sessions with people who have social difficulties like bad 
social skills like, just like anyone who’s real nervous because a lot of people who 
came into the LCA when I started, there were people just joining school, did their 
Junior Cert somewhere else. (Maurice, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
I’d do more classes where, one on one, with the teacher like, more one on one with 
people, students. … If you had a session once a week or something, just to see 
how you’re overall getting on with that person like. … So just if there’s problems 
or whatever you could just, you could find out about them. (Anne, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 
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In addition to the use of different teaching approaches within the 
classroom, LCA graduates reported the variety of activities, such as field 
trips, which took place outside the school building. The interviews 
highlighted the effectiveness of fieldtrips in the learning process and 
developing morale within the class.  

 
It was more visual and getting out there and experiencing it for yourself more, 
rather than just sitting there and reading it from the book, you more enjoyed it. 
(Mary, 22, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
The whole class, like we just got on so well and you know, it was working as part 
of a team and you know having to do key assignments and tasks and have 
deadlines and we also went out on like great trips, we went down to Carlow for 
the adventure centre, we went out on the Dublin bus tour. (Niamh, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 
 
Some schools were more active than others but these activities allowed 

students to become more involved in their community and improve their 
self-confidence: 

 
I loved going out like …, you had to go to different places and do things, make 
the phone calls, it just gets you more socially involved I think, you know, outside 
of school like. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
It was good to get out of school as well like, you’re not always in the school, you 
were always off, they brought us to, you know, Drink Aware, like AA meetings 
and all, to see what goes on, you know. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, 
apprentice) 
 
In sum, LCA classes tend to be characterised by more active teaching 

and learning methodologies. These approaches were generally seen as 
enhancing learning, a process which was further reinforced by smaller class 
size and more individual attention from teachers. Group work was seen as 
an effective way to promote learning from and with peers. Many LCA 
students were also given the opportunity to engage in activities  outside the 
classroom, such as field trips which were popular with the young people 
interviewed.  

 
 The LCA and LCE/LCVP programmes differ markedly in their approach 

to assessment. Performance in LCA is assessed over the two years of the 
programme and is based on the completion of modules, the performance 
of tasks and performance in terminal examinations. In contrast, LCE and 
LCVP assessment is much more reliant on terminal examinations. For the 
majority of respondents, one of the most positive aspects of LCA was the 
system of modular credit accumulation. The interviews highlighted the 
change in attitudes to learning and assessment among many of the 
respondents during the course of the programme. Many respondents were 
attracted to LCA by its structure of credit accumulation and found over the 
two year period that their grades, attendance and overall interest in school 
improved under the new system. Of particular note was the reference to a 
‘less stressful’ school environment as they built up credits throughout the 
year through the completion of project work and modules rather than 
relying on their performance in a terminal examination:  

5.5 
Approach to 
Assessment 
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So how did the school work compare then to the Junior Cert 
year? 
It was definitely more relaxed, you know, I found the Junior Cert just, it’s very 
pressure, especially near the end of the year because the fact that, before you know 
it the exams are there, you know, and you have to really study for them, but in 
LCA you’re actually doing projects through the whole year you know, so you 
actually know what your grades are going to be which is good. … Like you know 
how many credits you need at the end you only need to get in order to pass it. If 
you do the work during the year, then you’re fine. (Ronan, 25, completed 
LCA, apprentice) 
 
I remember you’d know what results you had and you’d know what you needed to 
receive so I did find it an awful lot better because you were so much more relaxed, 
you weren’t like stressed, pulling your hair. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, 
home duties) 
 
The transparency of deadlines for projects was seen as a positive aspect 

of the programme, and the nature of the workload was seen as providing a 
better preparation for the future: 

 
Every different module you had to be accredited for it like and so you could gain 
like six credits for something and then at the end of the year they were all totted 
up, which was good. Because it wasn’t … like the Leaving Cert, you just go 
through the whole year, then you do your big exam at the end like. And even now 
having gone to college … it was the same way … you did your assignments. 
(Fiona, 25, completed LCA, employed) 
 
