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The Higher Education System in Ireland

System Size and Shape:

• 7 ‘traditional’ universities 

• 5 ‘Technological Universities’ (TUs) – resulting from amalgamations of 12 of 14 

Institutes of Technology (ITs)

• 2 Colleges – one for teacher training, one Art College

• 2 ITs

Attendance: 65-70% of school leavers transfer to HE

Completion rate: 78%

International Students: about 14% of total, about 12% non-EU

81% undergraduate, 19% postgraduate students, including about 3.5% PhD



Higher Education Funding in Ireland

• Direct government funding (the ‘block grant’)

• Fees (the ‘student contribution’) – 2015-2022: €3000, temporarily reduced to 

€2000 at present

– Government grants cover fees for students from low-income backgrounds: 39% of 

new entrants (2021)

• Non-EU student fees: ~25% of total funding?

• Proportion of HE expenditure that’s publicly funded:

– 1996: 70%

– 2008: 84% 

– 2019: 61%



Cassells Review of Higher Education Funding 2016

Cassells Review concluded that substantial increases in annual government funding 

was needed – a 33% increase by 2021 and a 55% increase by 2030

Three options:

• Continue with present system – fees plus increased government contribution

• Scrap fees, increase government contribution even more

• Increase fees, introduce Income-Contingent Loans (ICLs), increase government 

contribution

ICLs have been ruled out, fees have been maintained 

There has been no substantial increase in government funding



Funding Allocation

No cap on student numbers (apart from degrees requiring professional public sector 

placements)

Size of the funding envelope is a political decision, HEA responsible for allocating 

available funding across institutions

– based on proportion of the total student cohort attending each institution

Strong incentive for institutions to increase student admissions every year

– Not necessarily in the fields that students want: STEM student recruitment is limited 

by laboratory spaces, places in medical and teaching programmes limited by 

government



Positives: High Participation in HE

Third level attainment in Ireland now very high – 2nd highest in EU among 30-34 year 

olds

• Increase in attainment has been very rapid

• Transfer rate of Irish school leavers into HE was 62-64% in the 2010s

– rose sharply during the pandemic

– appears to have continued to rise since – now at about 71% 

• Transfer rate into Further Education is 19-27%



Higher Education Attainment, 30-34 Year Olds
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Positives: Improved Access

HE access for disadvantaged students is good – partly due to marked increase in 
student numbers, but also some active policy initiatives

– HEAR scheme – preferential access for socio-economically disadvantaged students

– DARE scheme – preferential access for students with disabilities 

High proportion of first-generation students

• Of adults whose parents did not attain upper secondary schooling, 38% have 
tertiary qualifications

– highest in EU

• Of adults whose parents attained at most upper secondary, 56% have tertiary

– joint highest in EU

10% of new entrants are from disadvantaged backgrounds 

– Compared to 16% of population



Positives: Sustained Return to Education

Despite increased HE attainment, no evidence that return to HE has fallen

• Mean hourly earnings 63% higher for graduates than upper secondary qualified 

(median 53% higher)

• Mean graduate earnings three years post graduation rose by 12% for the class of 

2014 compared to the class of 2010

– Economy wide, earnings rose by 5%



Problems: High Student-Staff Ratios

OECD’s latest Education at a Glance puts Irish Student-Staff ratio at 22:1 (2020)

– OECD average is 15:1

– EU average is 14: 1

– UK average is about 13:1?

HEA’s own figures suggest 19:1 (2019)

Impacts teaching quality

– very large class sizes common, especially for first years

– creative assessments not feasible



Problems: Research Quality

Research time negatively impacted by growth in student numbers:

• Module administration and grading

• Marketing/recruitment exercises

• Students with high needs

By international standards, Irish research metrics are middling 



Problems: Too Many Graduates?

With attendance at HE so high:

• Impacts the standard of material that can be taught

• Constrains recruitment of students into Further Education



Problems: Financial Sustainability

HEA Act (2022) gives the Higher Education Authority the power to request that a HEI 

conducts a review if it becomes concerned about its governance or financial 

management

The review will result in advice on remedial action. If advice not implemented:

• funding may be withheld

• an advisor may be appointed to the institution to effect implementation

3 (of 16) HE institutions already put into review – two because of financial 

sustainability concerns

Falling student numbers a factor in one of these cases 

Demographics indicate that undergraduate student numbers are at, or near, their 

peak

– Substantial pressure to increase international and postgraduate student numbers 



Thanks for listening…
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