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Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is thankful for the opportunity to provide a submission to the State Examinations Commission (SEC) on the Reasonable Accommodations at Certificate Examinations (RACE) scheme as part of the public consultation. 
The NDA is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to Government on disability policy and practice and to promote adoption and application of a Universal Design approach across all sectors.
Background
The RACE scheme
The Reasonable Accommodations at the Certificate Examinations (RACE) scheme in post-primary schools facilitates access to state examinations by candidates who would have difficulty in communicating what they know to an examiner because of a physical, visual, hearing and or learning difficulty. Managed by the SEC, access arrangements aim to:
· remove, as far as possible, the impact of the disability on the candidate’s performance and enable the candidate to demonstrate his or her level of attainment; and
· ensure that, whilst giving candidates every opportunity to demonstrate their level of attainment, the special arrangements will not give the candidate an unfair advantage over other candidates in the same examination.
It is critical to the delivery of inclusive education in a context where disabled children continue to experience a range of barriers to participation on an equal basis with their peers in educational settings. This, in turn, can have life-long impact – on educational attainment, on employment opportunities, on income levels and on wider participation in public life. Demand for accommodations under the RACE scheme is increasing year on year. In 2025, 26% of candidates taking certificate exams were provided with access and support arrangements under RACE. For comparison, it was 16% of candidates in 2019 (as reported by SEC, Reasonable Accommodations at the 2026 Certificate Exams, p.5).
RACE provides for a wide variety of accommodations, including access to a laptop or tablet, using a recording device, access to a scribe, additional time, separate space, reading assistant, and reading pens. Strengths of the scheme include the fact that it is needs-based, rather than diagnosis-led, and that a significant amount of authority is devolved to schools, drawing on their knowledge of a child’s needs in the classroom. 
Recent reforms to RACE
The scheme has undergone a number of reforms in recent years, broadening its scope and the range of accommodations available. 
Following the introduction of some fundamental reforms for the 2016 /2017 school year, the scheme has since been under an ongoing process of review and improvement. In 2022 and 2023, the SEC expanded RACE to introduce deferred leaving certificate examinations. This caters for students who, for reasons such as a close family bereavement, or serious accident, injury or illness, were unable to sit or complete the first set of papers. This was a significant development for many students with disabilities, particularly those with episodic conditions such as epilepsy.
Some of the reforms have been driven by court rulings. In 2016, a Leaving Certificate student with dyslexia won a High Court order overturning the SEC’s refusal to give him an adult ‘reader’ to help him understand the exam papers. Another successful legal challenge by a student, supported by the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC), led to the expansion in 2024 of accommodations available for students at Junior Cycle level with a visual impairment (enabling access to pdf digital exam papers) – (IHREC Press Release, March 2024). 
Most recently, in line with Programme for Government commitments, the SEC has made provision (on an interim basis) for 10 minutes of extra time per exam to be made available to the majority of students in receipt of accommodations under the scheme.
Review of RACE
In the context of the ongoing redevelopment of the post-primary Senior Cycle, the changes in the special education landscape including increasing complexity, and advances in assistive technologies, the SEC commenced work in early 2025 on a comprehensive system wide review of the RACE scheme to ensure it delivers on its stated aims and is fit for purpose (Terms of Reference).
In addition, the SEC has committed in 2026 to preparing and implementing an Equality Action Plan, aimed at strengthening equality of access for students with visual impairments. This follows a review it undertook in 2025 at the invitation of IHREC. In developing this action plan, IHREC has identified a number of priority areas to be addressed. These include the design of modified examination papers, the provision and delivery of digital examination papers, the accessibility of application procedures, consistency of treatment for all students with visual impairments, and the accessibility of information published by the SEC (IHREC Press Release, 27 Jan 2026).
Recommendations to inform the RACE scheme review
The NDA welcomes the review and action planning processes outlined above. We see them as an opportunity to better understand and tackle barriers to educational attainment for disabled people on an equal basis with their peers, drawing on international best practice and the lived experience of disabled students, their families and teachers.  
