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Abstract: Due to COVID-19, there was a series of changes to the terminal schooling assessments in
Ireland (the Leaving Certificate) between 2019 and 2023. The traditional exams-based grading in 2019
switched to grades that were largely determined by teacher assessment in 2020 and 2021 before reverting
to national exams in 2022. These changes were accompanied by grade inflation that did not disappear
in 2022 and 2023 as inflated grade distributions were maintained by post-grading adjustments to student
exam scores. We examine how changes over this period affected gender gaps in Leaving Certificate
performance. While there are some differences across subjects, there are three robust findings: First,
biases in teacher assessment modestly increased grades of females relative to males with effects
throughout the grade distribution. Second, naive estimates that do not account for grade inflation greatly
exaggerate the effects of teacher bias on gender gaps at the very top of the distribution and misleadingly
suggest that teacher biases favoured boys at the bottom of the distribution. Third, while the focus has
been on teacher grading, grade inflation itself has important implications for gender gaps in achievement,
benefiting girls at the top of the distribution and boys at the bottom. While our findings are specific to
this period in Ireland, teacher assessment generally tends to be generous towards students and so leads
to increases in grades. Therefore, the conflation of teacher bias effects with grade inflation effects may
have broader relevance.

| INTRODUCTION

he COVID pandemic led to changes in assessments in many countries as
national examinations were cancelled and replaced by some form of teacher
assessment. Before 2020, grades in Ireland were based on performance in centrally
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and anonymously graded national examinations — the “Leaving Certificate” exams.
These grades were then used by the centralised college applications system to
determine the allocation of students to college programmes. This changed in 2020
with the national examinations cancelled and replaced by “calculated grades” which
were predominantly based on teacher assessments. There was also a heavy reliance
on teacher assessment in 2021.! Due to the changing processes, there was grade
inflation between 2019 and 2020 and further inflation between 2020 and 2021.
While 2022 and 2023 saw a return to grades being determined solely by national
exams, a policy decision was made to adjust exam scores so that grade distributions
were similar to the inflated 2021 grades. Using these sharp changes in grade
distributions over a short period of time, we examine the effects of teacher
assessment and grade inflation on gender differences in grade distributions.

The literature on teacher gender bias in assessment is mixed: Hinnerich et al.
(2011) find no indications of gender bias in teacher grading in Swedish high schools
when using assessments graded by the teacher as well as anonymously by another
person.? Using Irish data, McCoy et al. (2021) find that teacher assessments of
mathematical ability are relatively lower for girls than test scores would indicate.
However, a common finding (Lavy, 2008; Lindahl, 2007; Breda and Ly, 2015;
Terrier, 2020; Falch and Naper, 2013; Cornwall et al., 2013) is that teacher-assessed
grades differ systematically by gender compared to grades from standardised tests
or anonymous national examinations with differences tending to favour females.
Therefore, we would expect females to do relatively better than males in 2020 and
2021 compared to 2019 and 2022.3

Grade inflation at high school/secondary school level has become increasingly
documented internationally with an acceleration over the COVID period being
particularly noted. In Sweden, at the upper secondary school level, grades increased
by almost 10 percentage points between 1997 and 2003; this change was
unaccompanied by an increase in standardised tests (Nordin et al., 2019). In the
United States, the average high school Grade Point Average (GPA) of ACT test
takers increased from 3.28 in 2018 to 3.39 in 2021 (Sanchez and Moore, 2022). In
the UK between 2019 and 2021, the percentage of A* grades awarded in the

'In 2021, students could choose to take national exams in each subject or accept a teacher-assessed grade
in the subject; if they did the exam, they were awarded the higher of the two grades in the subject. Many
chose not to sit exams and, even amongst cases where exams were taken, the teacher-assessed grades were
higher in most cases, so 2021 can be considered as a year where teacher assessments remained the primary
determinant of Leaving Certificate grades.

2 Avitzour et al. (2020) conducted an experiment in Israeli primary schools where teachers graded
Mathematics exams, exploiting unique characteristics of Hebrew grammar to create “female” and “male”
versions of each exam paper. The results showed that, although some teachers displayed preferences for
boys and others for girls, there was no overall gender bias.

3 Official reports have shown an increase in the grades of girls relative to boys in 2020 and 2021 in Ireland
(State Examinations Commission, 2021a; Department of Education and Skills, 2020b). There are similar
findings for the UK (Smithers, 2023).
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A-Level exams increased from about 8 per cent to 19 per cent, and the proportion
of A*/A grades nearly doubled from about 25 per cent to 45 per cent (Smithers,
2023).

The effect of grade inflation on gender differences is unclear as it depends on
the underlying distribution of scores by gender in the base period before inflation
occurs. Recent research has examined the effect of grade inflation on students later
in the education system and on their subsequent earnings in the labour market
(Hvidman and Sievertsen, 2021; Diamond and Persson, 2016; Nordin et al., 2019;
Collins et al., 2024). Results suggest that school grade inflation can have welfare
implications if some subgroups are relatively more affected by grade inflation than
others (Nordin et al., 2019). Our work focuses on the effect of grade inflation on
gender differences in exam grades; we are unaware of previous research on this
specific question. Our main contributions to the literature are, first, to examine how
grade inflation confounds estimation of gender biases in teacher assessment and,
second, to evaluate how grade inflation itself affects gender gaps in achievement.
To this end, one nice feature of the Irish case is that grade inflation in 2022 and
2023 predominantly arose through post-grading adjustments to percentage scores
in each exam and implementation did not depend on the gender of the student (just
on their pre-adjustment exam score).

We consider teacher assessments as potentially affecting gender gaps through
two different channels. First, teachers may systematically over-predict the likely
exam performance of one gender compared to the other — the literature suggests
that they may tend to have more positive perspectives on females than on males.
Consistent with the literature, we refer to this as gender bias.* Second, teachers are
likely to be overly optimistic in general about student performance so that teacher
assessment leads to grade inflation. Even if teachers have no gender bias as defined
above, grade inflation may have differential effects by gender if, for example,
females are initially closer to grade cut-offs. Empirically, we can separate out these
two possibilities by comparing gender gaps in periods where there was teacher
assessment and grade inflation (2020 and 2021) to periods in which there was only
grade inflation (2022 and 2023).

