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1. Introduction  

The Taoiseach’s announcement on March 12th of the closure of all schools, colleges, 

universities and other training and learning facilities was the commencement of a series of 

challenges across the education and training sector as a result of Covid-19. The challenges 

continue to be managed in a collaborative manner by the Department of Education and Skills, 

the education partners and a host of stakeholders. The interests of students and their families 

as well as the safety of the staff in the sector have been the paramount considerations 

throughout. 

 

The scale of the challenges can be seen in the fact that there are over 4,000 settings in which 

education and training take place with a million learners affected as well as 110,000 staff. 

 

Whole of System Approach  

The Department participates in the central co-ordination structures in relation to Covid-19 

to ensure a joined-up approach across Government.  

 

The education and training system’s response is aligned to our core national priority of saving 

lives, while being focused on ensuring continuity of education for learners, including a 

particular focus on more vulnerable students. 

 

The Minister for Education and Skills has been in the Dail on five occasions since April 23rd 

and will be before the House again on June 24th and has also facilitated briefings with 

Opposition spokespersons.  

 

The Department put in place a range of steering and engagement structures to support the 

education and training system in navigating these new challenges:  

 

▪ The Department’s Management Board met daily in the period from mid-March until 

late May and continues to meet at least three times weekly to ensure there is a timely 

and senior level consideration and co-ordination of developments across and within 

the sector.  

 

▪ In the schools sector, stakeholder engagement groups have been set up to engage 

with school management bodies, school administration and continuity of teaching and 

learning.  

 

▪ In the tertiary sector (higher and further education), a steering group on tertiary 

education was established to ensure a coherent approach to the challenges presented 

for Ireland and for the sector by the Covid19 pandemic. A number of working groups 

were established to focus on the different issues emerging from the steering group.  

 

The Department participates daily in the Government’s Crisis Communications Group. 

This ensures consistency of approach and clear messaging across sectors. Significant 

communications work has happened with sectoral stakeholders and is ongoing with all 

audiences, both to ensure wide dissemination of important public health messaging, and also 

to address sectoral-specific issues. In addition, work to enhance existing communications 

materials to ensure their accessibility to a wide range of audience, e.g. advice from NEPS 

(National Educational Psychological Service) was made available as a podcast and animation 

work was undertaken to create further user-friendly material for children.  
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Submission to Oireachtas Covid-19 Committee 

This submission has been compiled on foot of a request for a submission from the 

Oireachtas Covid-19 Committee on the topics of: 

o Return to School (section 2) 

o School Transport (section 3) 

o Leaving Certificate 2020 (section 4) 

o Tertiary Sector issues (section 5) 

 

This submission has been prepared within particular constraints, namely in a context of 

significantly increased demands, in circumstances where Departmental officials are having to 

work remotely without access to offices and files and against a background where the 

Department itself has had to redeploy staff to meet crisis-related pressures.  
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2. Return to School 

 Introduction 

 
Immediate response to teaching and learning following school closures 

1. Advice and Guidance issued to the school sector following school closure on 12 

March.  All school were asked to work to minimise the impact on teaching and learning, 

by continuing to plan lessons and, where possible, provide online resources for 

students or online lessons where schools are equipped to do so. Schools were asked 

to be conscious of students that may not have access to online facilities and to 

consider this actively in their plans. Information was provided for teachers to a range 

of online resources to assist schools to provide ongoing support to students during 

school closures.  

2. Following the decision that schools would remain closed after the initial period more 

comprehensive Guidance issued to all schools on supporting teaching and learning 

issued. This guidance covered themes such as, the role of schools in engaging with 

students, teachers and school leaders working together, keeping in touch with 

students and the importance of providing feedback and advice. 

3. Specific guidance also issued for those engaging with students with Special 

Educational Needs and to ways to support those at risk of educational disadvantage 

(with separate notes for primary and post primary). In addition, guidance on supporting 

learners in Youthreach Centres issued on 13 May.  

4. Recognising the need to provide advice to parents in the context of supporting their 

children to engage in learning during this period the Department also developed 

guidance documents for primary parents which was issued in multiple languages.  

5. Additional funding and support for ICT resources was also provided to schools during 

this time. 

 

 

Planning for School Reopening 

 

6. A report to Government on the reopening of schools, entitled Planning for reopening 

schools in line with the Roadmap for reopening society and business, was published 

on 12 June. The report is available on  the Department’s website at 

https://www.education.ie/en/covid-19/planning-for-reopening-schools.pdf  

7. The report outlines the ambition of the Department to develop a sustainable plan to 

reopen schools, the overriding objective of which is to protect the health of staff and 

students while promoting the educational and developmental needs of the nation’s 

children. The Department considers that fully reopening schools for all children in a 

safe way is the clear objective for the end August/September 2020. 

8. The following are the key activities underway to implement the optimum model for 

reopening schools: 
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• Overall objective is to open schools in accordance with the normal start of 

the new school year to the fullest extent possible while minimising the risks 

from a public health perspective. Arrangements will allow for new routines to 

be established and bedded in within schools. 

• Public health guidance – In light of the Cabinet’s decision on June 5th 

regarding progressing to Phase 2 of the Roadmap to re-opening society 

which made reference to schools re-opening and the Minister bringing a 

report to Cabinet on June 12th on school re-opening and a summer 

programme, detailed engagement is underway in relation to development of 

public health guidance for school settings. This will be provided in time to 

facilitate the operation of summer programmes and to enable detailed 

planning and preparatory work for the re-opening of schools process.  The 

public health guidance will be kept under on-going review in advance of the 

re-opening of schools at the end of August. 

• Guidance and templates to enable schools comply with the requirements of 

the national Return to Work Safely Protocol are being developed centrally in 

consultation with education partners.  There are regular meetings of the 

primary and post primary stakeholders to ensure stakeholder views can 

inform the guidance documents. These guidance documents and templates 

will be published later in June and July.  

• Awareness raising and training – Guidance and on-line training modules, 

webinars etc. will be developed centrally and available for use by schools, 

parents and students etc. 