We await the publication of the Equality Action Plan and hope that it will respond to the issues highlighted by IHREC to bring about real improvements for blind and visually impaired students. In addition, we wish to draw attention to the following considerations and priority issues:
· Universal Design in Education
· Meaningful consultation with disabled people
· Reviewing reasonable accommodations, with a focus on:
· Assistive Technology
· Provision of additional time 
· ‘Mock’ examinations 
· Deferred examinations for Junior Cycle
· Accessibility considerations in applying for RACE
· Assessment for Inclusion


Universal Design in Education
As outlined in the Terms of Reference for the RACE review, we note that a key focus is “to input to the Senior Cycle Redevelopment process in relation to inclusive design, including consideration of universal design for education”. 
The NDA welcomes this broader emphasis on Universal Design in Education (UDE). We wish to draw attention to our paper on Universal Design in Education, by our Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, which may be able to support the SEC as it considers how to strengthen practice in this area.  
A UDE approach considers the entire human ecological system, of which Universal Design for Learning is part. UDE involves a whole systems approach, where the entire educational ecosystem is considered, with every step of the student journey traced. Its goals move beyond facilitating access towards cultivating a sense of belonging and conditions to thrive for all learners. It involves embedding a UDE approach from the start, whereby teachers and other stakeholders design environments and learning experiences including more inclusive curricula that anticipate, as well as respond to, variability in so far as is possible. This broader UD approach mitigates the need for retrospective accommodations and is bolstered by targeted supports where required. This whole systems approach looks at:
· the whole educational or training environment – this includes all levels of educational institutions, including the community and the wider public
· the whole person 
· learning-friendly environments
It follows an educational ecosystem comprised of:
· The macro level, where directives, legislation and standards are set
· The meso level - this is the institutional level, which covers policies and governance, linking also to family and community
· The micro level, attending to individual needs and abilities
As outlined in our paper, UDE has four pillars: 
1. Teaching, learning, assessment and curricula
2. Supports, services and social engagement
3. Physical environment
4. Digital environment

It is only when these four pillars work in unison that a more inclusive environment can be created that can be easily accessed, understood and used, by the widest range of learners and by all key stakeholders.

Meaningful consultation with disabled people
While acknowledging the emphasis placed currently by the SEC on consultation as part of the RACE review, we note that key stakeholders have expressed concern in general with the limited space for consultation relating to how the scheme operates. (For example, see statements by Dyslexia Ireland, presenting to the Joint Committee on Education and Youth, 2 Oct 2025). We note also, as outlined above, that students have had to resort to legal proceedings to drive reform in some instances.
We draw attention to the requirements under UNCRC to consult with children, and under UNCRPD to consult with disabled people and their representative organisations. In this respect, the NDA highlights the understanding of participation in decision-making as defined by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (General Comment No. 12: The right of the child to be heard, CRC/C/GC/12): an “ongoing processes, which includes information-sharing and dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect, and in which children can learn how their views and those of adults are taken into account and shape the outcome of such processes.”
In reviewing the RACE scheme, we suggest that due consideration be given to how structured spaces can be created for meaningful consultation with disabled students, their families, teachers and representative organisations. This might include a defined role for people with lived experience in periodic monitoring or review exercises, underpinned by Universal Design principles. 
The following resources could support with this:
· NDA: Participation Matters Guidelines on Implementing the Obligation to Meaningfully Engage with Disabled People in Public Decision-Making
· Hub n nÓg: Participation Framework: National Framework for Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-Making
· DPO Network: Blueprint for Co-creation

Reviewing reasonable accommodations
Assistive Technology (AT)
The NDA is also pleased to see the emphasis placed in the Terms of Reference for the RACE review on identifying ways “to increase the use of Assistive Technology by candidates to enhance access and integrity and to further support independent learning by reviewing the utility of existing technologies available within the scheme as well as identifying the potential of new technologies.”
The recently published WHO report, titled ‘Assistive Technology Capacity Assessment in Ireland’, notes a number of strengths in and challenges to the delivery of equitable access to Assistive Technology in Ireland. While acknowledging several strengths, such as strong advocacy networks, innovative pilot programmes and a committed workforce, current gaps include coordination, data, funding and service continuity. The report highlights the importance of consistent, learner-centred and life-course-oriented approaches to AT provision across all levels of education, with key challenges at post-primary level specifically being an inconsistent provision of AT, provision limited to curriculum access, and transition issues.
