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Ireland	  has	  made	  drama+c	  improvements	  in	  the	  percentage	  of	  
second	  level	  graduates	  

Source:	  OECD	  (2011),	  Educa'on	  at	  a	  glance	  2011:	  OECD	  indicators.	  Retrieved	  from	  h<p://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-‐2011-‐en	  	  
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Full	  +me	  new	  entrants	  (18	  yr	  olds)	  par+cipa+ng	  in	  Irish	  higher	  
educa+on	  has	  grown	  over	  the	  last	  50	  years	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
Source:	  The	  Strategy	  Group	  (2011,	  January),	  Na'onal	  strategy	  for	  higher	  educa'on	  to	  2030.	  p.	  31.	  
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Prepara+on	  at	  second	  level	  varies	  by	  social	  class	  

Source:	  Ireland	  Department	  of	  EducaRon,	  EducaRon	  Trends:	  Key	  Indicators	  on	  EducaRon	  in	  Ireland	  and	  Europe,	  
h<p://www.educaRon.ie/admin/servlet/blobservlet/des_educ_trends_chapter07.htm	  

School	  Leavers	  in	  Ireland	  by	  level	  of	  educa+onal	  aUainment	  and	  SES	  background,	  2001.	  
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Entry	  of	  18	  yr	  olds	  to	  higher	  educa+on	  also	  varies	  by	  social	  class	  

2Building on  progress

25

progressed to higher education.34  The rapid expansion in second-level education which 
occurred following the introduction of free second-level education in 1967 (a quadrupling 
in the number of Leaving Certifi cate candidates in 25 years) was followed by substantial 
expansion of higher education. Full-time enrolments have grown from under 41,000 in 
1980 to almost 140,000 today.  The entry rate 35 to higher education has grown from 20 
per cent (of 17-18 year olds) in 1980 to a current rate of approximately 55 per cent.36   

Learners from a lower socio-economic background

There are nevertheless substantial diff erences in the extent to which children from 
diff erent socio-economic backgrounds participate in higher education. Figure 2.1 
shows how entry rates to higher education vary by socio-economic background. The 
higher professional group reached what is eff ectively full participation in 1998 and 
have maintained that situation. Farming households, also record very high levels 
of participation, now approaching 90 per cent. About two-thirds of 17-18 year olds 
from households headed by lower professionals, employers, managers and the self-
employed now enter higher education. Between 1998 and 2004, the largest increases 
in participation were achieved by (children of) farmers and other self-employed people 
(own-account workers). The participation levels of students from the traditional working 
classes (manual socio-economic backgrounds) also increased signifi cantly, particularly 
among those from the skilled manual background. The semi-and unskilled manual group, 
who have been a priority target group in Irish higher-education policy, increased their 
participation by 10 percentage points between 1998 and 2004. An estimated one-third of 
children from these backgrounds now enter higher education. Two-thirds don’t.

Figure 2.1   Entry rates to higher education by socio-economic group, 1998 & 2004

 

34  See O’Connor, M (2007), Sé Sí – Gender in Irish Education, Department of Education and Science 

35 The entry rate to higher education is calculated as the total number of new entrants to higher education (including mature students), divided by 

the total numbers in the population at typical age of entry (17-19 year olds/3). 

36 Data sources: Clancy, P., College Entry in Focus, Dublin: Higher Education Authority, 2001, table 25 (p. 68), as published in the Report of the 

Action Group on Access to Third-Level Education, 2001, p. 33. AND O’Connell, P., Clancy, D. and McCoy, S., Who Went to College in 2004? A 

National Survey of New Entrants to Higher Education, Dublin: Higher Education Authority, 2006, Table 3.8, p. 49. 
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Source:	  NaRonal	  Office	  of	  Equity	  of	  Access,	  Higher	  EducaRon	  Authority.	  (2008).	  NaRonal	  plan	  for	  equity	  of	  access	  to	  higher	  educaRon	  2008-‐2013.	  
Retrieved	  from	  h<p://www.hea.ie/files/files/file/NaRonal_Access_Plan_2008-‐2013_(English).pdf	  
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Ireland	  has	  a	  strong	  cultural	  tradi+on	  and	  commitment	  to	  
higher	  educa+on	  