• Enhanced cleaning regime – Additional resources will be provided to 

schools to enable enhanced cleaning regimes to be put in place for operation 

of schools.   

• Good hand hygiene – The existing handwashing facilities in some schools 

are not designed for the enhanced level of handwashing envisaged 

necessary in Covid-19 environment without significantly impacting on 

educational class time.  A drawdown framework will be established by the 

Department to enable schools purchase hand-sanitisers for use in the school 

and classroom.  The procurement process for this framework is commencing 

immediately and it will also deal with any other potential PPE 

requirements.  It is not envisaged that significant PPE will be required in 

school settings. Details on the additional funding for schools will be provided 

in due course. 

• Mental health and Wellbeing – There will be a strong focus on supporting 

mental health and wellbeing of students and staff in the re-opening 

schools.  Central guidance will be provided. 
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• Teaching and learning and curriculum:  The Department is working with 

the NCCA, the Inspectorate and other experts as appropriate to tailor 

teaching and learning appropriately to the needs of students as they 

reengage with school. 

• Blended learning/alternative provision:  Notwithstanding our overall 

objective, planning for a blended learning approach (on-line/in school) will be 

a feature of our planning to reopen schools as there may be circumstances 

where schools will have to have the necessary agility to respond quickly to 

changed circumstances at local, regional or national level.  Planning is 

underway with the NCCA, the Inspectorate and other experts as appropriate 

on how best to manage and operate blended learning model. 

• Consultation and Communication – The Department will continue to 

engage closely with education partners and other key stakeholders on the 

development of guidance and supports for the re-opening of schools.  A 

dedicated webpage will be provided to enable the sharing of information and 

updates in an open and transparent manner. 

 

 Challenges for re-opening of schools and 

procedures that will need to be put in place  

9. The Department’s approach to managing the public health aspects of re-opening and 

the operation of schools in a COVID-19 environment will have to consider the 

following: 

• Guidance from the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 

(ECDC); 

• World Health Organisation (WHO) guidance as it pertains to school settings; 

• Public Health Advice; and  

• The Return to Work Safely Protocol. 

10. It is recognised, in what is an evolving situation, that the public health advice and the 

Department’s approach to re-opening and operation of schools, will also be informed 

through analysis of experience in other countries, including, but not limited to 

Denmark, Norway, Netherlands, New Zealand and the UK, that have (or will have) re-

opened schools in advance of the start of the forthcoming academic year in Ireland. 

11. There has also been on-going engagement at North/South and East/west as well EU 

level at both Ministerial and official level as regards the sharing of experiences. The 

Minister has attended a number EU Ministerial level meetings as well spoken with and 

written to the UK Secretary of State for Education and the relevant Ministers in the 

Northern Irish Assembly. 
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12. In formulating the plan for reopening school the Department will also consider the 

WHO guidance on Considerations for school-related public health measures in the 

context of COVID-19 (the ‘WHO Guidance’) published in May 2020. 

13. The Department’s approach (and underpinning policies, procedures and systems) will 

have to provide for the necessary agility, to align with the public health objectives whilst 

enabling the education of our pupils to the greatest extent possible. 

14. Managing the re-opening of schools is a massive logistical operation that will need to 

be carefully planned and managed. 

 Physical distancing impacts in school settings 

 

15. It is important to note that physical distancing requirements are a function of public 

health advice intended to reduce the risk of infection at particular times and current 

guidelines are being kept under review.   

16. The Department considers that fully reopening schools for all children in a safe way is 

the clear objective for the end August/September 2020. 

17. Requirements to observe physical distancing imposes a direct constraint on plans to 

reopen schools. The physical size of our schools, and the number of individual 

classrooms within them, represents the most significant constraint to achieve a 

physical distance between students in the classroom.  Teacher supply will also be a 

significant consideration.   

18. It is important for the Department to engage fully with this aspect of public health 

advice in developing the optimum model for school reopening set out in the next 

section, giving due consideration to other mitigating factors in a school setting and 

how emerging evidence on infection transmission by children may also mitigate some 

of the risks considered as part of broader public advice. 

19. Attention is drawn to the WHO Guidance where there is a question on whether the 

physical distance between students can be maintained throughout the school day 

given normal student behaviour (particularly for younger students) and how supporting 

measures can be taken to minimize risks within the school community and the wider 

community.  

20. A differentiated approach to physical distancing in schools versus requirements for 

other parts of society or business could be considered appropriate and reasonable 

when the particular nature of the school environment is considered.  

21. The School Environment Context includes: 

i. the closed and known community nature of the school environment, 

ii. For many children, segregated nature of travel to and from school from the wider 

public, including cars, cycling and walking and school transport.  

iii. the effectiveness/practicability of compliance of physical distancing measures in 

schools given ‘normal’ student behaviour  

iv. the potential effectiveness of other complementary public health measures (or 

additional public health measures) which can be applied in schools. 
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School capacity and teacher supply 

22. The physical size of our schools, and the number of individual classrooms within them, 

represents the primary constraint to achieve physical distance of 1 to 2 metres 

between students in the classroom and to continue to accommodate all the students 

within the school at the same time.  Ireland is unique in terms of most other EU 

countries given its peak enrolment numbers in primary schools which are just now 

moving into post primary. 

23. It is not feasible, from a cost, sustainability or delivery perspective, to identify and 

implement the additional classroom capacity (through pre-fabricated units and 

construction work) across each school. Some schools will be in a position to re-

purpose GP Halls / PE Halls to make some additional capacity or access local and 

community resources and this of course will be a factor in terms of maximising 

available capacity. However, this will not be a panacea for the physical distancing 

constraints highlighted above and will at best make some marginal improvements. 

24. It is also not feasible to consider the wholesale splitting of classes and recruiting extra 

teachers – given that there are significant teacher supply issues currently. 