However, some students did find the oral assessment of their student 

tasks by external examiners quite stressful:  
 
We were all nervous, you know, because they’re coming in like and they’re looking 
through your project and then you’re trying to tell them everything, you know … 
they’d be asking you questions and all like, probably just to see … if you did it. 
(Rebecca, 21, dropped out of LCA, home duties) 
 
During LCA, students received credits for attendance. As a result, many 

respondents found their attendance improved during this time: 
 
That’s another thing about LCA, you got points, you got points for timekeeping 
and attendance so if you were late or missed days you were deducted points. I had 
a great timekeeping and attendance record so it was good in a way like, where in 
first, second and third year you didn’t really mind missing days really, but in 
LCA it was important so you never really did. (Niamh, 21, completed 
LCA, employed) 
 
Differences between LCA and other Leaving Certificate students in 

actual attendance levels are discussed below in Section 5.5. 
 
Very marked differences are evident between LCA and other Leaving 

Certificate students in the use of homework as a tool for learning and 
assessment. Figure 5.10 indicates the extent to which fifth and sixth year 
students report receiving homework in ‘every’ or ‘most’ lessons. It is 
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evident that only a minority of LCA students report receiving homework 
on a regular basis.  

Figure 5.10: Use of Homework in Fifth and Sixth Year Classes 
(‘Every/Most Lessons’), as Reported by Students 
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Source: Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) database. 
 
The greater reliance of LCE/LCVP classes on homework is also evident 

from reports of the amount of time students spend on homework and 
study outside school (Figure 5.11). In both fifth and sixth year, the 
LCE/LCVP group spends considerably more time on homework and study 
than the LCA group. The differences are even more dramatic in sixth year; 
the majority of other LC students spend more than 3 hours per night on 
study compared with one in six LCA students. As a result, almost all (92 
per cent) LCA students find it ‘very’ or ‘fairly easy’ to combine homework 
and study in sixth year compared with less than a quarter of other LC 
students.  

Figure 5.11: Amount of Time Spent on Homework/Study in Fifth and Sixth Year, as 
Reported by Students 
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The differences in mode of assessment between LCA and the other 

Leaving Certificate programmes are found to have consequences for 
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practising for exams both within and outside of school. Three-quarters of 
LCE/LCVP students report practising previous exam papers in ‘every’ or 
‘most’ lessons compared with fewer than four in ten LCA students. 
Furthermore, among fifth years, LCA students are much less likely to take 
private tuition (‘grinds’) than their LCE/LCVP counterparts (5 per cent v. 
16 per cent). The difference between the two groups becomes much more 
marked in sixth year, when almost half of LCE/LCVP students, and only 5 
per cent of LCA students, are taking grinds mid-way through the school 
year. 

 
In sum, the different modes of assessment are found to have 

consequences for student engagement and approach to learning. For LCE 
and LCVP students, there is a fairly strong focus on the importance of 
homework and study as part of student learning. For LCA students, in 
contrast, learning is more strongly related to activities within the classroom, 
workplace or on field trips. 

 
The experiences of young people taking LCA are shaped not only by the 

curriculum and teaching methods used but by day-to-day interaction with 
teachers and other students. The extent to which social relations change 
and develop over senior cycle is considered in the following sections. 

 
 The longitudinal study of post-primary students allows us to compare the 

nature of teacher-student interaction in LCA and LCE/LCVP classes. Such 
interaction can be characterised as positive, involving praise and feedback, 
or negative, involving frequent reprimands or criticism. LCA classes in 
both fifth and sixth year appear to entail more positive and negative 
interactions between teachers and students (Figure 5.12 and 5.13), which 
most likely reflects the generally small size of LCA class groups. LCA 
students more frequently report being praised for their written work but 
also more frequently report being given out to by teachers for their work  
 

5.6 
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Figure 5.12: Nature of Teacher-student Interaction in Fifth Year, as Reported by 
Students 
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and for their behaviour. Other types of positive interaction appear 
somewhat more common among LCA students but the differences 
between the two groups are not significant.  