	  	  

§  “We	  believe	  very	  strongly	  that	  higher	  educaRon	  is	  central	  to	  future	  
economic	  development	  in	  Ireland.”	  –	  NaRonal	  Strategy	  2011	  

	  

§  “Ireland	  is	  the	  most	  educated	  country	  in	  the	  world.”	  –	  HEA	  Official	  

§  “EducaRon	  is	  very	  important	  in	  Ireland	  but	  it	  does	  not	  apply	  to	  me.”	  –	  
Dublin	  Taxi	  Driver	  

§  “EducaRon	  is	  the	  single	  most	  important	  investment	  block	  for	  Ireland’s	  
future	  prosperity.”	  –	  Business	  Official	  

§  “EducaRon	  is	  a	  cultural	  priority.	  It	  is	  the	  way	  to	  improve	  ourselves.”	  –	  
University	  Administrator	  

	  

§  “There	  are	  broad	  social	  and	  cultural	  advantages	  to	  widening	  parRcipaRon	  
in	  higher	  educaRon.”	  –	  NaRonal	  Strategy	  2011	  
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Higher	  educa+on	  policy	  has	  contributed	  to	  growth	  of	  	  
par+cipa+on	  rates	  in	  Ireland	  	  

	  

–  Free	  second-‐level	  educaRon	  (1967)	  
–  Free	  higher	  educaRon	  (1996)	  
–  Increased	  regional	  access/expanded	  capacity	  of	  IoTs	  
–  Growth	  in	  the	  number	  of	  courses	  
–  Social	  welfare	  excepRons	  

Source:	  NaRonal	  Office	  of	  Equity	  of	  Access,	  Higher	  EducaRon	  Authority.	  (2008).	  NaRonal	  plan	  for	  equity	  of	  access	  to	  higher	  educaRon	  2008-‐2013.	  
Retrieved	  from	  h<p://www.hea.ie/files/files/file/NaRonal_Access_Plan_2008-‐2013_(English).pdf	  
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Colleges/Other	  

Crea+ng	  flexible	  access	  routes	  to	  higher	  educa+on	  is	  central	  
to	  the	  na+onal	  strategy	  for	  higher	  educa+on	  	  

Primary	  
Educa+on	  

Secondary	  
Educa+on	  

Universi+es	  
	  

Ins+tutes	  of	  
Technology	  

	  

	  Further	  
Educa+on	  

Transi+on	  
Year	  

•  Prep/Retest	  LCE	  
•  Employed	  
•  Unemployed	  
•  Underemploye

d	  
•  Under-‐skilled	  

The	  Na+onal	  Strategy	  for	  Higher	  Educa+on	  2030:	  “To	  create	  and	  enhance	  human	  capital	  by	  expanding	  par+cipa+on	  in	  
higher	  educa+on…[which]	  demands	  that	  Ireland’s	  higher	  educa+on	  system	  become	  much	  more	  flexible…and	  facilitates	  

transfer	  and	  progression	  through	  all	  levels	  of	  the	  system”	  (p.	  10-‐11).	  
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Non-‐Standard	  Routes	  
	  

•  Mature	  (23+)	  
•  Part	  Time	  
•  HEAR	  and	  DARE	  
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Higher	  	  
Educa+on	  

“To	  improve	  
performance,	  you	  
need	  to	  look	  at	  

transiRon	  points”	  –	  
NCCA	  official	  
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The	  standard	  route	  to	  higher	  educa+on	  is	  defined	  by	  a	  single	  
entrance	  exam	  

KEY	  ELEMENTS	  
•  Curriculum-‐based	  entry	  exam	  (49	  

subjects)	  	  
•  Points	  system	  (top	  6	  subjects)	  
•  Centralized	  admission	  system	  (CAO)	  