We find that taking account of grade inflation matters for changes in the gender
gap in the proportion achieving an H1 (the highest possible grade in the Leaving
Certificate): two-thirds of the increase in the female advantage between 2019 and
2020/2021 was potentially due to grade inflation rather than teacher bias.
Accounting for grade inflation also makes the effect of teacher bias more consistent
across the grade distribution, moderately increasing the relative proportion of girls
who get top grades and moderately reducing the relative proportion of girls who
get very low grades. Interestingly, grade inflation itself has important implications

4 Note that while we refer to this as bias, teacher over-prediction of female performance relative to males
may simply relate to differences across gender in performance in high-stakes exams relative to schoolwork
in general, or to greater engagement and better behaviour of females in class.
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for gender gaps in achievement. Because girls are overrepresented near the top of
the distribution, grade inflation increases the relative proportion of girls who get
very high grades. Similarly, the preponderance of boys at the bottom of the
distribution implies that grade inflation reduces the proportion of boys who obtain
very low grades. Thus grade inflation has effects on gender gaps that differ across
the distribution. Indeed, when we consider average grades (as measured by Leaving
Certificate points), we find no discernible effect of grade inflation, suggesting that
grade inflation effects on gender gaps average out over the distribution. Despite
this, the effects on gender gaps in top grades may have meaningful effects on gender
differences in college opportunities for certain subgroups of students.

Il INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND, DATA, AND DESCRIPTIVE
STATISTICS

2.1 The Leaving Certificate Examination
Students typically begin post-primary education in Ireland at age 12 or 13. The
duration of post-primary schooling is 5/6 years with State examinations (the “Junior
Cycle” exams) after the first three years and further State examinations (the
“Leaving Certificate™) at the end of the final two years.> In the Leaving Certificate
exams, students typically take seven or eight subjects and can choose to take each
subject at either a higher level or at a lower level. Irish, English, and Mathematics
are compulsory and other subjects are chosen from a menu that includes Art, Music,
modern languages, Sciences, Business, Economics, and other subjects.®

For school-leavers, entry to college is almost entirely dependent on Leaving
Certificate performance. Students get grades in each subject and these grades are
mapped into points. More points are awarded for subjects taken at higher level than
at lower level. From 2012, entrants received 25 bonus points in Mathematics if they
obtained at least a D3 grade (40 per cent) in higher level Mathematics. The
relationship between exam scores, exam grades, and Leaving Certificate points
during our time period is in Appendix Table 1. Points for a subject range from 0 to
100 (125 for Mathematics). The total points obtained from the student’s six best
subjects are combined to form their total Leaving Certificate points, which are used
to determine third-level placement, so the maximum total Leaving Certificate points
is 625.

Most college programmes are over-subscribed and have minimum-points
requirements. The number of points needed for any course depends on the number

3 Most schools offer a “transition year” after the third year of post-primary schooling so typically students
sit the Leaving Certificate in their sixth year of post-primary school at age 18 or 19.

5 While Irish is compulsory, there are exemptions available for children who have lived for a sufficient time
outside of Ireland or who have a learning disability (https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-
Forms/Active-Circulars/ppc10_94.pdf).
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of places and the number of applicants for those places and varies from year to year.
Once the Leaving Certificate results are released, the student is offered their highest
ranked programme for which they have sufficient points (see Delaney and
Devereux, 2020 for further details).

2.2 Changes in Leaving Certificate Grading

The traditional sitting of the Leaving Certificate examinations did not occur in June
2020 and students were instead provided with a “calculated grade”. This calculation
used feedback from each subject teacher on likely performance of the student if the
exams had taken place with subsequent school-level adjustment and oversight.
Following this, there was a centralised national standardisation process that took
no account of individual student characteristics or the achievement of prior cohorts
from the school.”

The in-person Leaving Certificate resumed in June 2021 with students given
the choice to sit the written exam in June or receive an “accredited grade” or both.
In any subject in which a student chose both options, the better of the two grades
(examination and accredited) was recorded as their Leaving Certificate grade. The
process of calculating the “accredited grade” was similar to that in 2020, in that it
was based on the assessment of each subject teacher of how the student would likely
score if they sat a written exam in June 2021. As in 2020, there was then further
school-level oversight and a national standardisation process. It is important to note
that the final grades were much more influenced by the accredited grades than by
grades achieved in the examination. In many subjects, close to 50 per cent of
students did not take the examination (Appendix Table 2). Of those who took the
examination, the examination grade was higher than the accredited grade in only
16 per cent of cases (Appendix Table 3). Therefore, it is reasonable to view the
2021 grade distribution as being overwhelmingly determined by teacher-assessed
grades.

The years 2022 and 2023 saw a return to centralised examinations with no
teacher input into the grading process. However, in both years it was decided at
government level that average grades should be no lower than in 2021. This was
achieved in part by some changes to the examination papers (less time pressure and
greater choice of questions to answer) but mostly through adjustments to percentage
scores in each exam. For example, in 2023, percentage scores were increased by
an average of 7.9 percentage points leading to an increased letter grade (for
example, H2 to H1) for about 70 per cent of cases. Adjustments were on a sliding
scale, being larger for low scorers than for high scorers but were at least
5.5 percentage points even for the highest scoring exams in 2023.

7 Students were given the opportunity to sit in-person exams in November 2020, but few availed of this
opportunity. Further details about the “calculated grades” process are in the Appendix.
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2.3 Data

Individual-level Leaving Certificate grade information is unavailable in Ireland, so
we instead use grade distributions by gender, subject and year that are reported by
the State Examinations Commission (SEC). The years we consider are 2015 to
2023. Because very different numbers of students take different subjects, we weight
all analysis by the number of students taking the subject in the year.® This implies
that each individual grade gets equal weighting and ensures that our estimates are
more heavily impacted by subjects that many people take (such as English) than
by subjects that few students take (such as Engineering).

We examine grades by gender for 21 Leaving Certificate subjects that are
widely taken by students (the selection criterion is that at least 5,000 students took
the subject in 2022). These are English, Mathematics, Irish, French, German,
Spanish, Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Agricultural Science, Engineering,
Construction, Business, Economics, Accounting, Music, Home Economics, Design
and Communications Graphics, History, Art, and Geography. Students typically do
seven subjects, with English, Mathematics, and Irish being compulsory and four
other subjects also taken. These subjects can be studied at either higher or lower
level with higher level material and examinations being more difficult. The grading
system changed in 2017, so we map 2015 and 2016 grades into the post-2017
grading scheme using percentage scores and use the post-2017 grade categories in
the analysis.’

2.4 Interpreting Trends
The following sections present a variety of descriptive evidence relating to grade
inflation and teacher bias. For now, we will interpret the trends using a simple
framework. Both 2019 and 2022 were years in which there was no teacher grading
but the grades in 2022 are inflated relative to 2019 so comparing the outcomes in
these two years provides evidence on grade inflation effects. On the other hand,
2020 and 2021 were years in which grades were primarily determined by teachers
and in which grades were inflated relative to 2019. Comparing gender differences
in 2019 to 2020/2021 gives a sense of the combined effects of teacher bias and
grade inflation. Grade distributions in 2022 were similar to those in 2021 so the
comparison of these two years provides information about teacher bias effects,
abstracting from grade inflation.'?

It is important to note that there are many limitations to this framework. First,
COVID itself may have had heterogenous effects on students in different cohorts
so that, even if there had been no change in grading methods or distributions over

8 Appendix Table 4 shows the number of students who took each of the 21 subjects in 2022.
9 The pre-2017 grades were more disaggregated, so it is possible to accurately map them to the 2017 grading
system.