 

 Impact on teachers and other staff   

25. The Department acknowledges the efforts of teachers, schools and families in 

continuing to work with children during the current period of school closure to promote 

learning.  For a myriad of different reasons, this has been done to variable effect.  The 

Department is engaging with the NCCA to work through the implications of this current 

closure period on plans for schools reopening and to plan for blended learning in the 

event of future or rolling school closures or partial school closures to minimise the 

impact of these on children’s learning at all levels of the system.   

26. However, it is clear that maximising attendance of children at school should be the 

clear objective if this can be done in the safest manner possible.  Otherwise, a 

prolonged period of diminished access to schools will have inevitable negative impacts 

for curriculum delivery that may have far-reaching effects beyond the Covid-19 

pandemic.  

 

 Impact on children and parents 

27. Covid-19 has had a major impact on all of our daily lives and we have all had to adjust 

and adapt in the face of significant challenges.  The pandemic, in bringing a real risk 

to the physical health of our citizens, has led to an understandable increase in worry 

and anxiety across society, which for many, has been manageable and tolerable, for 

a variety of reasons that include the collective national experience, societal recognition 

and response to the situation, including the government’s In this Together campaign.  

Some children and families, however, have struggled more than others and have 

experienced loss and grief due to bereavement, or ongoing worry due to personal or 

family illness and concerns about the health of vulnerable family members.  In this 
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respect the families of some healthcare workers may have experienced a heightened 

perception of risk and fear of loss (Brooks, 2020).  

28. The public health measures that have been put in place in Ireland as a response to 

the Covid-19 pandemic, including the closure of all schools and the requirement for all 

to physically distance and largely stay at home, have resulted in additional challenges 

for all in terms of wellbeing/mental health, and for some more than others.  School 

closure has, for some of our students, removed from their lives some of the key 

protective factors essential for their wellbeing, most especially the supportive 

structures and routines of school, that include the experience of belonging, 

connectedness and safety, together with access to support/resources and physical 

activity.  School closure has also meant, for some of our students, an increase in 

exposure to key risk factors to their wellbeing that include stressful family situations 

(likely heightened by Covid-19 related issues such as home-schooling or 

unemployment), restricted access to friendships, increased social isolation and lack of 

access to services.  Research suggests that the mental health/wellbeing of those with 

pre-existing mental health difficulties and special educational needs may be 

particularly at risk, at this time (Lee, 2020).   

29. Supporting the wellbeing of school communities (students, school staff and parents) 

will be a key element of the plan for reopening schools.   

30. If students, particularly younger students are at home there is an ongoing requirement 

for parental supervision which impacts directly on the ability of parents to be available 

for work. 

31. If there is delay in getting all students back to school then there is the potential for 

more significant wider Covid-19 risks to manage given students are likely to be 

meeting up in potentially unregulated and uncontrolled environments as society more 

generally re-opens. 

 Impact on special needs education  

32. School closures and distance teaching and learning presents a particular challenge 

for students with special educational needs (SEN), many of whom have limited 

capacity to engage with learning in a remote teaching environment.  

33. Research carried out by Inclusion Ireland and AsIAm, both of which are advocacy 

organisations for children and young people with disabilities, identify a number of 

difficulties faced by children with autism and complex SEN in the current remote 

teaching and learning environment: 

• Many families are experiencing stress with school closures particularly 

around teaching and managing child behaviours.  

• The absence of health supports and therapies has a negative impact on 

the progress of these children. 

• Children with complex health conditions are particularly vulnerable when 

out of school. 

• Many parents do not have the time, capacity or a home environment 

suitable for home teaching and learning. 

• The distance learning model does not always take account of children’s 

individual needs and their capacity to engage with it. 
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• Variability in levels of support provided by particular schools is a 

challenge for some parents. 

• The loss of school routine and relationships is experienced acutely by 

some children.  

• The lack of equipment and quality of internet connectivity present 

challenges for online learning in many cases. 

• The lack of books and other materials for home learning is a challenge for 

some.   

• The closure of schools raises uncertainty for families regarding transitions 

of children particularly when they are due to move to a different education 

setting. 

• Some families consider that going back to school will be a big challenge 

for their children. 

34. Feedback from school principals indicates that they too have concerns about the 

effectiveness of the distance learning programme for children with SEN. They point 

out that teachers had little time to plan and prepare for distance teaching and learning 

before the closure of school buildings back in March. The need for specific 

professional development for teachers is referenced in this regard. 

35. Research on regression suggests that children with more complex needs tend to 

regress more than those with less complex needs and take longer to catch up on their 

learning.  For these students, regression in learning can occur across a number of 

areas of learning including language, gross motor, fine motor and self-help skills as 

well as in other academic subject areas.  

36. Children with special educational needs are among the most vulnerable in society and 

some are experiencing the impact of the public health restrictions including school 

closure and the cessation of education supports in a very significant way. 

 Challenges of potential staggered attendance  

37. The Department’s overall objective is to open schools in accordance with the normal 

start of the new school year to the fullest extent possible while minimising the risks 

from a public health perspective. 

38. As noted in section 2.3 above, if distancing requirements are required in a classroom 

setting in September, then there are clear impacts arising from infrastructural 

constraints such as classroom sizes, teacher and other staff availability and the 

physical space available in a school setting. For example, a requirement for 2 metres 

distancing in the classroom would result in almost all pupils attending school just 1 day 

a week at primary level and 2 days a week at post-primary level.   

39. It is also recognised that students vulnerable to the virus, attendance at school may 

problematic.  Given the potential for an upturn in the virus (and/or a second wave),  

‘stay-at-home’ advice may have to be re-introduced (at a school, region or national 

level).  Schools may therefore be required to provide both in-school and remote 

learning support during the coming school year, an approach known as blended 

learning. 

40. To extend a period of significantly reduced attendance in school for children will have 

far-reaching consequences beyond the current period of the Covid-19 pandemic.  
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There will be immediate consequences for those in or commencing senior cycle as 

well as those entering primary or post-primary school for the first time in terms of their 

wellbeing, engagement with learning and peers as well as their future progress into 

further studies or the workplace.  