STRENGTHS	  
•  “PredicRve”,	  “streamlined”,	  “fair”,	  

“transparent”,	  and	  “legiRmized”	  
	  

CHALLENGES	  
•  “High	  stakes”	  and	  a	  “one	  stop	  shop”	  
•  Impacts	  on	  senior	  cycle:	  

•  Early	  choice	  of	  courses	  of	  study	  	  
•  Narrowing	  of	  the	  curriculum	  
•  Test-‐results	  driven,	  teaching	  to	  test	  	  
•  Math	  and	  literacy	  deficiencies	  
•  Career	  advising	  concerns	  

•  Designed	  for	  tradiRonal	  aged	  students	  

	  	  

“Public	  is	  expecRng	  predictability	  on	  the	  
test	  yet	  there	  is	  outroar	  on	  rote	  learning.”	  
–	  CAO	  official	  

“The	  LCE	  is	  firm	  but	  fair,	  harsh	  but	  
transparent.”	  –	  CAO	  Official	  
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Capacity	  challenges	  exist	  in	  the	  higher	  educa+on	  system	  
In	  2011	  CAO	  received*:	  

•  61,468	  first	  preference	  
applicaRons	  to	  level	  8	  courses.	  
Total	  acceptances	  were	  
32,372.	  

	  
•  28,341	  students	  accepted	  

offers	  for	  level	  8;	  8,040	  for	  
level	  7;	  and	  3,156	  for	  level	  6.	  

	  
•  20,000	  (est.)	  students	  who	  

didn’t	  have	  a	  slot	  in	  higher	  
educaRon	  insRtuRons	  went	  
directly	  to	  the	  workforce	  or	  
enrolled	  in	  further	  educaRon	  
insRtuRons.	  

“We	  can’t	  keep	  pumping	  people	  out.”	  –	  IoT	  Official	  	  
*	  Source:	  HEA	  (2012),	  10/11	  higher	  educaRon	  key	  facts	  and	  figures.	  
Retrieved	  from	  h<p://www.hea.ie/files/HEA%20Key%20Facts%20%26%20Figures%2010.11%20Final.pdf	  

20,000	  
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There	  are	  specific	  challenges	  with	  non-‐tradi+onal	  students	  
who	  progress	  through	  non-‐standard	  routes	  

“Part	  Rme	  flexible	  educaRon	  is	  a	  major	  porRon	  of	  the	  naRonal	  strategy	  but	  all	  
funds	  are	  allocated	  to	  full	  Rme	  students.”	  –	  NaRonal	  Access	  Office	  Official	  

Strengths	   Challenges	  

HEAR	  &	  
DARE	  

•  Policy	  in	  place	  
•  UniversiRes	  have	  their	  

own	  programs	  for	  
recruiRng	  
disadvantaged	  students	  

•  Capacity	  issue	  (HEAR)	  
•  Challenges	  with	  access	  to	  and	  

administraRon	  of	  program	  

Mature	   •  ParRcipaRon	  increase	  
•  Aggressive	  naRonal	  

goals	  

•  Not	  funded	  (students	  pay	  full	  
price)	  

•  Increased	  unemployment	  
creates	  demand	  

•  PreparaRon	  

Part	  	  Time	   •  ParRcipaRon	  Increase	  
•  More	  routes	  to	  access	  

•  Not	  funded	  (students	  pay	  full	  
price)	  

•  Lack	  of	  the	  necessary	  flexibility	  
in	  courses	  	  

•  Not	  funded	  
•  Routes	  are	  not	  clear	  



12	  Source:	  The	  Strategy	  Group	  (2011,	  January),	  Na'onal	  strategy	  for	  higher	  educa'on	  to	  2030.	  p.	  44.	  

