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INTRODUCTION  
 
This is the fourth published report, by the Department of Education and Science, on school 

retention in Ireland.  It is based on a detailed analysis of the records held in the Department’s 

Post-Primary Pupils Database (PPPDB) for the cohort of entrants to the first year of the junior 

cycle in the years from 1991 to 2001.  Detailed time series tables containing all of the data 

presented in this report will also be shortly available on the Department of Education and 

Science’s education statistics database.  

 

It should be noted that this report is limited in that it deals largely with retention within the 

State-aided schooling system.  It does not take account of important educational pathways 

outside this system such as Youthreach and apprenticeship training and, in effect, pupils 

leaving school to undertake these programmes are treated as early school leavers for the 

purposes of this analysis.   

 

It is also important to note that while the analysis allows for movement of pupils between 

schools it does not enable, at this time, the tracking of those who leave State-aided schools 

including publicly funded fee-paying schools and move to non-aided second-level education 

providers.  In the absence of a comprehensive tracking system encompassing all providers of 

education, it is only possible to estimate these numbers. The rates were further adjusted at 

national level to allow for other factors such as emigration and death to account for pupils in 

the original cohort who left the country or died, in the periods under consideration. These 

variables (movement to private institutions, emigration and death) are included in the 

determination of the adjusted Leaving Certificate retention rate, which corresponds to a final 

rate of 84.7% for the 2001 cohort.  See table 1 and Appendix A for further details on the 

methodology employed. 

 

It seems reasonable to assume that the ‘true’ retention rate, comparable to completion of 

upper second-level education (equivalent to NFQ levels 4,5 and  6 Advanced), is higher than 

that shown in table 1 when participation in apprenticeship, out-of-school programmes and 

other training within the first year of leaving school is considered. The ESRI School Leavers 

Survey of 2004/05 leavers, published in March 2009, indicates that 62% of those who left 

school prior to the Leaving Certificate participated in various types of further training within 

a year of leaving school.  However, the extent of this difference is difficult to quantify (see 

the reference in section 6 to the Quarterly National Household Survey data for more on this 

point).   
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SECTION 

1 Retention Rates for 2001 Cohort - General Trends 

 

An analysis of the 2001 cohort shows: 

 

(a) Junior Cycle, Year 1 cohort: The number of pupils enrolled in the 705 second-level 

schools in Year 1 of the Junior Cycle, on 30th September 2001 was 56,2781 . 

(b) Junior Cycle, Year 2 cohort: The number of pupils progressing to the second year of the 

junior cycle was 55,615.  This represented a decrease of 1.2% of the initial cohort.  

(c) Junior Cycle, Year 3 cohort: The number of pupils entering year 3 of the junior cycle 

amounted to 54,922 pupils.  This represented a retention rate, from year 1 to year 3, of 

97.6%   

(d) Junior Certificate examination ‘sits’: The number of pupils, who sat and were graded 

in at least one subject in the Junior Certificate examination, amounted to 54,067.  This 

corresponds to 96.1% of the initial cohort.   

(e) Senior Cycle, Year 1: In their first year of senior cycle, some pupils pursue the first year 

of the Leaving Certificate while others take the Transition Year Programme. This 

corresponds to a 2 and 3-year senior cycle respectively.  The number of pupils continuing 

with their education into the senior cycle amounted to 52,710 (or 93.7% of the initial 

cohort). 

(f) Senior Cycle, Year 2: In their second year of senior cycle, some pupils pursue the 

second year of the Leaving Certificate while others take the first year of the Leaving 

Certificate (if they had taken the Transition Year Programme).  The number of pupils in 

senior cycle year 2 was 47,912 (or 85.1% of the initial cohort). 

(g) Leaving Certificate retention: The final school based retention rate for the 2001 cohort 

was 81.3% (This figure is not adjusted for factors such as pupils who left the State-aided 

schools to pursue their senior cycle education in private non-aided institutions or 

emigration or death).   

(h) Adjusted Leaving Certificate retention: The final adjusted retention rate for the 2001 

cohort was 84.7%.  This figure has been adjusted to factor in pupils who emigrated, died 

or who left the State-aided schools to pursue their senior cycle education in private non-

aided institutions.  Adjustments have not been made for pupils who left the State-aided 

schools to pursue alternative educational pathways. 