10 We take a more nuanced approach to separating teacher bias effects from grade inflation effects in the
regression analysis in Section II1.
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this period, there may have been changes in gender gaps. More indirectly, school
closures, remote learning, and lockdowns may have had differential effects on boys
and girls. Second, in response to COVID, there were changes to the examinations
in 2022 involving less time pressure and greater choice. There is international
evidence that assessment methods affect gender differences in performance with
particularly large differences between written assessments and multiple choice tests
(see Delaney and Devereux, 2021 for a review of this literature). While the changes
in exam structure in the Leaving Certificate did not involve changes in the types of
questions, there may still have been implications for gender gaps.!!

2.5 Grade Inflation

Figure 1 shows average points (weighted by the number of students taking the
subject) over the 21 subjects for each of the nine years.!? Points increased
significantly between 2019 and 2020 and again in 2021, before stabilising
somewhat in 2022 and 2023.

Figure 1: Grades by Year
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.

11 There is also evidence that the changes in the grading scheme in 2017 affected subject choices and
performance in ways that differed by gender (McCoy et al., 2019). This is not an issue for us in our main
analysis (as we do not compare pre-2017 outcomes to those that came after) but should be kept in mind in
the figures in which we show outcomes for the full set of years from 2015 to 2023.

12 For comparability across subjects, we calculate points for Mathematics based on the 0-100 scale used
for all other subjects. In Appendix Table 5, we show the distribution of points (weighted by the number of
students taking the subject) averaged over the 21 subjects and over the nine years.
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Figure 1 also shows the proportion getting the maximum grade of H1 that
provides 100 points (once again averaging over all 21 subjects and weighting by
the number of students taking the subject). The grade inflation is very apparent
here at the top of the distribution as this proportion increased from just less
than 4 per cent pre-COVID to over 6 per cent in 2020, and to 10 per cent in the
2021-2023 period.

Grade inflation is apparent throughout the distribution. The remaining panels
in Figure 1 show the proportion that obtain at least an H3 (77 points or more) and
the proportion that achieve 20 points or fewer (either an HS, an O5 or lower, or
Foundation Level in Mathematics or Irish).!3

2.6 Female-Male Gaps
In general, females do better than males. Figure 2 shows the difference in average
points between girls and boys over all 21 subjects by year, showing a female
advantage that varies from about five points to seven points, with bigger gaps in
2020 and 2021 when grades were largely based on teacher assessments. After these
two years, the gender gap in average points falls back to what it was in the
pre-COVID years.

Figure 2 also shows male-female gaps in the proportion obtaining H1 grades.
The gap favouring females increases from 1 percentage point pre-2020 to

Figure 2: Gender Differences in Grades by Year
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.

13 Foundation Level is only available in Mathematics and Irish and is at a level below that of lower level.
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3 percentage points in 2020, 4 percentage points in 2021 and then returns to
about 3 percentage points in 2022 and 2023. Clearly gender differences in the
proportion receiving H1 grades is more influenced by grade inflation (which affects
the entire 2020 to 2023 period) than by teacher bias (which is a factor only in 2020
and 2021). The equivalent picture for the gender difference in the proportion
receiving at least an H3 grade is also in Figure 2. Here, the gender gap falls after
2021 suggesting that teacher bias is relatively more important for gender differences
in the proportion attaining H3+ than it is for the proportion of Hls.

Finally, Figure 2 also shows the gender gap in the proportion getting 20 points
or fewer. Pre-2020, males were about 7 to 8 percentage points more likely to receive
fewer than 20 points and this gap decreased to about 6 percentage points in 2021,
and then to about five points in 2022 and 2023. The reduction in the gender gap
between 2020 and later years is consistent with grade inflation favouring boys at
the bottom of the distribution. If this is indeed the case, the stability of the gender
gap at the bottom between 2019 and 2020 could be explained by grade inflation
effects helping boys but being offset by teacher bias that favours girls.

Figure 3 shows the distribution of gender differences by points level, showing
the negative female-male gap at low grades and positive female-male gap at high
grades — females dominate at higher grades and males dominate at low grades.!*
The figure shows that in the years with teacher-assessed grades (2020 and 2021),

Figure 3: Difference Between Female and Male Distributions Over All
Subjects
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14 We show the years 2019 to 2022 so that the contents of the figure are more visible. Pre-2019 years are
similar to 2019, and 2023 is similar to 2022.
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there are a higher proportion of females relative to males at the top of the
distribution. Comparing 2019 grades to 2022 (both years in which grades were
based solely on centralised examinations), we see clear evidence of relative gains
to males at the bottom of the distribution and to females at the top, particularly in
the top two grades.

We can also examine gender differences across subjects. To do this
parsimoniously, we draw on the findings from Figure 2 that grade inflation effects
(as proxied by the changes between 2019 and 2022) are concentrated at the very
top of the distribution (proportion of H1s) and at the bottom (20 points or fewer)
while teacher bias effects (comparisons of 2019 to 2020 or 2021 to 2022) are more
broadly concentrated in the top three grades (H1 to H3).

2.7 Grade Inflation (Comparing 2019 to 2022)

Figure 4 shows the changes in the gender gap in the proportion of Hls between
2019 and 2022. In all subjects except Mathematics, there are substantial changes
favouring females, typically of about 2 to 4 percentage points.!> The biggest effects
are in Home Economics, Music, Business, Art and History. The findings in
Figure 4 are consistent with grade inflation favouring females at the very top of the
distribution.

Figure 4a: Change in Gender Difference: Proportion H1, 2019 to 2022:
Female minus Male
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.

1S We believe that the bigger increase in H1s for girls compared to boys between 2019 and 2022 occurs
because, as can be seen in Figure 3, there is a sizeable female advantage at H2 and H3 level in 2019. Grade
inflation causes many females who would have received an H2 or H3 in 2019 to attain an H1 in 2022.
Mathematics differs in that, in 2019, the proportion of males receiving H2 and H3 grades exceeded the
proportion of females that did.
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Figure 4b: Change in Gender Difference: Proportion 0-20 points, 2019 to
2022: Female minus Male
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Figure 4 also shows the equivalent figure for the gender difference in the
proportion getting very low grades (defined as receiving 20 points or fewer). With
three exceptions, the proportion of males receiving very low points falls relative to
females as grade inflation reduces the proportion of students at the very bottom
of the distribution, an area previously dominated by males.!® The findings in
Figure 4 are consistent with grade inflation favouring males at the very bottom of
the distribution.