41. There are serious concerns regarding the equity of access to quality education for all 

children in a blended learning environment. Engagement in face to face in school 

provision of, for instance, 50% in school and 50% blended learning has very serious 

impacts on the delivery of meaningful education.  Furthermore, if students, particularly 

younger students are at home there is an ongoing requirement for parental supervision 

and impacts directly on the ability of parents to be available for work. 

 

 Next steps 

42. The Department is continuing to engage with the education stakeholders to plan and 

manage for the reopening of schools.  Work is ongoing centrally with the partners on 

the training requirements around hygiene and cleaning and the other supports 

required at school level. This is to minimise the work that would otherwise have been 

needed at an individual school level. 

43. The Department’s target is to have a central high level plan developed which will be 

supplemented with additional guidance developed in consultation with stakeholders 

during the summer. 

 Summer Provision 

44. A summer education programme for children with complex special educational needs 

and children at greatest risk of educational disadvantage will run this year.   In previous 

years summer programmes ran for children with complex special educational needs 

and those at greatest risk of educational disadvantage, including programmes such as 

July Provision, DEIS Summer Literary and Numeracy camps and School Completion 

Programmes. 

Summer programme for children with special educational needs 

45. The Department has published details of a summer programme for children 

with special educational needs enrolled in special schools, special classes and 

mainstream classes.  The programme incorporates some aspects of the July Provision 

of previous years.   

46. Summer Provision 2020 – Reconnecting with Education, is a significantly expanded 

programme for children with complex special educational needs which aims to re-

establish the child’s relationships and connection with school and their peers as a 

basis for learning and participation and to help the child to re-engage in learning and 

social activities and help them adapt to new routines and changes.  The programme 

aims to ensure, in so far as possible, that the child can reintegrate/transition into their 

planned education setting for the next school year with their peers.  In-school or home-

based supports by teachers and SNAs will help to prevent regression among children 

with special needs.  
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47. The eligibility criteria have been widened to include the following categories of 

children: 

1. Pupils with a diagnosis of Autism  

2. Pupils with severe and profound learning difficulties 

3. Any child in a special school or a special class in a primary school 

4. Children transitioning into a special class from early year’s settings to primary 

school 

5. Pupils in primary school mainstream classes who present with the following 

disabilities:  

• Children with Down syndrome  

• Children who are Deaf or most severe hard of hearing  

• Children who are blind or have a most severe visual impairment  

• Children who have a moderate general learning disability  

• Children with severe emotional behavioural difficulties  

 

48. All special schools and primary schools with special classes are invited to provide the 

school based summer provision for their students.  This programme will run for a 

minimum of two weeks and can extend up to four weeks where the schools, teachers 

and Special Needs Assistants are willing to participate.  

49. Home-based provision will be available where a child’s local school is not providing a 

programme or does not have the capacity to accommodate a child in a planned 

programme this year. In this situation, the Department will provide grant funding 

towards the engagement by Parents of a registered teacher / SNA to provide home 

based support for 10 hours a week for 4 weeks. The programme will be reliant on 

schools, teachers and Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) choosing to participate on a 

voluntary basis.   

50. A dedicated online registration system for families of children with special needs to 

access Summer Provision is now available on   Gov.ie/summerprovision   Parents are 

asked to register their participation online, providing some outline information of the 

extent of their participation in the programme e.g. number of weeks. Once registered, 

the parent is then free to plan and organise the programme for their child by consulting 

with the child’s school and securing the services of a teacher or SNA.  

51. Full information on the scheme and its various strands, including guidance information 

for parents, is available at Gov.ie/summerprovision   Eligible schools have been invited 

to register online for the programme.  Once registered, they can then set out planning 

and organising the delivery of the programme. 

 
Reconnecting with School Summer Camp Programme for DEIS Schools 
 

52. In 2020, in response to the challenges faced by schools due to school closures under 

Covid-19, all 692 DEIS primary schools are being offered the opportunity to run a week 

long summer camp and a new summer education programme is being offered to the 

198 DEIS post-primary schools. These camps are voluntary in nature and it is a matter 

for each DEIS school to consider if they are in a position to run a programme this 

summer. 

53. Schools are required to operate camps in accordance with the relevant public health 

guidelines. The Department has requested advice from the health authorities in 
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relation to the re-opening of schools and the operation of a summer education 

programme. The Department will ensure that advice is made available to schools 

before the beginning of the summer education programmes. These programmes are 

intended to supplement, not replace, the School Completion Programme which is a 

targeted programme funded by Tusla under the remit of the Department of Children 

and Youth Affairs and operationalised by Local Management Committees. 

54. All summer camp programme teachers will be required to attend an online 

training/information webinar, which will take place over two sessions. The first session 

has been developed by NEPS with a focus on the impact of Covid-19 on teacher and 

student wellbeing and reconnecting with school in the current situation. The second 

session will cover the principles of the summer programme providing advice on the 

approach to be taken and will be provided by the relevant support services. The 

webinars will be recorded and made available for further reference and it is intended 

that this training will be delivered as early as possible.  

 
DEIS primary schools Summer Programme 
 

55. The primary summer camps will support pupils’ wellbeing, their sense of 

connectedness and enable them to re-connect with peers and teachers and to 

promote their re-engagement with school. The emphasis of the programme is on 

supporting those pupils who are considered by the school as having the greatest level 

of need, particularly in relation to the themes of the school’s DEIS action plan. 

56. DEIS primary schools are free to target the cohort of pupils they feel most appropriate, 

based on their social, educational or wellbeing needs, assessment outcomes, early 

intervention and age-cohorts. Most camps will have a teacher-pupil ratio of 1:12 with 

a total of 24 or 36 pupils. It is a matter for the school to decide on which week is most 

appropriate to run the summer camp. However, it may be optimal to provide a Summer 

Camp Programme during August and as close to the reopening of school as possible.  

57. A detailed communication issued to all DEIS Primary schools on 12 June, along with 

an Expression of Interest form for interested schools to complete and return, to Dublin 

West/Navan Education Centres.  All Education Centres across the country have been 

notified of the expansion of the Primary summer camp programme. Education Centres 

will contact the DEIS Primary schools that they have existing relationships with and 

publicise the programme locally. 