Figure 5.13: Nature of Teacher-student Interaction in Sixth Year, as Reported by 
Students 
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In keeping with other Leaving Certificate students (see Smyth et al., 
forthcoming), LCA students reported a shift in attitudes among teachers 
towards expecting students to take more responsibility for their own 
learning. Some students were somewhat surprised at this new approach: 

 
Like they weren’t forcing stuff down your neck to learn you know … it changed 
big time. There’s actually one thing that kind of shocked me, it’s like, if you don’t 
do the work, it’s not our problem, you know, you have to do it, so they made you 
kind of pick yourself up and do the work because if you didn’t then it was your 
problem. But in first to third year … they were on your back the whole time to do 
this and to do that, you had to because they were telling you to do it. (Ronan, 
25, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
In general, LCA students were slightly more likely than other students to 

report liking most of their teachers (87 per cent v. 82 per cent in sixth year). 
LCA students are more likely to report that ‘teachers would help me if I 
had a problem with my schoolwork’ (95 per cent v. 87 per cent in fifth 
year) and are less likely ‘not to tell the teacher if I don’t understand’ (15 per 
cent v. 21 per cent in sixth year; 23 per cent v. 27 per cent in fifth year). 
Furthermore, LCA students are more likely than other students to report 
always trying to answer questions in class (77 per cent v. 58 per cent). Sarah 
reported that the smaller class size and the encouragement received meant 
that she was much more likely to actively contribute in class than she had 
in junior cycle:  

 
When there’s a bigger class there and there’s a lot of kind of pressure I suppose 
and you know all the students and things, I’d never speak up in case I was kind 
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of wrong or something and then you know they’d laugh and just forget about it. 
So I used to sit there and wait for everyone else to answer before I would. But then 
when you went into LCA the classes shortened a lot … I would have spoken up 
a lot more like. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Respect emerged as a major factor in the new relationship between 

teachers and students in LCA. Respondents felt that instead of being 
looked upon negatively as was the case in junior cycle, there was mutual 
respect between teachers and students in LCA classes: 

 
I thought they were more like close with us and you know, more open and real 
down to earth like, it was weird like, it was just great. (Niamh, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 

 
Most respondents felt that this new respect had a positive impact on 

their work, with positive teacher-student interaction facilitating their 
engagement and learning: 

 
Like the teachers in LCA had a bit of banter with us, they understood us a bit 
more. … If you had respect for them, you’d do the work for them, you know, if 
you didn’t, there was always going to be problems, you know what I mean. That’s 
the biggest thing, they earned your respect. A lot of the lads got on great with 
them, you wouldn’t want to let them down like. (Andrew, 21, completed 
LCA, apprentice)  
 
They [teachers] seemed a lot sounder when I went to LCA. … I suppose it was a 
smaller group and I suppose we were working better like, we were working better 
as well like. (Derek, 21, completed LCA, employed)  
 
Barbara found that teachers had more time for students and helped 

them with their work: 
 
Did you notice the change in the approach of the teachers 
towards you, the student? 
Yeah, you actually got a better bond, I think, with the teachers, I don’t know, 
kind of, they started to respect you, I don’t know, I suppose you’re just spending a 
lot more time with them but I found that they did help you an awful lot more in 
stuff and explained stuff an awful lot better. (Barbara, 23, completed LCA, 
employed) 
 
Other respondents noted that they were given much more say in class 

content and their opinions were valued:  
 
They treat you with respect, I don’t know, they way they treat you, it’s always 
calm it’s always nice. … Before you were told what to do but yeah, they ask your 
opinions a lot and then, yeah, or what you think of what you should be doing and 
stuff, your ideas like as well. (Annette, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
You came out of third year and the respect you got from the teachers … you 
weren’t treated as a child, you were treated as an adult and they didn’t make the 
choices for you, you made the choices together. You were always given an option 
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and your opinion was always heard. (Mary, 22, completed LCA, home 
duties) 
 