2.8 Teacher Bias Effects (Comparing 2019 to 2020 and 2021 to 2022)

Figure 5 shows changes in the gender difference in the proportion earning an H3
grade or better by subject from 2019 to 2020. There are increases favouring females
for all subjects with magnitudes generally about 2 to 6 percentage points. The
largest effects are for Economics and English. Figure 5 also shows the equivalent
figure for changes between 2021 and 2022. Here, the changes favour boys in almost
all subjects with typical effect sizes of about 2 to 5 percentage points. Figure 5
provides suggestive evidence that teacher assessments favoured females in almost
all subjects, as 2020 and 2021 were the two years in which they were used.
However, because there was some difference in grade inflation across 2019-2020
and 2021-2022, it is possible that grade inflation is partly responsible for these
effects. Therefore, in the next section, we use regression analysis to try to separate
out these two effects more precisely.

16 Engineering is an outlier here, perhaps because it is a very male-dominated subject.



292 The Economic and Social Review
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Figure 5a: Change in Gender Difference: Proportion H3+, 2019 to 2020:
Female minus Male
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Figure 5b: Change in Gender Difference: Proportion H3+, 2021 to 2022:
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Il REGRESSION ANALYSIS

To show average effects somewhat more precisely, we estimate a regression using
information from all 21 subjects over the period 2017 to 2023.!7 The dependent
variables are the differences in the average value of each particular outcome
between females and males in each subject in each year. The outcomes considered
are the proportion of each gender that received an H1 (100 points), the proportion
of each gender that received an H1 or H2 (88+ points), the proportion of each
gender that received an H3 or better (77+ points), the proportion of each gender
that received 37 points or fewer (level 7 or worse at higher level or level 3 or worse
at lower level), the proportion of each gender that received 20 points or fewer
(HS8 or OS5 or lower), and the proportion of each gender that received 0 points. As
a summary measure, we also study the average points obtained in the subject by
each gender.

Our first specification estimates the effect of teacher bias ignoring grade
inflation by simply comparing 2020 and 2021 outcomes to those in 2017 to 2019.
The specification has the form:

Bi=Bot Bry20.21 % 2223+ 0T 4, (1)

where Y is a measure of the female-male gap in the relevant outcome, 20,21 is
equal to 1 if the year is 2020 or 2021 and 0 otherwise and indicates the use of
teacher assessments, y22,23 is an indicator variable for the year being 2022 or 2023,
and J is a vector of indicator variables for each of the 21 subjects. There are 147
observations with each observation being at the subject-year level (21 subjects over
seven years). Each subject-year observation is weighted by the number of students
who took that subject in that year.'8

The estimates are reported in Table 1. As we saw in the earlier figures, the
gender gap favouring females is higher in 2020 and 2021. Compared to 2017-2019,
the proportion of females getting high grades relative to the proportion of males
increased considerably. Counteracting this somewhat, the gender gap in the
proportion receiving 0 points narrows as in these years relatively more females than
males attained 0 points. Table 1 also provides an approximation of how much
teacher bias effects are confounded by the effects of grade inflation in 2020 and
2021 as it provides a comparison between 2022 and 2023 and the pre-2020 period.
The effects of grade inflation (as measured by the comparisons of 2022 and 2023
to 2017-2019) on gender gaps are considerable. For the proportion of Hls, the

17 We start the analysis with 2017 data because, as mentioned above, the grading system was somewhat
different prior to 2017.

18 We report robust standard errors. An alternative would be to cluster standard errors by subject. We have
not done so as there are too few subjects (21) for this approach to provide reliable estimates. Clustering by
subject leads to standard errors that are higher, but not sufficiently so as to change the substantive findings.
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2022/2023 effect of 2.3 percentage points is almost as large as the 2020/2021 effect
of 2.9 percentage points, suggesting that most of the apparent teacher bias effect is
due to grade inflation. Similarly, the estimates suggest that about half the 2020/2021
effect for H2+ and a third of the effect for H3+ is due to grade inflation. Also
interesting is the implication that the apparent effect of teacher bias in reducing the
relative proportion of boys with 0 points may be entirely due to grade inflation. On
the other hand, the effect of 2020/2021 on average points differences by gender
does not appear to be an artifact of grade inflation as there is no meaningful change
in this gender difference between 2017-2019 and 2022/2023.

While Table 1 provides suggestive evidence that naive estimates of teacher bias
effects may be confounded by grade inflation, it does not account for the fact that
grades were somewhat lower in 2020 compared to 2021/2023. Also, it does not
allow for differential grade inflation by subject, which is apparent in Appendix
Figures 1 and 2.'° Therefore, we now estimate a specification with the form:

Y, =By +B1¥20,21+B,GI+ 01 +u, @)

where Y is a measure of the female-male gap in the relevant outcome, 20,21 is
equal to 1 if the year is 2020 or 2021 and 0 otherwise and indicates the use of
teacher assessments, G/ is a measure of subject-specific grade inflation, and J is a
vector of indicator variables for each of the 21 subjects. G/ is measured as the
average value of the outcome variable in each subject in each year. For example, if
the dependent variable is the difference in average points between females and
males in each subject-year, G/ equals the average points in that subject in that year.
Note that the y22,23 indicator is excluded from specification (2) as we instead
include the G/ variable as a more precise measure of grade inflation. As before,
each subject-year observation is weighted by the number of students who took that
subject in that year.

Estimates for this specification are in Table 2. Compared to Table 1, the
coefficients on y20,21 for the top part of the distribution are attenuated, implying
that naive estimates of teacher bias are exaggerated as they do not account for grade
inflation. The impact is particularly large for gender differences in the proportion
receiving an H1 for which the 20,21 coefficient falls from 3 percentage points in
Table 1 to 1 percentage point in Table 2. Lesser attenuation is found for the
proportion attaining an H2 or better and the proportion obtaining an H3 or better.
There are also interesting differences at the bottom of the distribution. The naive
estimates in Table 1 suggest that teacher bias has no effect on the gender difference
in the proportion obtaining 37 points or fewer, or 20 points or fewer, and reduces

19 An official document about the 2021 results makes this clear: “In the system of Accredited Grades, the
school estimates were higher than in 2020 particularly at the upper end of the grade distribution at Higher
level. The extent to which the estimates were higher varied considerably across subjects and levels.” (State
Examinations Commission, 2021b).
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the relative proportion of boys achieving 0 points. However, once account is taken
of grade inflation in Table 2, teacher bias now reduces the relative proportion of
girls at the bottom of the grade distribution (except at the very bottom, 0 points, in
which there is no effect of teacher bias). These differences arise because reductions
in the proportion of students with very low grades disproportionately benefit boys,
as is indicated by the negative coefficients on the grade inflation controls in columns
(4) to (6) in Table 2. Our interpretation for the change in these coefficients is that
grade inflation increases the relative proportion of females who achieve very high
and very low grades and, so, taking account of the grade inflation in 2020 and 2021,
relative to 2019, changes the estimated effect of teacher bias on these gender gaps.