 
DEIS Post-Primary Schools Summer Programme 

 

58. The programme will focus on encouraging those students deemed most in need to 

reconnect with school, while supporting their physical, social and emotional wellbeing 

and providing them with the skills they need to engage in a meaningful way with 

learning in the future. A guidance document has been developed to help schools frame 

the programme but schools have autonomy in the exact content of the programme in 

order to best meet the needs of their student cohort. DEIS post-primary schools 

interested in running this summer education programme can complete and return an 

expression of interest form. It is intended that all expressions of interest will be 

approved. 
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59. Schools understand their own students’ context and circumstances and are best 

placed to determine which students may benefit most from attending the programme 

In the context of a school’s DEIS plan the school has already identified a list of those 

students most at risk of educational disadvantage. DEIS post-primary schools have 

been asked to identify those who are now deemed to be most at risk of educational 

disadvantage or early school leaving for inclusion in the summer programme. The 

programme will run for one week.   

60. It is a matter for the school to decide on which week is most appropriate to run the 

summer camp. However, it may be optimal to provide a Summer Camp Programme 

during August and as close to the reopening of school as possible. 
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3.  School Transport 

 Introduction 

61. School Transport is a significant operation managed by Bus Éireann on behalf of the 

Department of Education and Skills. The purpose of the Department's School 

Transport Scheme is, having regard to available resources, to support the transport to 

and from school of children who reside remote from their nearest school. 

62. In the current school year over 120,000 children, including over 14,200 children with 

special educational needs, are transported in over 5,000 vehicles on a daily basis to 

primary and post-primary schools throughout the country covering over 100 million 

kilometres at a cost of over €219m in 2019. 

 Re-Opening of Schools and School Transport  

63. The Department is currently working with the education partners and relevant 

stakeholders in planning for the re-opening of schools to the fullest extent possible in 

late August\September, which will be based on public health advice and which will put 

the best interests of our school population first. The operation of school transport 

services will be informed by the outcome of this planning for re-opening schools.   

64. Getting children to school safely will be a key part of planning. In urban areas, this will 

mean supporting the NTA in promoting various alternative means for children to get to 

school in a safe way, including walking and cycling and more generally in reducing the 

impact on the public transport system of school reopening.  In rural areas, it will mean 

careful planning for the rural school transport scheme and SEN transport, which may 

have to operate under constraints.  

65. The Department is engaging intensively with Bus Éireann, the Department of 

Transport, Tourism and Sport and the National Transport Authority on these and other 

logistical considerations that arise from public health advice in planning for the 

reopening of schools. 

Challenges for operating School Transport when schools re-open  

66. Contemporaneous public health advice on public transport services will be relevant to 

the scheme when schools reopen.  Current constraints on all public transport would 

translate into similar capacity constraints and cleaning requirements on school 

transport when schools reopen, if still in place, and DES is working through the 

potential implications of this with Bus Éireann, NTA and DTTAS. 

67. SEN transport will be more challenging than mainstream in terms of social distancing 

given the generally smaller sized vehicles involved and the fact there is generally more 

physical interaction required between the child and escort/driver on these services.  

68. Procurement timelines for any additional services that may be required due to social 

distancing need to be considered. 
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 Applications for School Transport for the 2020/2021 

school year  

69. While the operation of school transport services in September 2020 will be informed 

by the outcome of this planning for re-opening schools, the facility to apply for school 

transport for the upcoming school year has remained open to families, with the closing 

date for applications having been the 24th April. The option to make payment for 

transport for the new school year is available from mid-June with a closing date for 

payment on the 31st July 2020. 

70. There has been an increase on last year for applications for the mainstream scheme.  

With roll over of existing tickets and new applications the total number at the closing 

date of 24th April was 118,378, comprising 82,362 eligible and 36,016 concessionary 

pupils. This compares to the current school year where there are total of 107,446 

mainstream pupils, comprising 77,017 eligible and 30,429 concessionary pupils.  

71. There has been a total of 1,334 SEN applications received to date. This is a decrease 

on the number received at this time last year and the Department is actively engaging 

with the NCSE on this issue.    

72. DES is engaging with Bus Éireann intensively in terms of scenario planning and 

costing based on current applications. 

 Refunds on the cost of tickets for the current school 

year 

73. Given that the school transport services have not been available to children from 13th 

March, it was recently decided that at the end of the current school year a refund for 

that period of closure will be issued to parents.  

74. The Department has been engaging with Bus Éireann in developing a plan for 

facilitating these refunds and it is anticipated that refunds will start issuing to families 

at the end of June.  

 

 Transport for “Summer Provision 2020 

Reconnecting with Education” 

75. The Department will provide grant funding to support the parents of children with 

special needs who are eligible for school transport with the cost of transport 

arrangements to participate in the school based summer programme.  

76. Schools are required to identify children who are on a School Transport service or who 

are in receipt of a grant.  School Transport Section will be in contact with schools and 

families in regard to the arrangements for payment.  

77. In the case of DEIS post-primary programmes, where students would be eligible for 

school transport scheme and transport to and from a DEIS post-primary summer 

programme is identified as a barrier for certain students to attend the programme, 

schools may make their own local transport arrangements and claim the associated 
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costs from the Department up to a maximum of €1,750 per week, per school. Given 

the numbers of students and disparate locations of students participating it would not 

be feasible to run the School transport scheme buses for such schools. 

 

 Payment to School Transport Scheme Contractors 

in the current school year  

78. Following the initial announcement that schools would be closed from the 13th to the 

29th March to support efforts to contain the spread of Covid-19, and in light of the 

exceptional circumstances, it was agreed that school transport contractors operating 

on the School Transport Scheme would be paid at the normal rate for the period up to 

29th March 2020.  