In contrast to the majority of respondents who felt their relationship 

with teachers improved, some young people highlighted more negative 
relations with teachers and reported a lack of interest among some 
teachers. Linda stated that in fifth year her class did very little work and she 
recalled how as a group they realised they had not covered enough of the 
curriculum to pass LCA: 

 
In fifth year now, it was kind of the year that we didn’t learn much and then 
sixth year it was all thrown on us. Everything was thrown on us that we felt we 
had to learn and we kind of started stressing then thinking that, this isn’t good 
enough, we should have learned all this last year, you know, but we didn’t do 
anything about it like. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
She felt that some of the teachers did not give the class their full 

attention, leaving the class for long periods and allowing the students to do 
as they wished: 

 
Like two or three of them weren’t at all, I don’t think had any interest, our 
Religion teacher, he’d talk about football with the boys like. … Yeah, there was 
one teacher, the IT teacher, very lackadaisical you know, you could literally do 
anything on the internet, go on the computer, go on the internet and do anything, 
about ten minutes like, we’d have stuff to do and that and then that’d be it really 
and then all the, most of the rest of the teachers are really good like, trying their 
best. (Linda, 21, completed LCA, student) 
 
In keeping with the lack of challenge in LCA schoolwork reported by 

some young people, some felt that LCA teachers should be more 
motivated and give students greater encouragement. Shirley, for example, 
felt that the teachers needed to ‘push’ the students more: 

 
Was there anything you would change about the LCA? 
Just to have the teachers that are going to push you and get your work done and 
help you through it like, than having teachers that are just sitting there just saying 
ah yeah, do it if you want, you know, you need, definitely need a push, and again, 
you don’t need teachers that are going to be too strict to turn you off it either. 
(Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Rebecca also felt that teachers needed to be more attentive and examine 

students work to make sure it was done correctly: 
 
Just a bit more pushing to get you like, to do all your stuff, trying, getting [you] to 
go over your stuff to make sure it’s perfect like, yeah you’ll get a good mark on it 
or whatever, I don’t think they went over any of our stuff. (Rebecca, 21, 
dropped out of LCA, home duties) 
 
Jackie felt that the relationship with her teachers worsened in LCA as 

they treated her like a child: 
 
I felt I was being treated like I was in second year, I honestly did, like a little 
child.…Because I knew people from school as well that did the straight Leaving 
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and … when I'd see the teachers speaking to them in the hallway they looked like 
they were having like respect for each other. (Jackie, 22, completed LCA, 
home duties) 
 
Despite having a great relationship with her LCA teachers, Barbara 

noticed that the teachers who were not involved in LCA would continue to 
treat her as they had done in junior cycle.  

 
I found that the teachers that weren’t involved in the LCA, they were always 
picking on you in the corridors, stupid little things. (Barbara, 23, completed 
LCA, employed) 
 
Comparing LCA and LCE/LCVP students using data from the 

longitudinal study, students taking LCA tend to have significantly higher 
rates of misbehaviour than other students, especially in relation to being 
late for school, getting into trouble for not following the school rules and 
truanting. They were also more likely to receive detention and to have been 
suspended during the current school year (46 per cent v. 7 per cent in sixth 
year). It is important, however, to note that LCA students had higher rates 
of misbehaviour at the end of third year so these differences do not reflect 
the influence of LCA. In fact, many young people indicated the way in 
which more active teaching methods and improved relations with teachers 
meant that discipline was much less of an issue than had been the case in 
junior cycle:  

 
We had the same teachers but they treated us a lot differently 
So how do you think? 
Treated us a lot better, they were, you know, a lot more lenient and a lot nicer. 
(Tim, 21, completed LCA, unemployed) 
 
LCA students received credits for attendance which many suggested 

improved their attendance at school and timekeeping after they left school. 
Greater engagement with lessons was also seen as contributing to students 
looking forward to coming to school, rather than actively avoiding it (see 
above). Niamh’s attendance record improved when she went into LCA: 

 
That’s another thing about LCA, you got points, you got points for timekeeping 
and attendance so if you were late or missed days you were deducted points … In 
LCA like, you know, I had a great timekeeping and attendance record so, it was 
good in a way like, where in first, second and third year you didn’t really mind 
missing days really, but in LCA it was important so you never really did. 
(Niamh, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
Sarah felt that during LCA everybody enjoyed going into school which 

improved their attendance levels: 
 