The grade inflation estimates in Table 2 are not directly comparable to those in
Table 1. The H1 coefficient implies that if the proportion of students who obtain an
H1 increases by 0.1 percentage points, the proportion of females who obtain an H1
increases by 0.035 more than the proportion of males who achieve an H1.2° These
effects are focussed at the very top of the distribution and are reversed at the bottom
with a similar sized coefficient favouring males when there is a drop in the
proportion of 0 points due to grade inflation.

IV ROBUSTNESS CHECKS

We now show some robustness checks that involve variations on the specification
outlined in Equation (2). The first four checks aim to see how robust the year 2020
and 2021 effects are to various changes to the specification.

4.1 Allowing the Effect of 2020 and 2021 to Differ

As discussed earlier (and outlined in detail in the Appendix), the way in which
teacher assessments were incorporated into grading differed between 2020 and
2021. Therefore, it is plausible that the gender gaps differed across these two years.
Table 3a shows little evidence for this as the coefficient on an indicator for 2020
(y20) is never statistically different to the coefficient of the indicator for 2021 (y21).

4.2 Adding a Subject-Specific Trend

There may have been trends in male/female performance differences over this
period and these may have differed across subject. Over such a short period, it is
difficult to rule out this possibility, but it is reassuring that the estimates (Table 3b)
are quite robust to allowing for a linear time trend that differs by subject.

20 This estimate is consistent with a comparison of Figure 2 to Figure 6. Figure 2 shows that the proportion
of Hls rose by about 0.06 between 2019 and 2022. Multiplying this change by 0.354, we get about 0.02
which is the actual change in the gender gap in the proportion achieving H1s between 2019 and 2022.



297

Teacher Bias, Grade Inflation, and Gender Gaps in Achievement: Evidence from Ireland

10>d & §0°0>d sx

10°0>d 554 SOSOYIUQIEd UL SIOIIO pIEPUR)S ISNQOY "PIPN[OUI €707 03 L1(7 SIBIA 199[qns 10J SI0JEdIPUT SPNJOUl SUOISSAISAI [V "So[ewd
10} onfeA 95eIoAE O} SNUTW S[BWIAJ JOJ dn[eA oSeIoAe oy} ST 9[qeriea juapuadop oY) pue ‘uoissorSor ojeredos e ST uwN[0d Yoey :2JON

"UOISSTUIIO.) SUOTJRUTIIEXH 9)B}S 9} WIOIJ BJEp U0 POseq SUONB[NI[Ed SIOYINY 2210

SL60 180 7€6°0 LS6°0 096°0 0€6°0 968°0 parenbs-y
Lyl Lyl Lyl Ly1 Ly1 Lyl Lyl Sq0
(soc1) (£€00°0) (600°0) (¥10°0) (110°0) (800°0) (+00°0)
#45€19°L  #xx€10°0— #%%60°0~ #%%990°0— #%%€70°0 600°0 100°0— jue)suo)
(120°0)
$10°0— sjutod oFeroAy
(990°0)
#xx5ST 0~ 0 doxg
($90°0)
#5%x0LT 0~ 0z=>doig
(¥+0°0)
w1170~ Lg=>doig
(920°0)
wxxl V10 +¢H doig
(620°0)
#xx897°0 +ZH doig
(z€0'0)
#xx7SE0 TH doig
(802°0) (200°0) (+00°0) (¥00°0) (€00°0) (€00°0) (000
#%%S88'T 100°0 #5%E10°0~ %L 1070~ #%%L€0°0 #%%LC0°0 #%%C10°0 120k
Sju10q sputod () sputod ()z-() sputod /€+() +€H +CH IH
) ©) (©) (*) () @ (1

uoljejju| apeln pue QUaWSSasSSY JaYyoea] ‘saoualayiqg Jepusy :g ajgel



The Economic and Social Review

298

T°0>d 4 S0°0>d 4x 10°0>d 4 SOSOYIUAIR UT SIOLID PIEPUR)S ISNQOY "PapN[OUl
€20 03 L10T STedX puds J1j109ds-10a[qns € pue So[qeLIBA UOTIR[JUI 9pRIS AU} Puk 3193[qns J0J SI0JBIIPUI SPN[OUT SUOISSAITI [[V “SI[e
J10J oN[eA d3BIOAL U} SNUIW SI[BUWIDJ J0J dneA dFeIdAR Ay} SI J[qeLIBA Juopuadap oy} pue ‘UOISSAIFaI djeredds B ST UWN[0D YoBH -2J0N

“UOISSTUIWIO.) SUOTJRUTWEXF J1B}S ) WO BJBp UO PIseq SUONBNI[ED SIOYINY 224105

18670 £06°0 L96°0 SL60 LL60 996°0 6260 paenbs-y
Lyl Lyl Lyl Lyl Lyl Lyl LyT SUONEAIISqQ
(ereez9) (L8970 (LE6'Y) (155°8) (S+0'8) (1zsv) (06t°€)
909'Lty  «9LSH— 08T ¥ LST9~ 1€L°S %9598 119°s JUB)SUO))
(LyT0) (200°0) (+00°0) (S00°0) (+00°0) (€00°0) (200°0)
- 100°0 ##%S10°0— #%%€C0°0— #x%8€0°0 #9200 #5%110°0 12°0Z&
spu10q sputod () siuod ()z-() sputod /£-() +EH +CH [H saqvrin
9, ) (s) (t) () ) (1)

uolejuU| SpeIY PUe ‘JUBLISSASSY Jayora] ‘seoualayiq Jopusy) :q¢ ajgeL

T1°0>d 4« 60°0>d s 10°0>d s SOSAYUAIE UL

SIOLIO PIBPUE)S }SNQOY "POPN[OUL £Z70T 03 L 10T SIBIA "SO[qELIBA UOLB[JUL 9pRIT 9y pue 102[qns I0J SI0)edIpUl 9pN[OUL SUOISSAIFAI [ "So[ew
10J oN[eA 9FRIOAE JY) SNUIWL SI[BWSJ J0J dn[eA dTvIdAER U} SI J[qeLIeA Juopuadop oY) pue ‘UoIssaidar ojeredas e ST UWN[OD YorH -2J0N
"UOISSIWIWO)) SUOIBUIIERXH d)e)S A} WO Bjep U0 PIseq SUONB[NI[ed SIOYINY 22410

9L6°0 0S8°0 9¢€6°0 856°0 196°0 0€6°0 968°0 paenbs-y
LyT LyT LyT LyT LyT Ly1 LyT SUOI)BAIOSqO
(s6T°0) (£00°0) (L00°0) (L00°0) (+00°0) (+00°0) (¥00°0)
#%xxLV9°1 S00°0 900°0— I110°0— #%xx5€0°0 #%x8C0°0 #xxC10°0 12A
(0€z°0) (€00°0) (£00°0) (€00°0) (#00°0) (£00°0) (£00°0)
#5%6S0°C 200°0— #3x610°0— s 12070~ #5x8€0°0 #5x920°0 #53C10°0 0zk
spu0d sputod () siuod (z-() sutod /£~() +EH +CH IH
9, ) () (¥) () ) (1)

uoIjB[JU| BRI PUR “UBLUSSASSY JoUoea] ‘saoualayiq 19puss :eg ajqel



299

Teacher Bias, Grade Inflation, and Gender Gaps in Achievement: Evidence from Ireland