79. It was further decided that a payment of 50% would be afforded for the week 

commencing Monday 30th March until Friday 3rd April 2020. Thereafter, the normal 

arrangements applied for the period of scheduled school closures associated with the 

Easter Holidays (6th April – 17th April inclusive). It was subsequently agreed that 

contractors should be paid for a further 5 days at 50% to cover the period Monday 

20th April to Friday 24th. 

80. In light of the decision that schools would remain closed until the end of current school 

year it was decided that those contractors will continue to be paid at 50% while schools 

are closed in the current school year. 

81. The Department is not in a position to provide funding for private bus contractors not 

contracted to operate on the Department’s School Transport Scheme. 

 

 Review of the School Transport Scheme  

82. In October 2019, the Minister announced a review of the school transport scheme with 

a view to ensuring funds are being spent in the most effective way  to meet the 

objectives of the scheme and provide a better service for students including examining 

the issue of nearest or next nearest school.  Terms of reference and the scope of the 

review have been drafted and a Steering Group has been established.  

83. It was proposed that the review would, in the first instance, look at existing analysis 

and the short term options available to the Department in terms of the scheme and its 

implementation in September 2020 with a view to preparing an initial report by the 

second quarter of 2020. This was to be followed by a deeper examination of the current 

model of services and its component strands with a view to putting forward options for 

the future operation of an integrated and sustainable scheme. 

84. In light of the uncertain landscape in which we are currently operating, the Department 

now finds itself in a position of scenario planning for schools to re-open in September 

2020 and our priority is this contingency planning. The operation of school transport 

services for the new academic year will be informed by the outcome of this contingency 

planning for re-opening schools, which will be based on public health advice and which 

will put the best interests of our school population first.  
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85. However, in parallel to our contingency planning for September, the Department will 

commence the necessary analysis set out as part of the review of the scheme 

previously and prepare a background paper for consideration of the Steering Group to 

inform further progress of the review of the scheme.  

86. The Review will build on the proposals in the Draft Programme for Government, which 

sets out the following objectives:  

• Accelerate sustainable transport plans for schools. We will complete the 

review of the School Transport Scheme to seek better outcomes and reduce 

car journeys. The School Transport Scheme should work in liaison with the 

Safe Routes to Schools Programme  

• We will conduct a comprehensive review of the School Transport Scheme, 

identifying recommendations for the scheme to provide better value and a 

better service for students, including those with special educational needs, 

and examining issues such as the nearest or next-nearest school 
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4. Leaving Certificate 

 Introduction 

87. The decision to postpone the Leaving Certificate 2020 was taken following an 

assessment of public health advice, advice from NEPS and other information including 

the State Examinations Commission’s considerations of the implications for holding 

the examinations.  

88. There was broad consultation with the Education Stakeholders through an Advisory 

Group for Contingency Planning for State Examinations 2020, including 

representatives of students, parents, principals, teacher unions, school management, 

the SEC, the HEA, NEPS, the NCCA and the Department. The Advisory Group first 

met on 17 April; with subsequent meetings held on 22 April, 24 April, 29 April, 1 May, 

6 May, 13 May, 22 May, and 19 June.  

89. Every effort was made to run the 2020 Leaving Certificate examinations as close as 

possible to the way the examinations were originally intended to be held. When it 

became impossible to hold the examinations in June, it was then intended to allow 

students to undertake the written and practical examinations in July and August. The 

Department examined the practicalities of holding exams in a manner that would 

comply with the advice of the Department of Health including social distancing 

requirements to protect public health. However, there was strong evidence, based on 

medical advice and other assessments, that the Leaving Certificate examinations 

could not be held in a reliable and valid manner, nor in a way that would be equitable 

for students. This position was strongly endorsed by the Advisory Group of 

stakeholders. 

90. In order to comply with public health recommendations the format of the exams would 

have changed. The State Examinations Commission advised that the examinations 

would not be comparable to the Leaving Certificate in any other year potentially 

involving the need for students to wear masks and gloves sitting exams, 

superintendents requiring PPE and the prospect of the exam papers having to be 

redesigned to such an extent that they would have been unrecognisable when 

compared to what students had spent two years preparing for.  

91. Some students had been disadvantaged by the lack of in-school time and it was the 

stated preference of the Minister to have two weeks of return to school in July for 

Leaving Certificate students to assist in the preparation of exams. However, given the 

phasing outlined in the Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business the re-opening 

of schools for this purpose was not possible.   

92. In addition to issues of fairness and physical health and the need for certainty, 

significant regard was given to the mental health and wellbeing of young people. 

Advice by the Department’s National Educational Psychological Service about the 

anxiety, stress and trauma being experienced by young people in the midst of the 

pandemic also informed the decision.  

93. It was decided that all students would be offered the option of receiving Calculated 

Grades for the subjects they are studying and the alternative of sitting the 2020 
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Leaving Certificate examinations at a date in the future when it is considered safe to 

hold the examinations. 

94. Calculated grades will allow a student to progress to the next stage of their life in a 

timely fashion. Students will also have the right to sit the examinations at a later stage 

when it is safe to hold them in the normal way.  

95. In the absence of conventional written examinations and their associated coursework 

and practical examinations, calculated grades are the best way of measuring what a 

student would have achieved across all components of their examination.  Teachers 

are best placed to make a balanced judgement about what the candidate’s overall 

level of achievement in each Leaving Certificate subject would have been. This means 

the calculated grade will be as close to the outcome of the traditional Leaving 

Certificate as possible and comparable to the Leaving Certificate grades any other 

year.  

96. Detailed guidance for schools on calculated grades was published on 21 May with 

further supplementary guidance provided on 28 May. The document sets out 

information on the process of estimating marks for students to receive calculated 

grades, and this has been sent to all schools. The document, together with Frequently 

Asked Questions, are available on the Department’s website. Additional guidance to 

schools on the avoidance of unconscious bias, interpreting evidence of achievement 

in the case of students with disabilities, and further guidance on bonus marks that 

would have applied for answering the written examinations through Irish was issued 

to schools on 28 May.  