 

 

                                                           
1 See Appendix A. 
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SECTION 

2 Adjusted Leaving Certificate Retention Rate 

 
Table 1 compares the adjusted retention rates for the 2001 cohort with the rates for all 

previous cohorts since 1996. The adjusted Leaving Certificate retention rate has increased by 

3.4% percentage points in the five years from 1996 to 2001 from 81.3% to 84.7%.  See table 

1. 

 

There is a consistent level of departure by pupils other than ‘early school leavers’ from the 

State-aided school system.  This is due for the most part to pupils going to ‘private’ 

institutions to complete their senior cycle, and, to a more limited extent, to emigration and 

death.  It is not possible to establish the exact number of persons completing their education 

in private institutions, however in order to sit the Leaving Certificate examination a person 

must apply to the State Examination Commission for admission as an external candidate.  An 

adjustment was made, based on estimates, to the overall Leaving Certificate retention rates for 

the 1996-2001 cohorts, in order to take these external candidates into account. An estimate 

was also made to take account of pupils in the original cohorts who left the country or died, in 

the periods under consideration, and the final figure was adjusted accordingly.  Adjustments 

have not been made for pupils who left the State-aided school system to purse alternative 

educational pathways.  See table 1. 

 

For the purposes of this report, the adjusted rates described above have been applied to the 

overall national rates only.  It is not feasible to further disaggregate this rate (e.g. by county or 

school type).  Therefore, all rates, other than the national adjusted rate, should be read subject 

to the understanding that emigration, death and external candidates are not taken into 

consideration. 
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 SECTION 

3 Retention Rates Comparisons Over Time 

 
 
Comparison with Previous Cohorts 
 
Table 2a compares the retention rates for the 2001 cohort with the rates for all previous 

cohorts since 1991. The Leaving Certificate retention rate has remained fairly stable over time 

with an increasing trend.  For the most recent cohorts there has been a slight increase year-on-

year in the retention rate. Overall, the national unadjusted Leaving Certificate retention rate, 

at 81.3% has increased by 4.2% since 1991, and 3.5% since 1996.  See table 2a on following 

page. 

 

A significant gender gap remains at national level between male and female cohorts. The 

retention rate to Leaving Certificate for males in the 2001 cohort was 76.9%, compared with a 

rate of 85.8 % for females, a difference of 8.9 percentage points.   While the gender gap 

remains, it is slightly lower than in previous years.  See tables 2b and 2c.  
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SECTION 

          4 Retention Rates and School Type 

 
 

ANALYSIS OF 2001 COHORT 
 

The retention rate to Leaving Certificate for the 2001 cohort for secondary schools was on 

average 84.3%, which was 3.7 percentage points higher than the average rate for community 

and comprehensive schools and nearly 10 percentage points higher than the average rate for 

vocational schools.  See table 3. 

 

Table 3 shows that across all types of schools, males were less likely on average to complete 

their Leaving Certificate than females with retention rates of approximately 82% for males in 

secondary schools, 69% in vocational schools and 76% in community and comprehensive 

schools compared to approximately 87%, 82% and 87% respectively for females.  Vocational 

schools experienced lower retention rates than other school types, especially with regard to 

male retention between senior cycle year 1 and the Leaving Certificate examination with a 

decrease of just under 20 percentage points being recorded between these two milestones. 

However, many of these transfer to apprenticeships and other forms of training.  See table 3. 
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ANALYSIS OF TRENDS 1991 - 2001 
 
On average secondary schools continue to have the highest retention rates at both the Junior 

Certificate and Leaving Certificate stage.   See graphs A and B. The data used to create these 

graphs can be accessed on the Department of Education and Science’s education statistics 

database.  