Everyone loved going to school, I’d say, like I never I’d say missed maybe six days 
in the two years I’d say and … you like want to go to school, you don’t mind 
going to school like, you’re there and you’re having a laugh as well as doing 
anything else like. And yeah, I think everyone was pretty much the same in my 
class anyway. … There was nobody going oh, I hate school, you know what I 
mean. … You’re more aware of what that can actually do to you in like the long 
term and I’d say since, since then, since I’ve started working like, I don’t think 
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I’ve ever missed a day like working, unless I’m really sick where before in school 
I’d take off a day you know, I’d try and get a day off, I’ve a pain in my head, but 
since then, no, I don’t think there’s any point in it, that I suppose is good, you 
know. (Sarah, 21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
In a number of cases, however, LCA graduates reported a lack of 

discipline within class, with a disruption to learning time. Sandra felt the 
teachers in her school were not able to control the ‘messing’ in her LCA 
class: 

 
There was a lot in it that wanted to get work done but you couldn’t get it done. 
Say like I was saying before like you want to get it done but you can’t get it done 
because people kept messing and things like that and you’d be getting, say you’d 
be falling out with them over it because like you’re losing out because of them 
messing like. And when you say it to someone, like say if you say it to the teacher, 
you tell them to stop like, they say ah will you just be quiet and do your work … 
Some teachers were really quiet, they just say now, Shh, Shh, but like, no one’s 
going to listen to someone at the top of the class saying shush, shush. … There’d 
be times you’d feel like oh I’m going to scream like, you know the way you don’t 
want to go ahead with it but you just do because you know some of them aren’t 
going to listen to you. (Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
Linda felt that much of the teachers’ time was spent disciplining and 

removing people from her LCA class: 
 
For the teacher it would have been more hard because they’d have to deal with a 
lot of people getting kicked out in one day, you know, for to get other people to 
learn like. It was kind of that hardness for the teacher, like the teachers I have to 
say, some of them were really good and really, really tried. … Yeah, no one else 
could learn like, so what could you do? (Linda, 21, completed LCA, 
student) 
 
The following section develops on this issue of interaction with 

classmates within the LCA class. 
 
 Smaller class sizes and the emphasis on working as a group within class 

were seen as enhancing social relations among students: 5.7 
Social 
Relations 
with Peers 

 
You kind of got closer to more people, because you didn’t have to sit in the class 
and actually just listen to somebody talking all day, you know. You got to 
integrate with people and you kind of made more friends through that. (Ronan, 
25, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
There was such a small class that everyone got on. (Mary, 22, completed 
LCA, home duties) 
 
Reported levels of bullying are similar for LCA and other LC students in 

both fifth and sixth year.  
 
Some respondents reported social mixing between the LCA and other 

LC class groups. Andrew felt that his LCA class was treated the same as the 
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other Leaving Certificate classes as they were mixed together for assemblies 
and sport events: 

 
We were with them going up. … You’d be going on the same breaks as them 
still, no, live near most them anyway so, there was always, still hang around with 
them, you know, so … sure everyone would be still the same. Yeah, there was 
never any divide or anything like that, no, no never. Sure a sports day and stuff 
like that or awards ceremonies in the hall, the school hall, you’d be all the same 
so. (Andrew, 21, completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
I still hung around, because my best friend was in normal Leaving Cert so we still 
hung around every lunchtime, every break time, we met up like. (Annette, 21, 
completed LCA, employed) 
 
However, a significant issue that emerged from the interviews with 

young people was the negative labelling of LCA students by other Leaving 
Certificate students in some schools. Some of the respondents recalled 
being called names by their peers in the LCE class. Respondents differed, 
however, in the extent to which they regarded such remarks as ‘harmless’, 
either laughing them off or taking them more seriously: 

