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Introduction 

Firstly, I would like to thank you, the Chairperson and Committee members for inviting Irish 

Rural Link to present to you today on this very important issue. 

I believe we have an opportunity to be radical today and to take a broad look at our 

educational system.  Currently the general perception is that the Irish Educational System is 

a good one, but this I believe is a dangerous mentality to have.  When we compare our 

system to the Finish and Japanese models, we are sadly lagging behind.  They are moving 

away from the heavy input of subject workload model, moving away from heavy volumes of 

homework, moving away from rote learning, while in Ireland we use the league tables as a 

barometer for success.  We encourage our students to revise and retain large volumes of 

sometimes irrelevant information and to regurgitate it in a structured form in order to obtain 

maximum points.   

 

When we look at the extra-curricular activities within the school’s system and the outcomes 

from Young Social Innovators, Young Scientist Competitions, Concern Debates to name but 

a few, when our young people are allowed to be creative they excel above all other nations.  

We should have an educational system where innovation and creativity is rewarded, 

encouraged and recognised as part of the curriculum.  Employers are shouting from the roof 

tops that they require employees with training and skills as opposed to employees with 

multiple degrees and no problem solving skills. Encouraging innovation and problem solving 

skills from an early age will not only benefit the labour market, I believe it will also build 

confidence and social skills which will enable young people to deal with issues in a logical 

manner and as a result will see a reduction in young people presenting with anxiety and 

stress.  However, there are very often extra costs associated with participating in extra-

curricular activities for families, both in and out of school. This very often discourages 

students from lower socio-economic backgrounds to participate in such activities but who 

have the most to gain from such participation. The Irish League of Credit Unions Back to 

School Survey 2017 showed that 67% of parents surveyed would not be able to afford 

extracurricular activities1. 

While Early School Leaving has decreased, children from disadvantaged areas are still more 

at risk from leaving school before completing their leaving school. There may be a range of 

factors for a person leaving school early, one of which is that the student has to conform to 

the education system. Reducing the average European rate of early school leavers to less 

                                                           
1
 Irish League of Credit Union (2017) Back to School Survey July 2017 

https://www.creditunion.ie/communications/pressreleases/2017/title,11223,en.php 

https://www.creditunion.ie/communications/pressreleases/2017/title,11223,en.php
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than 10% is one of the education headline targets of the Europe 2020 Strategy. It can help 

towards the integration of young people into the labour market, and contribute to breaking 

the cycle of poverty and deprivation that leads to the social exclusion of too many young 

people. The Survey on Income and Living Conditions Report 2016 (SILC) highlights that 

households where the head of the household has a lower education attainment is more at 

risk of poverty, experience higher levels of deprivation and consistent poverty.2  

The Youthreach Programme, which was originally intended to work with the needs of the 

student who had felt “detached” from the educational system has become more academic 

and we are suggesting that this be reviewed.  Funding for this programme, as with others, is 

now outcomes and awards based with the expected outcome for participants to obtain a QQI 

level 4, which equates to basic Leaving Cert standard.  It must revert to a person centred 

approach, where the programme is tailored to meet the young person’s needs. There is a 

mismatch between outcomes and awards and the skills match which the Minister 

continuously refers to.  This programme needs to be practical and skills based in order to be 

effective and relevant and to encourage positive participation. 

 

Too often schools place more focus on CAO Points and third level courses, highlighting past 

pupils achievements by which third level institute they attend and the level of qualification 

attained. Apprenticeships are often seen as the ‘Cinderella’ route into a career being referred 

to an “alternative” option to explore by students, many of whom had not received the 

educational supports which they needed throughout their years in school. Students who 

choose to do an apprenticeship, whether this be in traditional trades or new apprenticeships 

in ICT or finance should not be made feel inferior to those that choose to go directly to third 

level and teachers and career guidance teachers need to be proactively promoting all 

options available to students. 

 

Accessing third level courses can be more difficult for students from rural areas and 

especially from lower socio-economic backgrounds mainly due to cost. As most students in 

rural areas have to move away from home to access third level courses, the cost of third 

level impacts on the families incomes more. For people in rural areas who are considering a 

third level course and are maybe returning to college as a mature student there are often 

barriers such as access to affordable transport.  

A study by John Cullinan NUIG et el (2013) found that for every 10 kilometres of travel 

distance, the likelihood that individuals would participate in higher education decreased by 

                                                           
2
 CSO (2017) SILC Report 2016 ibid 
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2.7%. Therefore a prospective student living 50 kilometres from a higher education institution 

is 13.5% less likely to participate in education at this level. 

Barriers such as transport and childcare are very real for people, especially women in rural 

areas who are hoping to return to take up a course or training. For women who may have 

being out of the workforce for a while or never had the opportunity to take up a training 

course or third level education, community education providers place a lot of emphasis on 

those essential 1:1 and peer supports, literacy, creating the supportive environment etc. It 

can be daunting to move from that environment into the higher education arena so 

recognition of the need for those supports for many learners is essential. Core funding is 

needed for community education if we are serious as a society about meeting the needs of 

our citizens. 

Chairperson this opening statement and indeed our brief submission only scratches the 

surface on the need for further dialogue.  IRL are proposing the establishment of a taskforce 

to carry out a critical analysis of our current educational system, a taskforce which is 

representative of all educational and skills providers and to include an analysis of the 

availability and accessibility of community education to ensure that issues of disadvantage 

and inequalities are adequately addressed across the board. 

 

Thank you. 
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Irish Rural Link the Organisation 

Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and individuals 

campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. IRL, a non-profit 

organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now directly represents over 300 

community groups with a combined membership of 25,000. 

The network provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals, representing 

disadvantaged rural communities, can articulate their common needs and priorities, share 

their experiences and present their case to policy-makers at local, national and European 

Level. 

Irish Rural Link is the only group represented at the national social partnership talks solely 

representing rural communities’ interests. 

 

 

 

Irish Rural Link’s aims are: 

- To articulate and facilitate the voices of rural communities in local, regional, 

national and European policy arenas, especially those experiencing poverty, social 

exclusion and the challenge of change in the 21
st
 century. 

- To promote local and community development in rural communities in order to 

strengthen and build the capacity of rural community groups to act as primary 

movers through practical assistance and advice. 

- To research, critique and disseminate policies relating to rural communities 

including issues such as sustainability, social exclusion, equality and poverty 

- To facilitate cross-border networking between rural communities 

 

 

 

‘Our vision is of vibrant, inclusive and sustainable rural communities that 

contribute to an equitable and just society’ 

‘Our mission is to influence and inform local, regional, national and 

European development policies and programmes in favour of rural 

communities especially those who are marginalised as a result of poverty 

and social exclusion in rural areas.’ 