The report notes that current practices can be fragmented, with varied training and continuity of support. With a significant gap in structured training and competency development, many professionals involved in AT service delivery acquire AT knowledge informally through on-the-job experience. This informal training results in a lack of sufficient knowledge and confidence felt among educators and support staff, which in turn can lead to an underutilisation of AT, abandonment and missed opportunities. The variation in equipment budgets between mainstream schools and specialised schools for students who are D/deaf, blind or have severe physical disabilities can also mean more tailored AT supports are available at the latter. In addition, as equipment is typically owned by the school, continuity between educational transitions can be limited. 
The NDA advises, therefore, that the review of the RACE scheme attend to the following:
· consistency and continuity of support across educational transitions
· the provision of suitable training and familiarity for students, teachers and support staff
· the need for equitable access regardless of school context
As outlined in the SEC RACE guidelines, the Assistive Technology that a student is allowed to use in state examinations will depend in part on what students are already using in school. The NDA advises, therefore, in reviewing the reasonable accommodations relating to Assistive Technology, that this issue be seen within the broader context of access to technology in schools. We note that there can be significant variation between schools in access to technology for students, which could lead to inequities within the RACE scheme.
The NDA notes that key stakeholders have called for greater flexibility in the use of technology in exams. See the statement from the CEO of Dyslexia Ireland (discussion on issues affecting people with dyslexia and dyscalculia, Joint Committee on Education and Youth, 2 Oct 2025), for example, who argued that the strict criteria around use of a laptop in Ireland compared to other jurisdictions actively disincentivises dyslexic students from using laptops in their education (despite the potential learning gains for them) – as they do not get confirmation until shortly before their Junior Cycle exam as to whether they will be allowed to use that device in the exam.   
The NDA suggests that it may be appropriate to give due consideration to the future role of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in education settings, including the potential opportunities and risks of AI use to support reasonable accommodations.  The report from our Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (AI and Disability Inclusion in Ireland: Opportunities and Challenges Across Six Key Sectors, 2024) notes, for instance, that AI-powered tools can support communication, accessible formats, speech-to-text, text-to-speech, translation and personalised learning supports. However, the paper also identifies important considerations relating to equitable access, transparency, bias, privacy and digital exclusion. As AI-enabled Assistive Technologies become more prevalent in educational settings, the RACE scheme review may need to consider how such technologies are reviewed and implemented, following a Universal Design approach. In particular, consideration may be needed regarding:
· equitable access to AI-enabled AT across schools
· guidance for schools, students and exam personnel on appropriate and ethical use
· the importance of human decision-making 
Provision of additional time
As noted above, in January 2026 the SEC introduced an interim additional time arrangement of 10 minutes per written examination paper for many candidates already eligible for RACE accommodations. This represents the first significant change to additional time arrangements in over 20 years and will see some 30,000 candidates now eligible for additional time in all their written examinations (SEC Circular S14/26). 
The NDA welcomes the steps taken by the SEC to provide additional time and acknowledges that this is an interim arrangement pending more in-depth review. We note that some stakeholders have expressed disappointment with an additional 10 minutes per exam (see, for example, Dyslexia Ireland’s submission to the Joint Committee on Education and Youth, 2 Oct 2025). We are aware that 10 minutes per exam is less than what would be available in further and higher education settings in Ireland, as well as in state examinations in some other jurisdictions internationally. The UK, for example, makes provision for 25% extra time in State exams for eligible candidates, with the potential for further additional time in limited circumstances (Access Arrangements and Reasonable Adjustments, Joint Council for Qualifications). 
However, the NDA recognises that this is a complex area, requiring consideration of a range of factors, while maintaining integrity in the process and fairness for all students. We recognise also that RACE offers other accommodations (such as an exemption from marking on grammar and spelling), and that improved provision in future in such areas as Assistive Technology may also offset disadvantage for some disabled students. Although it should be noted that for students with additional processing needs, the extra time is also about having sufficient time to understand the written instructions. The NDA advises that this review process should take time to reflect on practices in other jurisdictions and on the learning from the interim arrangement for 2026 to identify what would be fair for diverse needs and practicable in an Irish context.
