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Opening Statement to the Joint Committee on Education & Skills 

 

from Deirdre McDonnell, Asst. Secretary General, Department of Education and Skills 

 

Tuesday 10
th

 July 2018, 3.30 p.m. Committee Room 2, LH2000 

 

 

Chairperson, Committee Members,  

 

I would like to thank the Committee for the invitation to appear before you today for the 

discussion on the apparent shortage of qualified substitute teachers throughout the State and 

issues related to recruitment and retention. 

The Committee will be aware that there has been significant expansion in the number of state 

funded teaching posts in recent years, driven by demographic growth and the Department’s 

policy initiatives in areas such as special needs and junior cycle reform. More than 8,900 

additional teaching posts have been created since 2012/13. Schools recruited some 2,300 extra 

teachers in 2016-2017 and 2,750 additional posts were filled in the most recent school year. We 

are recruiting more teachers than during any other period in the history of the state 

 

The Department is aware that some schools report difficulties in recruiting substitute teachers at 

primary level and in certain subjects at post primary level. 

A number of short term measures have been put in place to increase the supply of teachers.   

These include suspending the restrictions on substitute work that a teacher on career break can 

undertake and reminding all retiring teachers that they must remain on the Teaching Council 

register to be employed in substitute positions. 

 

Earlier this year, the Minister announced an expansion in the number of places on post primary 

teacher education courses. However figures from the CAO and initial feedback from the 

universities is positive and these indicate a rise in applications for ITE programmes in 2018 

compared to 2017. It would be the Department’s intention to build on this progress for 2019 and 

actions in that regard are under consideration. 

 

The Minister has established structures to plan for the country’s teacher needs for the coming 

years. These structures include expertise from the universities, agencies of the Department with 

responsibilities in the area and school management. There is also an external independent expert 

involved in the work. The views of other stakeholders will be sought as the work progresses. The 

Teaching Council’s report, “Striking the Balance” informs this work.  

 

A  Teacher Supply Steering Group, chaired by the Secretary General of the Department is 

overseeing the development and implementation of a programme of actions on teacher supply 

with clear timelines and outcomes. Among the issues being considered are: initial teacher 

education policy, provision, funding and support; data/research requirements; policies and 

arrangements for schools and teachers that impact on teacher mobility/supply; and promotion of 

the teaching profession. A number of Working Groups are reporting and making 
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recommendations to the Steering Group in specific areas and these have met on a number of 

occasions in recent months.  

 

At its most recent meeting, the Group approved a number of actions to be pursued over the 

coming months. These include developing and conducting a campaign to promote the teaching 

profession and recruitment. Planning for the provision of additional places on teacher education 

programmes is a central component. Access to school placements, an essential part of all Initial 

Teacher Education programmes, has been raised as a difficulty by the HEIs, and the Department 

will request the Teaching Council to review the implementation of the school placement 

guidelines and to make recommendations. It is also intended to explore proposals for flexible 

options which will facilitate access to, and participation in, PME programmes, and to explore the 

development of programmes to upskill existing teachers in targeted subject areas. 

The Department acknowledges that there is a challenge to attract and retain teachers in the 
profession. Newly qualified teachers have increased opportunities to travel and work that were 
not available to previous generations. The starting salary for a newly qualified teacher at 
€35,958 rising to €37,692 in October 2020 is not unattractive in the context of graduate salaries 
generally. However, it has been argued that new entrant pay is a deterrent to recruitment. The 
matter of new entrant pay relates to pay policy across the entire public sector and is being 
considered in that context. Discussions between the trade unions, including the education 
trade unions and the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform on the matter of new 
entrant pay are ongoing currently. 

Casualisation of employment has also been raised as an issue affecting retention in the 

profession. The Department has introduced measures to combat this, including accelerated 

access to permanency though contracts of indefinite duration and requiring schools to give 

preference to teachers on less than full hours as additional hours become available. The Steering 

Group will be considering whether additional measures in this area might be taken. 

 

At primary level, enrolments are projected to peak this year and to steadily decline thereafter.   In 

that context, the Department anticipates that the pressures on teacher supply in the primary sector 

will recede.  At post primary level, the student cohort continues to grow and is forecasted to 

continue to increase until 2024 or 2025, depending on the migration assumption used. 

 

There are many variables including demographics that impact on the supply of and demand for 

teachers across the country. The planning and governance structures now in place enable the 

Department to draw together relevant expertise and to seek to address issues in a systemic way in 

order to meet the needs of our schools in the coming years.  

 

I thank the Committee for their interest in this matter. 