T°0>d 4 60°0>d s 100> s SOSYUAIR UL

SIOLId PIEPUE)S ISNQOY "PIPN[OUL £70T 03 LT0T STBIA "SI[qELIBA UOTIB[JUI 9pRI3 Y puk 109[qns I0J SI0JeIIpUI OpN[OUI SUOISSAIFAI [ “SI[ew
I0J dN[BA 9FBIOAE I} SNUIU SI[BWJ JOJ AN[BA 9FBIJAER ) SI J[qeLIBA Judpuddop oY) pue ‘UOISSAIZaI djeredds & ST UWN[0d YoBH -2J0N
"UOISSTIITIO) SUOIIBUTWIRXH 9)e)S YY) WOIJ BJep U0 paseq SUONR[NI[ed SIOYINY 204108

896°0 968°0 996°0 L96°0 626°0 088°0 11870 paenbs-y
ovl ovl ovl ovl ovl ovl ovl sqO
(zLen) (£00°0) (900°0) (210°0) (2100) (800°0) (¥00°0)
#%%90S°8 #%900°0— 800°0— s CP0 0~ w2700 L00°0 £00°0— juR)Su0)
(012°0) (200°0) (€00°0) (£00°0) (+00°0) (€00°0) (200°0)
#%%SGL" ] 000°0— 2% 110°0— #%x910°0— #%x3€0°0 #%%x8C0°0 #xx£10°0 12°0CA
sputoq spuzod () spurod ()z~() spu1od £ £-() +EH +CH [H
() ) (s) (t) () ) (1)

(sonewsayje HuiwQ) UoneU] SpeIL) pue ‘UBWISSISSY Jayoea] ‘seoualaylq Japuay :pg a|qeL

T'0>d 5 §0°0> s 10°0> e SOSOYIULTE UL

SIOLID PIEPUER)S ISNQOY ‘PAPNIOUL TZOTZ 03 L]0 STEAA "SO[qeLIBA UONE[JUI 9PRIS o) pue 109[qns J0J SI0JedIpUl 9PN[OUl SUOISSIZAI [[Y "SIl
10 an[eA 9SBIOAE OU) SNUIW SO[EWRJ 0] anjea AZeIoA’ Y} SI d[qeLIeA Judpuadop ay) pue ‘uoIssaidar djeredas € I UWN[Od Yory -2JON
"UOISSIUILLIO)) SUOTJBUIWEXH d)B)S dU) WOLJ BIep U0 PIseq SUONB[NO[Ed SIOYINY 22105

LL60 LES0 1€6°0 ¥56°0 996°0 €760 LLSO parenbs-y
9Z1 9Z1 9Z1 9Z1 9Z1 9Z1 9Z1 sqO
(88¢°1) (#00°0) (010°0) (L10°0) (Z100) (800°0) (£00°0)
w59V T L 5%%S10°0— 5% £€0°0— 556,00~ w52 E70°0 0100 100°0 juR)Su0)
(012°0) (200°0) (+00°0) (#00°0) (+00°0) (+00°0) (£00°0)
#%%SEL] £00°0 2% 110°0— #xx710°0— #xx7€0°0 #%x5C0°0 #x%xC10°0 12°0CA
sput0q spuzod () spurod ()z~() spuiod £ €-() +EH +CH [H
() ) (s) (t) (€ ) (1)

(PE1HWIO £202) Uoljejju| DpEIY) pUuE “UaWSSISSY JaYoea] ‘saoualayiq Jopusy :og ajqeL



300 The Economic and Social Review

4.3 Omitting the 2023 Data

The 2023 data are provisional and will change somewhat due to (successful) student
appeals. This is unlikely to have a large effect on male/female gaps but, as a check,
we omit 2023 data. The estimates (Table 3c¢) are little changed.

4.4 Leave out Mathematics Grades

There are two reasons why it is worth checking whether estimates are robust to
excluding Mathematics grades. First, as we saw in the descriptives, the effects of
grade inflation seem quite different for Mathematics compared to other subjects.
Second, in 2023, the Mathematics distribution was somewhat different to previous
years due to one of the two exam papers being unusually challenging. Despite
these two issues, omitting Mathematics grades has little effect on the estimates
(Table 3d).

4.5 Estimating Grade Inflation Effects Prior to 2020

Are the grade inflation effects that are estimated in Table 2 plausible? To evaluate
this, we study the effects of subject-specific grade inflation over the period 2015 to
2019. This exercise has several limitations. First, there is no systematic grade
inflation prior to 2020 so we are relying on idiosyncratic variation in grade
distributions by subject and year and the effects of these changes may differ from
the effects of the across-the-board increases in grade distributions that have been
seen between the pre-2020 and post-2020 period. Second, because we need more
than three years prior to 2020 to estimate the effects somewhat precisely, we have
added the years 2015 and 2016 in which there was a different grading system and
so0, as described above, requires conversion of the 2015 and 2016 grades into the
coarser post-2017 system. Keeping these caveats in mind, we regress each outcome
on the grade inflation variables plus subject indicators and year indicators for the
period 2015 to 2019. As before, in each regression, the dependent variable is the
proportion of girls who get the particular result in the subject in the year minus the
proportion of boys that do. While there are differences in the estimates relative to
those in Table 2, reassuringly the coefficients on the grade inflation variables from
this regression (Table 4) are quite consistent with those in Table 2.
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V CONCLUSIONS

There are several limitations to the analysis that we have presented in this paper.
While our analysis focuses on the differential effect of teacher assessment and grade
inflation on males versus females, COVID may be associated with other changes
as well; school closures, remote learning, and social isolation may affect the gender
gap.?! Furthermore, changes made to examination papers over this period (less time
pressure and greater choice of questions to answer) may also have effects that could
be misinterpreted as an effect of teacher assessment or grade inflation. However,
keeping this caveat in mind, there are some interesting conclusions.

First, while there was much Irish media interest in how teacher bias favoured
girls in 2020 and particularly in 2021, conclusions at that point may have been
distorted by a failure to take account of grade inflation.?? This may have led to an
overstatement of the effects of teacher bias on gender differences at the top of the
distribution. Adjustment for grade inflation makes a significant difference with two-
thirds of the increase in the female advantage in the proportion achieving Hls
potentially due to grade inflation rather than teacher bias. Accounting for grade
inflation also makes the effect of teacher bias more consistent across the grade
distribution, moderately increasing the relative proportion of girls who get top
grades and moderately reducing the relative proportion of girls who get very low
grades. While our findings are specific to this period in Ireland, teacher assessment
generally tends to be generous towards students and so leads to increases in grades.
Therefore, the conflation of teacher bias effects with grade inflation effects may
have broader relevance.

