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Introduction  

The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) represents over 40,000 teachers across the island of 

Ireland. In the Republic, it represents 33,600 teachers and principals in primary schools. INTO 

maintains a strong organising base at local level, with 160 branches throughout the 26 counties. The 

INTO, and primary teachers generally have strong links with their local communities. Very often, 

particularly in rural areas, schools are at the heart of local communities. INTO has a proud tradition 

of not only representing teachers in relation to their terms and conditions, but also seeking to 

support and develop the schools in which they work, through improved staffing and funding.  

The Department of Education and Skills (DES) does not provide specific statistics in relation to rural 

schools. However, it provides reliable and up to date statistics on size of school, based pupil and 

teacher numbers.  

School Size 

At the end of the 2015/2016 school year, there were 3,124 schools in the Republic. 1,295 of these 

had 99 pupils or fewer. 13% of all pupil attend such schools, with 20% of teachers working in such 

schools. Not all rural schools are small, and not all small schools are in rural areas, but Appendix 1, 

drawn from the DES Statistical Report 2015/2016 show the relatively high number of schools in 

predominantly rural counties. For example, Cork City and Clare have a broadly similar number of 

pupils, in a similar number of classes. However, there are 112 schools in Clare, and 50 in Cork City. 

Therefore issues pertaining to small schools are more relevant to rural schools 

Staffing   

Table 2.4 of the DES Statistical Report (2015/2016) shows the average class size and pupil teacher 

ratio in the varying sizes of school. See Appendix 2. Currently Irish classes are among the largest in 

the EU, second only to the UK. Irish classes have an average of 25 pupils compared to an EU average 

of 21 per class.  

In Budget 2012, the Government announced an increase in the staffing schedule, particularly 

targeted at 2, 3 and 4 teacher schools. The appointment figure for the second teacher was to  

increase over 3 school years from 12 to 20, for the third teacher from 49 to 56 and the fourth 

teacher from 81 to 86. A resolution passed at INTO Congress 2012 condemned “the pressure being 

exerted on rural schools by the revised staffing schedule, which will have the effect of making it very 

difficult for these schools to develop or even to survive”, and demanded that the staffing schedule 

be immediately revised with particular reference to small schools. Extensive campaigning on this 

issue by INTO in the “Room to Bloom”  and “Stand Up for Primary Education” campaigns brought 

about a small reduction ( to 19, 55 and 85 respectively) in Budget 2015,and the restoration of  

reduced retention figures for small schools . However, a school with two teachers and up to 56 

pupils is not acceptable. Such  a school configuration is unfair to the students in those schools, the 

teachers that work in them and to the school community served by the school. INTO calls on the 

Joint Committee to acknowledge the difficulties caused by these unfair changes to the staffing 

schedule, and to call for the immediate restoration of the 2011 staffing schedule for 2,3 and 4 

teachers schools of 12, 49 and 81 respectively, for both retention and appointment of staff.   

In relation to two teacher schools with lower enrolments, the INTO believes that a minimum 

enrolment should not on its own be the only determinant as to whether a second teacher is 

appointed/retained in a school. A range of other factors need to be considered including: 

geographical remoteness, distance from other schools of the same ethos, special consideration for 
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schools serving Gaeltacht communities and the fabric of the school building. Accordingly, a school 

which is essential and vital to the community is a “required school” and should not be deprived of its 

2 teacher school status solely on the basis of not meeting an arbitrary minimum enrolment 

threshold. Furthermore, the most significant staffing resource in small schools is the class teachers 

and this should be reflected in the DES’s allocation of staffing resources to these schools.  

One Teacher Schools  

In the period from 2008 to 2016, the number of one teacher schools has increased from 8 to 24. 

INTO has expressed serious concern on many occasions in relation to difficulties associated with 

teaching in one teacher schools. These concerns have included professional and social isolation, 

difficulties in teaching multigrade / all classes and concerns relating to health and safety and child 

protection. The INTO believes that it is unacceptable to expect one teacher to work in these 

conditions. In circumstances where a one teacher school is required, the INTO calls for the 

appointment of a Classroom Assistant to avoid the situation where the teacher is the only adult in 

the school.  