 

 

Graph A: Leaving Certificate Retention Rates classified by Sector of Provision, 
1991 - 2001
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The average retention rates to Leaving Certificate for secondary schools have shown 

relatively little variation since analysis began in 1991. Community and comprehensive 

schools show a significant increase in average retention rates to Leaving Certificate over the 

period. The gap in retention rates to the Leaving Certificate between the secondary sector and 

the community and comprehensive sector has more than halved since 1991. The average 

Leaving Certificate retention rate for Vocational schools has shown the biggest improvement, 

with an increase of 13 percentage points on between the 2001 and 1991 cohorts. As indicated 

in the previous chapter, all Leaving Certificate retention rates are unadjusted unless 

otherwise stated.   See graph A above.   
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Graph B: Junior Certificate Retention Rates classified by Sector of Provision, 
1991 - 2001
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Since analysis began in 1991, secondary schools have on average higher rates of retention to 

Junior Certificate, but as graph B shows, these differences are now very small and  there is 

very little variation in the retention rate to Junior Certificate between the sectors of provision.  

See graph B above. 
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SECTION 
5 
 

Retention Rates by County 

This section describes the trends in school retention in each administrative county area.  Data 

were analysed by address of schools rather than address of pupils. In general, retention rates 

to Leaving Certificate in the cities are lower than elsewhere.  Wicklow (76.7%) and Dublin 

City (76.9%) had the lowest retention rates to Leaving Certificate for the 2001 cohort in the 

country, followed closely by Cork City (77.1%) and Limerick City (77.4%). Leitrim 

continued to have the highest retention rate at 88.9% followed by Roscommon at 87.0% and 

Mayo at 86.0%.  Waterford City experienced the greatest increase in Leaving Certificate 

retention rates in the year to 2001, and Longford the greatest decrease.  See table 4. 

 

Monaghan had the highest retention rate to Junior Certificate for the 2001 cohort at 98.3% 

and Limerick City had the lowest at 92.7%. See table 4.  

 

At a regional level, schools in the Border, Midland and Western region had on average, 

higher rates of retention to Leaving Certificate at 83.4% compared to those in the Southern 

and Eastern region at 80.4%.    The difference in terms of rates of retention to Junior 

Certificate was less pronounced with just 0.5 percentage points between the two regions. See 

table 4. 
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SECTION  
6 Data on the Educational Attainment of young people in 

Ireland and the EU  

 

The Quarterly National Household Survey (QNHS) conducted by the Central Statistics Office 

collects information on the educational attainment of the population.  Data on early school 

leavers aged 18-24 are available from this survey.  Early school leavers are defined as persons 

aged 18 to 24 whose highest level of education or training is the Junior Certificate or 

equivalent, and who had not received any education or training in the four weeks preceding 

the survey.  The information collected relates to all education or training received including 

initial education, further education, continuing or further training, training within a company, 

apprenticeship, on-the-job training, seminars, distance learning, evening classes, self-learning 

etc.   

 

Table 5a presents data on early school leavers from 2002 to 2008.  It shows a decrease in the 

proportion of early school leavers from 14.3% in 2002 to 11.4% in 2008 (however, some of 

this decrease may be due to changes in methodology).  The proportion of female early school 

leavers decreased from 10.9% to 8.0% over the same period and the proportion of males 

decreased by a similar amount to 14.8%.  See table 5a. 

 

Table 5b present the latest available figure for all EU27 member states which are for 2007.  

These show that proportion of early school leavers in Ireland in 2007 was 11.5% which 

compares to the EU-27 and EU-15 averages of 15.2% and 16.9% respectively.  See table 5b. 
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Table 6a provides a time series with the proportion of persons aged 20-24 years who had 

attained at least a Leaving Certificate or equivalent (QNHS data).  Over 87% of persons aged 

20-24, in 2008, had attained at least a Leaving Certificate or equivalent, up from 82% in 

1999.  This suggests that there has been a growth in the proportion of young people with at 

least the Leaving Certificate or equivalent, possibly due to the increasing numbers of students 

now participating in second chance Further Education and Training programmes. Table 6b 

shows international comparisons for the same data, and shows that Ireland’s rate for 2008, at 

87.4%, is higher than the EU-27 and EU-15 averages of 78.5% and 75.8% respectively.  See 

table 6b. 
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APPENDIX 
A Methodology and Technical Notes 

 
 

The Post Primary Pupil’s Database gives the Department the capacity to track pupils at 

various stages through the second-level system. Together with State exams data, it provides a 

comprehensive picture of a pupil’s movement through second-level education. 