Challenges	  in	  the	  non-‐standard	  routes	  exist	  when	  projected	  
increase	  in	  demand	  is	  highest	  among	  non-‐tradi+onal	  students	  
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And	  when	  an	  increasing	  share	  of	  students	  are	  accessing	  
higher	  educa+on	  through	  the	  IoTs	  

	  
	  

	  	  

Source:	  Source:	  HEA	  (2012),	  10/11	  higher	  educa'on	  key	  facts	  and	  figures.	  Retrieved	  from	  h<p://www.hea.ie/files/HEA%20Key%20Facts%20%26%20Figures%2010.11%20Final.pdf	  
Ireland	  Department	  of	  EducaRon,	  EducaRon	  Trends:	  Key	  Indicators	  on	  EducaRon	  in	  Ireland	  and	  Europe,	  
h<p://www.educaRon.ie/admin/servlet/blobservlet/des_educ_trends_chapter08.htm	  
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The	  transi+on	  year	  is	  an	  opportunity	  to	  strengthen	  
prepara+on	  prior	  to	  accessing	  higher	  educa+on	  

“Students	  who	  use	  transi+on	  year	  
have	  a	  lot	  beUer	  idea	  of	  what	  their	  
skills	  and	  interests	  are	  by	  the	  +me	  
they	  get	  here.”	  –	  Higher	  Educa+on	  
Leader	  

“The	  transi+on	  year	  is	  more	  about	  
picking	  the	  right	  course,	  it	  is	  not	  
about	  prepara+on	  or	  skill	  building	  
for	  third	  level.”	  –	  IoT	  Administrator	  
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Further	  educa+on	  is	  an	  opportunity	  to	  strengthen	  prepara+on	  for	  
higher	  educa+on	  and	  a	  more	  skilled	  workforce	  

“Further	  educa+on	  is	  rela+vely	  
underdeveloped-‐-‐you	  need	  to	  
connect	  second	  level	  to	  further	  
educa+on	  to	  3rd	  level	  you	  can	  see	  
improvement	  in	  that	  space.”	  –	  HEA	  
Official	  

“Further	  educa+on	  has	  been	  the	  
‘Cinderella’	  of	  educa+on	  in	  Ireland.	  
It	  has	  developed	  despite	  policy	  not	  
because	  of	  it.”—Business	  Official	  
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N
SR	  

Par+cipa+on	  in	  higher	  educa+on	  is	  limited	  by	  barriers	  in	  the	  routes	  	  

Universi+es	  

	  
Ins+tutes	  of	  
Technology	  

	  

Standard	  Routes	  	  
	  Primary	  

Educa+on	  
Secondary	  
Educa+on	  

	  Further	  
Educa+on	  

Transi+on	  
Year	  

•  Prep/Retest	  LCE	  
•  Employed	  
•  Unemployed	  
•  Underemploye

d	  
•  Under-‐skilled	  

The	  Na+onal	  Strategy	  for	  Higher	  Educa+on	  2030:	  “To	  create	  and	  enhance	  human	  capital	  by	  expanding	  par+cipa+on	  in	  
higher	  educa+on…[which]	  demands	  that	  Ireland’s	  higher	  educa+on	  system	  become	  much	  more	  flexible…and	  facilitates	  

transfer	  and	  progression	  through	  all	  levels	  of	  the	  system”	  (p.	  10-‐11).	  
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Non-‐Standard	  Routes	  
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Colleges/Other	  

•  Mature	  (23+)	  
•  Part	  Time	  
•  HEAR	  and	  DARE	  

	  
	  
“The	  is	  a	  lack	  of	  coherence	  in	  the	  educaRonal	  conRnuum”	  –	  University	  
Leader	  
	  
“Further	  educaRon	  is	  really	  bad	  [because	  of	  the]	  very	  li<le	  cooperaRon	  
between	  further	  educaRon	  and	  higher	  educaRon.	  The	  two	  sectors	  just	  
don't	  talk	  to	  each	  other.	  	  It	  doesn't	  work	  and	  it	  is	  something	  that	  we	  
want	  to	  see	  improved	  a	  lot.”	  —Senior	  Higher	  Educa+on	  Official	  
	  
“Under	  data	  protecRon,	  Ireland	  is	  not	  allowed	  to	  track	  student	  
movement.”	  –	  HEA	  Administrator	  
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Thank	  you	  