Extension of RACE scheme to mock examinations
‘Mock’ examinations are a key learning opportunity for students as they prepare for the Junior and Senior cycle examinations. As they are typically organised by individual schools, sometimes in collaboration with private companies, they fall outside the remit of the SEC or the DEY. We understand from anecdotal information we have received in the NDA that this can mean that the reasonable accommodations a student can expect in state exams may not be available to them for the ‘mock’ exams. This can place disabled students at a significant disadvantage relative to their peers. We advise that avenues be explored, in reviewing RACE, to ensure that the scheme is extended to cover ‘mock’ exams as well.  
Deferred examinations for Junior Cycle
While noting the positive reforms outlined above at Leaving Certificate level, allowing for exams to be deferred in certain circumstances, the NDA notes that there is no provision for Junior Cycle exams to be deferred. The Junior Cycle is an important educational milestone, providing students with critical experience that will prepare them for the Leaving Certificate. Disabled students, particularly those with episodic conditions such as epilepsy, may be disproportionately more likely to be unable to sit their exams. The lack of facility for them to be able to defer exams in those circumstances risk putting them at yet further disadvantage relative to their peers. The NDA advises that consideration be given to providing deferred examinations for Junior Cycle, particularly for core subjects. 
Accessibility considerations in applying for RACE scheme
The NDA suggests that this review of RACE is an appropriate time to reflect on how accessible the application process itself is. In particular, we wish to highlight the following:
Guidance for teachers
Understanding the RACE guidelines, advising students and families with diverse needs, and coordinating applications can be complex and challenging. The NDA is aware anecdotally that teachers do not always have full awareness of the RACE scheme requirements and can be dependent on the knowledge of students and their families. We understand that the SEC (with the National Educational Psychological Service) offers periodic webinars and that trainings on RACE are also available from private providers. We suggest that this review exercise is an opportunity to consult with teachers on the quality and accessibility of the guidance and training available to them. This is particularly important given the tight timeframes to which schools (and the SEC) are operating. We note, for example, that there was only a 4-week application window for Leaving Cert 2026 applicants (from issuing Circular S63/25 on 23 October to the application deadline of 21 November 2025).
Students sitting their exams independently
The guidance relating to the RACE scheme primarily provides guidance for students and teachers within traditional or formal school settings. The NDA notes that many students who are outside formal school settings will have a disability, and we suggest that they are likely to experience significant hurdles navigating the RACE scheme’s application requirements as external candidates. We advise, in reviewing RACE, that consideration be given to understanding and addressing the needs of this potentially marginalised group.  
EU Web Accessibility Directive 
We remind the SEC of the requirements of the EU Web Accessibility Directive (WAD), which is monitored by the NDA. We note that the SEC achieved an overall accessibility score of 10.33% in 2025 (Monitoring Report EU WAD Ireland 2025, p.176). Relative to other public bodies, this is a low score; we suggest that this is an important element to look at in terms of the wider accessibility of the RACE scheme to diverse users. The NDA understands that the SEC is considering developing a new portal for RACE applications. We advise that any revised webpage and application portal should address accessibility considerations from the earliest design phase.

Beyond the RACE scheme: Assessment for Inclusion 
The NDA advises that the review of RACE could be situated within the wider context of fairness in examinations. In particular, we highlight Assessment for Inclusion, also termed inclusive assessment, which aims to foster equitable assessment and feedback practices that give all students the opportunity to effectively demonstrate their learning and achieve success. 
Research shows that some diverse student cohorts are disadvantaged by common assessment methods such as timed exams (AHEAD, 2021). While focused more on further and higher education, we highlight the work of Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) in partnership with AHEAD and the Disability Advisors Working Network (DAWN), who are conducting work to explore how to make assessment practices more inclusive of all students. A call for submission from students was made in 2024. 
The NDA welcomes this work and suggests that there may be learning to take from more flexible assessment methods in other settings that could have relevance to state examinations under the auspices of the SEC.

Conclusion
The NDA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the public consultation on the RACE scheme and is available to engage further on any of the issues raised in this submission.
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