97. Calculated Grades are decided based on data on each candidate provided by schools. 

The calculated grades process combines a student’s expected performance in a 

subject and level, with information about how students in the school have fared in this 

subject in recent years in line with national performance standards over time.   

98. After the percentage marks and rankings based on the teacher and school’s 

judgements are received from all schools, the Department will analyse them and carry 

out a process of national standardisation. This will compare information about how 

students in this school have fared at Leaving Certificate over the past three years to 

the national standard. It will also review the performance of this year’s group of 

students in each school against their overall performance at Junior Cycle. 

99. The information about each individual and their peers is combined with the information 

about the school’s previous results and previous groups to allow adjustments to be 

made to the marks for each subject from each school to ensure that these marks reflect 

the application of similar standards. This means that all candidates across the country 

are treated fairly. The statistical process being applied will not impose any 

predetermined score on any individual in a class or school.   

 Process around calculated grades 

100. A Calculated Grade is a grade that can be provided to students following the 

combination of school information about a student’s expected performance in an 

examination and national data available in relation to the performance of students in 

examinations over a period of time. 
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101. A calculated grade results from the combination of two data sets: 

• A school-based estimation of an overall percentage mark and ranking to be 

awarded to a student in a particular subject. 

• Data available from the State Examinations Commission – this includes data on 

past performance of students in each school and nationally. 

102. The combination of these data sets through a process of national standardisation can 

determine the grade to be awarded to each student in each subject, thereby resulting 

in a calculated grade. The National Standardisation process used will not impose any 

predetermined score on any individual or class. 

103. The calculated grades model was developed with the advice and expertise of the 

Technical Working Group comprised of the Department’s staff, including the 

professional expertise of the Inspectorate, the State Examinations Commission, the 

Education Research Centre as well as an international expert, Dr Fernando 

Cartwright, formerly of Statistics Canada.  

104. An independent Steering Committee chaired by Dr Áine Lawlor, former Director of the 

Teaching Council, is overseeing the quality and integrity of the calculated grades 

system. The other members of the Committee are Dr Peter Archer, the former CEO of 

the Education Research Centre; Ms Majella O’Shea, former Deputy CEO of the NCCA; 

Mr Joe Hamill, former Secretary General of the Department of Arts, Heritage & the 

Gaeltacht and Chair of the New Schools Establishments Group; Mr Justin Edwards, 

CEO of the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations & Assessment, Northern Ireland 

and Prof. Michael O’Leary, Professor of Assessment at DCU.   

105. Detailed guidance for schools on calculated grades was issued on May 21st. The 

document sets out information on the process of estimating marks for students to 

receive calculated grades, and this has been sent to all schools. The document, 

together with Frequently Asked Questions, are available on the Department’s website. 

106. Additional guidance to schools on the avoidance of unconscious bias, interpreting 

evidence of achievement in the case of students with disabilities, and further guidance 

on bonus marks that would have applied for answering the written examinations 

through Irish issued to schools on May 28th. The additional guidance is available on 

gov.ie/leavingcertificate, and includes an instructional video for schools. 

107. Teachers were asked to use their professional judgement, drawing on existing records 

and available evidence to arrive at an estimated mark for each student.  If a student is 

new to a class or school, then the teacher should consult the previous teacher to obtain 

any relevant documentation.   

108. Where a student is studying one or more of their subjects outside of their recognised 

school, every effort should be made by the school to provide an estimated mark where 

the principal is confident that there is sufficient evidence of the student’s achievement 

to make an objective judgement. 

109. For subjects with a practical component, the overall estimate will include the mark that 

the teacher thinks would have been achieved if it had been marked in the usual way. 

There is one exception to this: in the case of Home Economics – Scientific and Social, 

the journal component has already been marked by the SEC, and this mark will not be 

adjusted.  
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110. The teacher is the best placed person to examine the work of the student and give a 

balanced professional judgement, based on evidence, about the expected 

achievement of the student. Teacher professional judgement facilitates incorporating 

a range of available evidence as to the likely performance of students. Teachers know 

their students and are able to balance a variety of evidence in arriving at a professional 

judgement.  

 Subjects Studied Outside School/Out of School 

Learners 

111. Where a student is studying one or more of their subjects outside of their recognised 

school, every effort should be made by the school to provide an estimated mark where 

the principal is confident that there is sufficient evidence of the student’s achievement 

to make an objective judgement. The Department will be flexible in accepting 

estimated marks and rankings from other schools or colleges, and will look at this issue 

on a case-by-case basis. All reasonable efforts should be made to obtain a satisfactory 

evidence base. This includes situations where students are studying subjects outside 

of school, including the non-curricular languages. 

112. In the case of students taking a subject outside school, the detailed guidance for 

schools published on May 21st provides details of how schools should proceed if 

school management authorities are confident that there is sufficient evidence of the 

student’s achievement to make an objective judgement. 

113. For students in receipt of home tuition with an association to the school, the guidance 

published on May 21st provides information for school authorities to engage with the 

home tutor in arriving at a decision. 

114. If the student is not being taught by a registered teacher, the principal will need to 

consider whether there is sufficient evidence on which to base an estimate. If there is 

not sufficient evidence, then it is highly unlikely that the Department will be able to 

generate a calculated grade for that subject.  

115. In general, provided an estimated mark and ranking can be generated from a teacher 

in a way that is fair to all candidates, the Department will seek to provide a calculated 

grade. Students will be able to use this calculated grade in the same way as a Leaving 

Certificate grade to satisfy minimum entry requirements. 

116. The Calculated Grades Executive Office has been in direct contact with external 

students who are taking subjects outside of school and is developing the application 

process that Out of School Learners will need to follow to be considered for calculated 

grades with a view to determining on an individual basis whether it is possible to 

include them in the calculated grades model.   

117. Where it is not possible to provide a calculated grade, students will have the 

opportunity to sit the 2020 Leaving Certificate examination at a later date when it is 

safe to do so.  