Gaeltacht Schools 

As outlined above, the INTO believes that special consideration should be given to schools serving 

Gaeltacht communities.The INTO calls on the Joint Committee to seek confirmation from the DES of 

a commitment to retain the the more favourable retention figures that currently exist for Gaeltacht 

schools with 5 to 11 teachers. 

Fáiltíonn Cumann Múinteoirí Éireann roimh an bpolasaí don oideachas Gaeltachta a d’fhoilsigh an 

rialtas le déanaí. Tá ceist na teanga sa Ghaeltacht leochaileach go leor agus tá sé an-tábhachtach go 

dtabharfaí gach tacaíocht do na scoileanna sa Ghaeltacht plé leis an gcomhthéacs casta teanga ina 

bhfuil siad ag feidhmiú. Tá taighde déanta, tuarascálacha scríofa agus moltaí curtha chun cinn 

cheana maidir le cúrsaí oideachais i limistéir Ghaeltachta, agus tá sé in am gnímh anois. Tá cúram ar 

an Roinn Oideachais a chinntiú go bhfeidhmíonn an córas oideachais ar mhaithe leis an nGaeilge 

agus le pobal na Gaeltachta seachas a mhalairt. Tá práinn leis an obair seo ó tharla go bhfuil daonra 

na gcainteoirí dúchais ag titim agus go bhfuil próifíl teangeolaíoch sna ceantair Ghaeltachta éagsúla 

ag síor athrú. Tá cúram ar leith ar na scoileanna atá lonnaithe sa Ghaeltacht de réir An Achta 

Oideachais 1998 cuidiú chun an Ghaeilge a choinneáil mar phríomhtheanga an phobail. Aithníonn 

Acht na Gaeltachta 2012 gurb iad na scoileanna atá mar chroí chuid den tacaíocht atá de dhíth chun 

cur le húsáid na Gaeilge i measc an phobail Ghaeltachta. Ní mór gach tacaíocht a chur ar fáil do na 

scoileanna sa Ghaeltacht chun a chur ar a gcumas ard chaighdeán oideachais a sholáthar don phobal.  

 

Shared Services 

The concept of shared services is a familiar concept to rural small  schools and one that is viewed 

positively for example, in relation to shared special education posts or clusters for Principal Release 

Days. The creation of panels of supply teachers to cover teacher absences would be a huge support 

for small schools and should be pursued. 

However, the clustering of two or more schools under one principal as happens in other countries, 

does not in itself enhance the sustainability of those schools and may even be considered a further 

erosion of a schools autonomy.  
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Amalgamations  

The INTO recognises that in some instances, amalgamation is a pragmatic solution to best meeting 

the needs of children in small rural primary schools. However, there are concerns that the absence 

of a strategic approach to amalgamations has led to a lacunae in areas where the benefits of 

possible amalgamation can be seen. The reluctance of either DES or patron bodies to take the lead in 

beginning the process leaves principal teachers in particular in difficult situations.  

INTO policy is that each diocesan patron should  appoint an independent School Support 

Person(s)(SSP) in each diocese to assist the Board of Management of a school  where pupil numbers 

are in decline and that DES officials should liaise with the Patron body and INTO in relation to these 

schools. The SSP should examine future demographic trends, the overall parish situation, distance 

from other schools, ethos and language, etc and advise the BOM accordingly, including giving  

recommendations to create a sustainable school, or amalgamation.  

In addition, where it is the preference of small schools to amalgamate, a range of incentives should 

be put in place including: 

 a special grant from the DES to the schools concerned, to employ an independent facilitator 
to manage the consultation / feasibility process prior to any decision to amalgamate being 
finalised; 

 dedicated funding from the School Buildings Budget for construction/ refurbishment work 
required; 

 enhanced staffing for an amalgamated school; 

 enhanced funding for the newly amalgamated school for its first five years in operation, i.e. 
the capitation grant that would be paid to the schools if they remain separate should be 
available to the newly amalgamated school;  

 the retention of all promoted posts in the school;  

 more flexible school transport arrangements; and 

 early retirement  or redeployment options for teachers in the amalgamating schools. 
Where amalgamations are proposed, or are taking place, there should be early and intensive 

consultations with the staff of the relevant schools. There should be an acknowledgement that the 

transition to an amalgamated school can be difficult for teachers, as their working environment can 

change significantly. Appropriate support and advice should be available to such staffs.  