Second, while the focus has been on teacher bias, grade inflation itself has
important implications for gender gaps in achievement. Because girls are
overrepresented near the top of the distribution, grade inflation increases the relative
proportion of girls who get very high grades. Similarly, the preponderance of boys
at the bottom of the distribution implies that grade inflation reduces the proportion
of boys who obtain very low grades. So, grade inflation has effects on gender gaps
that differ across the distribution. Indeed, when we consider average grades (as
measured by points), we find no discernible effect of grade inflation, suggesting
that grade inflation effects on gender gaps average out over the distribution. Despite
this, the effects on gender gaps in top grades may have meaningful effects on gender
differences in college opportunities for certain subgroups of students.

Currently, Irish policymakers are facing the decision of whether to unwind the
grade inflation that occurred between 2019 and 2023 and how quickly to do so.
While the current policy discussion tends to focus on how such changes would

21 See for example Liu et al. (2021); Flor et al. (2022).

22Some of the media coverage: https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-
40045100.html; https://www.breakingnews.ie/ireland/unconscious-bias-boosted-leaving-cert-results-of-
girls-says-report-1180583.html.
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affect relative advantages across cohorts, our findings suggest that they would also
impact gender gaps in educational achievement and opportunities within cohorts.
Recent research suggests that grade inflation can have long-term effects on students
later in the education system and on their subsequent earnings in the labour market
(Hvidman and Sievertsen, 2021; Diamond and Persson, 2016; Nordin ef al., 2019).
Examining the effects of the Irish Leaving Certificate grade inflation on these types
of outcomes will be an interesting avenue for future research.

REFERENCES

Avitzour, E., Choen, A., Joel, D. and Lavy, V., 2020. “On the Origins of Gender Biased Behavior:
The Role of Explicit and Implicit Stereotypes”. Working Paper No. 27818. National Bureau of
Economic Research.

Breda, T. and Ly, S.T., 2015. “Professors in Core Science Fields are not Always Biased Against
Women: Evidence from France”, American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 7(4),
pp. 53-75.

Collins, M., Delaney, J.M. and Nilsson, T., 2024. "The Effect of Grade Inflation on Student
Outcomes". Working Paper.

Cornwell, C.M., Mustard, D.B. and van Parys, J., 2013. “Noncognitive Skills and the Gender
Disparities in Test Scores and Teacher Assessments: Evidence from Primary School”, Journal
of Human Resources, 48(1), pp. 236-264.

Delaney J.M. and Devereux P.J., 2021. “The Economics of Gender and Educational Achievement:
Stylized Facts and Causal Evidence”, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Economics and Finance.

Delaney, J. and Devereux, P., 2020. “How Gender and Prior Disadvantage Predict Performance in
College”, The Economic and Social Review, 51(2), pp. 189-239.

Department of Education and Skills, 2020a. 4 Guide to Calculated Grades for Leaving Certificate
Students 2020. Dublin: DES. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1afce4-a-guide-to-calculated-
grades-for-leaving-certificate-students-2020/.

Department of Education and Skills, 2020b. Calculated Grades for Leaving Certificate 2020. Report
from the National Standardisation Group to the Independent Steering Committee and the
Programme Board. Dublin: DES. https://www.gov.ie/ en/collection/90d4a-calculated-grades-
document-library/.

Diamond, R. and Persson, P., 2016. The Long-Term Consequences of Teacher Discretion in Grading
of High-Stakes Tests, Technical report, National Bureau of Economic Research.

Doyle, A., Lysaght, Z. and O’Leary, M., 2021. “High Stakes Assessment Policy Implementation In
the Time of COVID-19: The Case of Calculated Grades in Ireland”, Irish Educational
Studies, 40:2, 385-398, DOI: 10.1080/03323315.2021.1916565.

Falch, T. and Naper, L.R., 2013. “Educational Evaluation Schemes and Gender Gaps in Student
Achievement”, Economics of Education Review 36: pp. 12-25.

Flor, L.S., Friedman, J., Spencer, C.N., Cagney, J., Arrieta, A., Herbert. MLE. ez al., 2022. “Quantifying
the Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Gender Equality on Health, Social, and Economic
Indicators: A Comprehensive Review of Data from March 2020 to September 2021, The Lancet
399 (10344): pp. 2381-2397.

Hinnerich, B.T., Hoglin, E. and Johannesson, M., 2011. “Are Boys Discriminated in Swedish High
Schools?”, Economics of Education Review, 30(4), pp. 682-690.

Hvidman, U. and Sievertsen, H.H., 2021. “High-Stakes Grades and Student Behavior”, Journal of
Human Resources, 56 (3), pp. 821-849.



304 The Economic and Social Review

Lavy, V., 2008. “Do Gender Stereotypes Reduce Girls’ or Boys’ Human Capital Outcomes? Evidence
from a Natural Experiment”, Journal of Public Economics, 92(10), pp. 2083-2105.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2008.02.009.

Lindahl, E., 2007. “Comparing Teachers’ Assessments and National Test Results: Evidence from
Sweden.” IFAU Working Paper.

Liu, X., He, W., Zhao, L. and Hong, J.C., 2021. “Gender Differences in Self-Regulated Online
Learning during the COVID-19 Lockdown”, Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 16 September 2021.

McCoy, S., Byrne, D., O’Sullivan, J., Smyth, E., 2019. The Early Impact of the Revised Leaving
Certificate Grading Scheme on Student Perceptions and Behaviour, Research Series, No. 85,
ISBN 978-0-7070-0478-5, The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), Dublin,
https://doi.org/10.26504/rs85.

McCoy, S., Byrne, D. and O’Connor, P., 2021. “Gender Stereotyping in Mothers’ and Teachers’
Perceptions of Boys’ and Girls’ Mathematics Performance in Ireland”, Oxford Review of
Education.

Nordin, M., Heckley, G. and Gerdtham, U., 2019. “The Impact of Grade Inflation on Higher Education
Enrolment and Earnings”, Economics of Education Review, 73:101936.

Sanchez, E. and Moore, R., 2022. Grade Inflation Continues to Grow in the Past Decade. Research
Report. ACT, Inc. ERIC ED621326.

Smithers, A., 2023. Prospects for A-Levels 2023. Centre for Education and Employment Research.
University of Buckingham.

State Examinations Commission, 2021a. Accredited Grades for Leaving Certificate 2021 Report on
the National Standardisation Process. September 2021.

State Examinations Commission, 2021b. Leaving Certificate 2021: Delivering Examinations &
Accredited Grades. September 2021.

Terrier, C., 2020. “Boys Lag Behind: How Teachers’ Gender Biases Affect Student Achievement”,
Economics of Education Review, Vol. 77, August.