 

Individual pupil data are supplied by schools, using a unique pupil identifier.  More recently, 

with the co-operation of the schools, the Department has been in a position to use the Personal 

Public Service Number (PPSN) as the means to identify and track the vast majority of second 

level pupils.   

 

The methodology employed takes the cohorts of entrants to the first year of the junior cycle in 

each year and tracks these cohorts through each subsequent year of their participation in 

State-aided second-level schools.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Technical points 

The following technical points should be noted:  

• For the purposes of the retentions process, pupils are assigned to the school they first 

entered even though they may have subsequently changed school.  
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• Should two schools have amalgamated during the time under consideration, their 

pupils are assigned to the newly created school. If a school closes and is amalgamated 

with another school, pupils are assigned to the new school. 

• When a school closes and there is no associated amalgamation, the school and pupils 

in the school are excluded from the retentions process. 

 

The figure of 56,278 pupils enrolled in Year 1 on the Junior Cycle in 2001 (presented on page 

2) differs from the official published statistic for total enrolment at Junior Cycle year 1 of 

56,674 by 396 pupils.  This is due to differences in the methodology employed in the creation 

of the two sets of data.   

 

 

Revisions to 1999 data and adjustments to 1998, 1999 and 2000 data 

 

Revisions to 1999 data: 

Following minor revisions to the PPPDB the results for the 1999 cohort were revised.  The 

effects of the revisions were very minor, and resulted in a difference of just nine pupils in the 

1999 cohort.  Following the revisions, the overall rate of retention to Leaving Certificate 

increased by 0.1 percentage points from 80.5% pre-revisions to 80.6%. 

 

Adjustments to 1998, 1999 and 2000 data: 

Incomplete coverage of Personal Public Service Numbers (PPSN) for all candidates sitting 

the Leaving Certificate Applied in 2004 and 2005 resulted in an underestimation of Leaving 

Certificate “sits” for the 1998, 1999 and 2000 cohorts.  Adjustments have been made to the 

data at a national, sectoral and geographic level to compensate for this.   Users should 

therefore be cautious when interpreting annual changes in retention rates at a county level. 

 

Regions 

The regional classifications in this release are based on the NUTS (Nomenclature of 

Territorial Units) classification used by Eurostat. The NUTS3 regions correspond to the eight 

Regional Authorities established under the Local Government Act, 1991 (Regional 

Authorities) (Establishment) Order, 1993, which came into operation on 1 January 1994. The 

NUTS2 regions, which were proposed by Government and agreed by Eurostat in 1999, are 

groupings of the NUTS3 regions. 
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Adjusted Leaving Certificate Retention Rate 

 

In the absence of definitive information on the numbers of students who leave State-aided 

schools including publicly funded fee-paying schools and move to non-aided education 

providers, it is only possible to estimate these numbers. Persons availing of such options 

apply to sitii the Leaving Certificate examination as external candidates, and thus are recorded 

by the State Examinations Commission.  In 2006 and 2007, 2,330 and 2,344 persons 

respectively, sat at least 5 subjects in the Leaving Certificate as external candidates.  This 

averages as approximately 2,337 in cohort terms.  In the absence of precise data on the 

number of Irish external candidates sitting the L.C. for the first time, it was assumed that 

approximately 30% of the 2,337 above were either repeating the examination, or were foreign 

students and hence not in our original cohort.  We therefore estimate that 1711 of our 2001 

cohort sat the examination for the first time in either 2006 or 2007.  This estimate has been 

incorporated into the determination of a more accurate Leaving Certificate retention rate. 

 

A further adjustment is made to take into account those from the cohort who may have 

emigrated or died in the period under consideration. An estimate of these numbers is made 

using CSO data for deaths and emigrants among 12-18 year olds.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
ii The term ‘sits’ is used to denote those pupils who sat and were graded in one of the State examinations 
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APPENDIX 
B Publication Schedule 

 
 

The next publication in the series of the series of Retention Rates of Pupils in Second Level 

Schools which relates to the 2002 and 2003 entry cohorts will be published no later than the 

end of March 2010.  Following that, an annual Report on Retention Rates of Pupils in Second 

Level Schools relating to the next years cohort will be published on a regular basis. 
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