 

Teaching Principals  

Generally, schools can appoint an administrative principal when they have 177 pupils. However, only 

1390 or 44% of schools have administrative principals, so the majority of schools, particularly in rural 

areas carry out full time teaching duties, as well as their role as principal teacher. The role of 

teaching principal has come under increasing focus in INTO, and in the education sector generally as 

the complexity of the job of principal has increased and the demands on the principal have become 

greater. Such principals are released from their teaching duties for between 15 and 25 days 

(depending on the size of the school) to carry out other duties, Successive motions at INTO Congress 

have called for an increase in the number of release days to at least one per week, which is what our 

teaching principals in Northern Ireland can avail of. The lifting of the moratorium on appointments 

to posts of responsibility in schools, and the restoration of in school management teams is also a 

priority for supporting all schools. 
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Broadband 

The DES launched its Digital Strategy for Schools in October 2015, promising an investment of 

€210m in ICT for schools.  However, the strategy noted that specific prioritisation has been given to 

a programme to provide 100 Mbit/sec broadband to all post-primary schools and a small number of 

special schools with post-primary students. The Strategy also noted that The Government’s National 

Broadband Plan commits to a State-funded initiative to deliver high speed broadband to those parts 

of Ireland where commercial high speed broadband services are not available, and that 1,500 

schools, most of which are primary schools were in these areas. Schools are increasingly called on to 

become digital champions, to introduce coding and to ensure that children are aware of internet 

safety. In addition, the introduction of the ESINET On-Line Claims System (for recording of teacher 

absences and the payment of substitute teachers), and the Primary Online Database  (POD) require 

schools the access services online. The reality for almost 50% of all schools, mostly in rural areas is 

that this is not possible due to the lack of proper broadband. The provision of proper broadband for 

rural primary schools must be a priority.  

Conclusion 

INTO is committed to ensuring that rural, Gaeltacht and island schools are properly staffed, 

resourced and funded to ensure that they can contribute to vibrant local communities. WE look 

forward to engaging further with the Joint Committee on this matter.   
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Appendix 1 
From DES Statistical Report- tables 2.17 and 2.18 

  Number of National Schools    

County  Pupils Classes Schools 

Carlow  7,521 287 42 

Cavan  9,569 396 75 

Clare  13,600 575 112 

Cork City  13,494 579 50 

Cork County 47,591 1,871 294 

Donegal  18,856 791 175 

Dublin South County 45,221 1,909 97 

Dublin City 18,913 711 189 

Dublin Fingal 36,256 1,369 93 

Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 7,311 309 62 

Galway City 22,252 934 25 

Galway County 15,865 663 205 

Kerry  29,034 1,105 132 

Kildare  10,899 429 101 

Kilkenny  10,810 431 73 

Laois  3,646 156 66 

Leitrim  6,568 264 38 

Limerick City 15,674 626 25 

Limerick County 5,263 216 110 

Longford  16,750 660 38 

Louth  14,350 634 71 

Mayo  26,320 986 165 

Meath  7,561 305 114 

Monaghan 9,720 402 62 

Offaly  7,277 322 66 

Roscommon 7,332 308 90 

Sligo  33,898 1,343 66 

Tipperary  18,408 760 156 

Waterford City 6,146 239 19 

Waterford County 7,991 312 55 

Westmeath 11,046 444 73 

Wexford  18,343 716 103 

Wicklow  17,470 672 82 

TOTAL  540,955 21,724 3,124 
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Appendix 2 
Table 2.4 of the DES Statistical Report (2015/2016) 

Pupil size of School              

 Less 
than 
50  

50-100 100-199 200-299 300-499 500 & 
over 

Total 

                

Schools 588 707 802 511 392 124 3,124 

                

Full-time 
equivalent 
teaching teachers 

1,161 2,396 4,615 4,801 5,850 2,901 21,724 

                

Total Teachers 1,377 3,056 6,657 7,069 8,200 4,123 30,482 

                

Pupils 18,153 53,699 114,045 123,122 153,122 78,814 540,955 

                

Pupil-Teacher  
Ratio 

13.2 17.6 17.1 17.4 18.7 19.1 17.7 

                

Average Class Size 15.6 22.4 24.7 25.6 26.2 27.2 24.9 

                

Average Teachers 
per School 

2.3 4.3 8.3 13.8 20.9 33.3 9.8 

 