Teacher Bias, Grade Inflation, and Gender Gaps in Achievement: Evidence from Ireland 305

APPENDIX

Assessment in 2020

Leaving Certificate students in 2020 could not sit the written exam in June and
were instead provided with a “calculated grade”. There were a number of steps
involved in creating the calculated grade:

First, teachers provided an estimate of the student’s likely performance if they
had been given the opportunity to sit the 2020 Leaving Certificate exam under
normal conditions.>® The teacher of each Leaving Certificate class was asked to
provide (Department of Education and Skills, 2020a):

1. His/her estimate of the percentage mark for his/her subject that each
candidate is most likely to have achieved, had he/she sat a Leaving
Certificate examination in 2020 as normal.

2. A class rank order — that is, a list of all the candidates in a class for his/her
particular class group in the subject in order of the predicted level of
achievement of each candidate.

Second, all teachers of a particular subject in a school reviewed these estimated
marks and some alignment may have been effected. Third, the school principal
reviewed and approved the estimated percentage marks for each student in each
subject.

Subsequent to this a central standardisation process was used to determine the
calculated grades for each student in each subject. This process took no account of
any individual student characteristic or the achievement of prior cohorts from the
school. For further information, see Department of Education and Skills, 2020b.

Assessment in 2021
Leaving Certificate students in 2021 could choose to sit the written exam in June
or get an “accredited grade” or both. In any subject that a student chose both
options, the better of the two grades (examination and accredited) was recorded as
their Leaving Certificate grade. There were a number of steps involved in creating
the accredited grade:

First, teachers provided an estimate of the student’s likely performance if they
were to sit the 2021 Leaving Certificate exam. They were advised to do so using
records of classwork, homework, class assessments, and other coursework over the
two years of the Leaving Certificate cycle.

Second, all teachers of a particular subject in a school reviewed these estimated
marks and some alignment may have been effected. Third, the school principal
reviewed and approved the estimated percentage marks for each student in each
subject.

23 Survey evidence from Doyle et al. (2021) suggests that the approaches used by teachers to estimate likely
performance differed widely and included relying on assessments over the previous two years, results on
“mock” examinations, student attitudes and engagement, and performance of prior cohorts in the school.
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Officially, the role of the school was to provide:

a single estimate of the percentage mark in the subject that each candidate
is likely to achieve if they sit the Leaving Certificate examination in 2021
(reflecting the changes to the examinations in 2021 and taking into account
the students’ likely performance in all examination components — such as
coursework, oral examinations, practical examinations, project work
performance tests, etc.).**

After the school provided a percentage score for each student in each subject, there
was a further national standardisation process which did not take account of any
individual student characteristics. The resultant marks were then converted into
accredited grades.

It is important to note that the final grades were much more influenced by the
accredited grades than by grades achieved in the examination. In many subjects,
close to 50 per cent of students did not take the examination (Appendix Table 2).
Of those who took the examination, the examination grade was higher than the
accredited grade in only 16 per cent of cases (Appendix Table 3). Therefore, it is
reasonable to view the 2021 grade distribution as being overwhelmingly determined
by teacher-assessed grades.

Assessment in 2022 and 2023

These years saw a return to centralised examinations with no teacher input into the
grading process. However, in both years, it was decided at government level that
average grades should be no lower than in 2021. This was achieved in part by some
changes to the examination papers (less time pressure and greater choice of
questions to answer) but mostly through adjustments to percentage scores in each
exam. For example, in 2023, percentage scores were increased by an average of
7.9 percentage points leading to an increased letter grade (for example, H2 to H1)
for about 70 per cent of cases. Adjustments were on a sliding scale, being larger
for low scorers than for high scorers but were at least 5.5 percentage points even
for the highest scoring exams in 2023.

24 State Examinations Commission (2021a).
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APPENDIX TABLES AND FIGURES

Appendix Table 1: Mapping from Leaving Certificate Subject Grades to

Points (2005-2023)

2015-2016
Grade Marks (%) Points Points Points
(Lower Level)  (Higher Level)  (Higher Level Mathematics)

Al 90% to 100% 60 100 125
A2 85% to 89% 50 90 115
B1 80% to 84% 45 85 110
B2 75% to 79% 40 80 105
B3 70% to 74% 35 75 100
C1 65% to 69% 30 70 95
C2 60% to 64% 25 65 90
C3 55% to 59% 20 60 85
D1 50% to 54% 15 55 80
D2 45% to 49% 10 50 75
D3 40% to 44% 5 45 70
E 25% to 39% 0 0 0
E 10% to 24% 0 0 0
NG 0% to 9% 0 0 0
2017-2023

Grade Marks (%) Points Points Points

(Lower Level) (Higher Level)  (Higher Level Mathematics)

1 90% to 100% 56 100 125
2 80% to 89% 46 88 113
3 70% to 79% 37 77 102
4 60% to 69% 28 66 91
5 50% to 59% 20 56 81
6 40% to 49% 12 46 71
7 30% to 39% 0 37 37
8 0% to 29% 0 0 0

Source: Central Applications Office.
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Appendix Table 2: Percentage Who Chose Accredited Grades Only in 2021

%
[rish* 52
English 47
Mathematics 41
Biology 32
Geography 46
French 46
Business 38
History 47
Chemistry 25
Accounting 37
Physics 31
Economics 39
Home Economics 35
Construction™ 36
Art* 35
Spanish 41
German 44
Agricultural Science 56
Music* 15
Engineering 32
Design and Communications Graphics 11

Source: State Examinations Commission (2021b).

Note: In subjects marked with an asterisk, the count of Accredited Grades excludes
candidates who presented coursework for assessment, presented for the oral test in Irish or
the practical test in Music and did not subsequently sit the written examination.

Appendix Table 3: Relationship between Accredited and Examination
grades in 2021 (cases where the student did the exam AND received an
accredited grade)

No. of Grades %
Examination Grade equal to Accredited Grade 77,001 31.3%
Examination Grade higher than Accredited Grade 39,659 16.1%
Accredited Grade higher than Examination Grade 129,190 52.5%
Total 245,850

Source: State Examinations Commission (2021b) Table 4.
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Appendix Table 4: Subject Counts in 2022

Music
Agricultural Science
Engineering
Physics

Spanish
Construction
Biology

Design and Communications Graphics
Irish

Business

History

Art

Geography
Chemistry
English
Accounting
Economics
French

German
Mathematics
Home Economics

6,719
7,414
6,030
7,767
9,540
9,959

34,080
5,770

49,899

19,462

12,067
9,249

21,867
9,679

57,239
7,735
5,733

21,150
8,127

57,348

12,132

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.

Appendix Table 5: Distribution of Points Levels (over years 2015-2023)

Points Level Percentage

100 6
88 12
77 15
66 15
56 12
46 10
37 9
28 8
20 6
12 4
0 5

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.
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Appendix Figure 1: Change in Average Points, 2019 to 2022

16

Average

Source Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.

Appendix Figure 2: Change in proportion of Hi1s, 2019 to 2022
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the State Examinations Commission.