 
You’d always have … other students in the school slagging you about the LCA, 
because … it’s a bit easier than the normal Leaving Cert, you know, you 
probably have Lowest Class Applied and you know, stuff like that, you know, 
just people making jokes like that but sure they wouldn’t probably mean any 
harm, just everyone having a bit of a laugh, you know. (Andrew, 21, 
completed LCA, apprentice) 
 
What was the thing, Lowest Common Arseholes was what it was, LCA, yeah, 
but you took no notice whatsoever. Some people have a dim view because … you 
can see people are under severe pressure … and you know we weren’t under 
pressure, we were doing it over the two years. … Most people had an okay view 
about it like, you know, but there would have been some alright that were just 
like, you know, god you’ve no brain inside your head kind of thing like. (Sarah, 
21, completed LCA, employed) 
 
It was just slagging your spelling … Another thing which I thought was terrible 
like a lot of them called it the handicapped Leaving, which really annoyed me. 
…It really annoyed me, I thought that was awful. (Barbara, 23, completed 
LCA, employed) 
 
Interestingly, some of the respondents referred to the LCE as the 

‘normal’, ‘real’ or ‘straight’ Leaving Certificate which may suggest they also 
have negative perceptions of the LCA.  

 
Some young people reported that their class was labelled as the ‘dumb’ 

or ‘thick’ class. Even where pejorative terms were not employed, many felt 
that the other Leaving Certificate groups did not understand the nature and 
purpose of the LCA programme:  

 
She was like saying oh the LCA is a doss year … but I stood up for myself, I 
stood up I said that’s the way I’m going to college, I’m confident, I’ll be able to go 
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into school, feel relaxed and be able to do it that way. (Siobhan, 25, 
completed LCA, employed) 
 
Ones that are posher than you or whatever, who had more confidence or whatever 
and they said, used to say to us like, oh it’s the easy way out, it’s not the real 
thing. … A doss year and that’s all you do. But it wasn’t like, I know it was a 
lot different like, but they didn’t seem to understand. (Deirdre, 22, completed 
LCA, unemployed) 
 
The separation into different Leaving Certificate programmes was seen 

by some young people as resulting in a lack of social interaction between 
LCA students and their peers. This reinforced the perception of the LCA 
group as different, with some students internalising the negative labels. 
Sandra, for example, reported that she only socialised with people in the 
LCA classes:  

 
If you were mixing with anyone you were only going to be mixing with the 
LCA2, you weren’t mixing with anyone else in the group, like say other years 
like or anything like that. … You’d feel kind of, as if we were the two stupid 
groups like and there was people saying it like as well, so you’d be thinking that 
must be the way. (Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home duties) 

 
Similarly, Linda had no contact with friends she had had in junior cycle 

and felt there was a gap between her class and the other Leaving Certificate 
classes: 

 
When we went into fifth year there was … like just a total gap then. … At 
lunch time you’d see them and that and just the fact that, I don’t know, we were 
in one group and then there was like the outside world. We didn’t actually have 
any contact with girls that we knew when we were in third year and that. (Linda, 
21, completed LCA, student) 
 
In some schools, this social separation was mirrored and further 

reinforced by the provision of separate facilities for LCA students:  
 
We never had much to do with the normal Leaving Cert. … We had our own 
sports events and things like that. (Tim, 21, completed LCA, unemployed) 
 
Well say there’d be plays and that but they’d be all seated, put out like and 
they’d say now, they’d say LCA here, fifth year here, sixth year there, you’d 
always stay kept separate like. (Sandra, 23, completed LCA, home duties) 
 
All the Leaving Certs would be brought up [at assemblies], we wouldn’t be 
asked. And I remember loads of times it happened and we had to go up and 
make complaints to the principal about this. (Deirdre, 22, completed LCA, 
unemployed) 

 
Deirdre also felt that in her school, the LCA classes were given poorer 

facilities, including smaller rooms and lockers: 
 
We had a gammy little room down there, and our lockers, I think we’d only half 
lockers, where the other Leaving Certs, we won’t go into their locker room, big 
spacious thing, all their lockers and loads of benches and all, and we were 
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