SCC19R-R-0298(ii) D 



Department of Education and Skills Submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response  
June 2020  

 
—— 
24 

 Impact on CAO system and third-level admissions  

118. The Department has been engaging on an ongoing basis with stakeholders from the 

tertiary education system, including the CAO, regarding the implications of the 

changes to the Leaving Certificate on entry to tertiary education. We are conscious of 

the desire for clarity with regard to CAO timelines and are working through these 

issues with our stakeholders. Further information on this will be published as soon as 

details are finalised. 
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5. Tertiary 

 Introduction 

 
Overall Impact of Covid-19 on higher education and the response from the sector.  

119. Following the announcement of the closure of all educational facilities from the 12th 

March, the tertiary sector responded quickly and comprehensively in the face of 

unprecedented challenge, implementing a number of swift and positive actions in order 

to ensure the continuity of provision of education and to ensure that adequate supports 

were in place for their student and staff bodies.  

120. Working closely with the Department and the relevant representative bodies, one of 

the primary objectives of the tertiary sector was to minimise disruption to students and 

staff to the greatest extent possible. This was achieved, in the first instance, through 

provision of online programme delivery, putting in place alternative arrangements to 

facilitate student assessments and facilitating remote working for staff.  

121. Appropriate and workable systems were put in place in relation to availability of 

campus facilities and arrangements to facilitate students continuing with their studies, 

to facilitate staff to continue with their work and to facilitate campus company 

operations.  

122. Beginning on Friday 13th March the Department, relevant public bodies and 

stakeholder and representative bodies from tertiary education have met at leadership 

level, initially daily and now twice a week to engage on a rolling agenda of priority 

issues including, for example: 

• Support national efforts to address public health issues and civic needs; 

• Support continuity of tertiary education and learning;  

• Assessing and mitigating the significant financial impact on Tertiary Education 

providers and 

• Capture and communicate the strong and comprehensive response of the TES 

sector to Covid-19. 

123. A number of key principles for the work of the Tertiary Education sector (TES) emerged 

in these discussions. These were: 

• Prioritising the immediate needs of the health system; 

• Prioritising learners’ interests; 

• The importance of maintaining continuity in educational services; 

• Ensuring the integrity and quality of solutions; 

• Ensuring that, at a minimum, disadvantage is not exacerbated by the crisis 

and actions taken in response to it; and 

• Sharing best practice, solutions and leveraging unity. 

 

124. Moving into the crisis the approaches to dealing with the crisis and the attendant 

issues began to crystallize and converge into a number of distinct work streams. Using 

this as a basis, at the end of March the Department proposed a Tertiary Education 

System Covid-19 Structure of Working Groups, Coordinating Groups and a Steering 
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Group to manage and progress the work that had begun to take place across the 

tertiary system, shaping the work as: 

• Immediate operational problems and solutions; 

• Financial assessment of the impact of Covid-19 on Institutions to mitigate the 

risk to providers.  

• Medium- to longer-term contingency planning for strategic issues; and 

• The specific and acute needs arising in different sectors and different thematic 

areas, and those likely to arise. 

The Structure was endorsed by the Planning Group (renamed the Steering Group).  

 

Immediate response to teaching and learning and operations in higher education 

125. Following the swift call to action by the tertiary sector to switch to online delivery of 

teaching and learning, the sector commenced planning for the upcoming Spring 

assessment period and how best to facilitate those assessments without affecting 

academic quality. Following engagement with the Department and relevant bodies, 

institutions amended their assessment policies and procedures in line with the 

principles and guidance available so as to allow students to take their assessments in 

alternative formats without compromising academic integrity or the standard of 

awards. Guidance and supports were made available to those sitting alternative 

assessments.  Institutions facilitated a large degree of flexibility in relation to requests 

for deferrals and re-sits. Providers have communicated largely positive feedback from 

students in relation to the assessment process which is testament to the combined 

efforts of all stakeholders. 

126. In addition to alternative operational arrangements, the sector has kept a firm focus 

on the support and protection of staff and student wellbeing during the pandemic by 

ensuring that wellbeing services, including chaplaincy services, counselling services 

and medical services, remained available on a full-time remote basis and by making 

a wide range of online supports available to staff and students. Some institutions 

endeavoured to alleviate the financial pressures for students through the availability 

of funding for students experiencing financial hardship as a result of the pandemic, 

while Students’ Unions encouraged social interactions and engagement across social 

media and online forums so as to alleviate the effects of isolation. 

127. Maintaining open and consistent communications with staff and students has been a 

priority for the sector and has served to alleviate uncertainty as well as to ensure the 

availability of accurate, reliable and timely information. As students and staff return in 

the Autumn, these actions and supports will undoubtedly be an important feature of 

reintegration.  

128. In parallel with its rapid transition to remote learning and assessment, the sector also 

contributed to the national efforts to fight the Covid-19 pandemic with offers of personal 

protective equipment, facilities, resources and equipment to assist the public health 

initiative and front-line providers.   

129. Higher education institutions and further education and training facilities engaged 

directly with the Health Service Executive, local authorities, local hospitals and An 

Garda Síochána to provide assistance as well as registering offers of assistance via 

the Office of Government Procurement.   
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130. Assistance and support has been provided across several disciplines and in many 

different ways including students and staff undertaking roles in Covid-19 testing and 

contract tracing, deployment of staff and students with clinical backgrounds and 

experience to the frontline, Covid-19 research and innovation (development of 

antibody testing, investigating immune responses and design of new drugs and 

vaccines), provision of personal protective equipment and other specialised 

equipment,  offers of facilities for use as additional space for An Garda Síochána, 

clinical hubs for Covid-19 patients requiring treatment, field hospitals and contact 

training sectors. The sector was also involved in the production of face masks and the 

manufacture of media for testing swab samples, ventilators and protective shields.  

131. The Tertiary Education System Covid-19 Structure of Working Groups and a Steering 

Group remains in place with a keen awareness of an extensive and unpredictable 

programme of work and a commitment to maintaining an open, adaptable structure 

that can locate work near expertise to find effective solutions, ensure smooth 

communications whilst also responding to rapidly changing circumstances.  The 

current programme of work includes the development of a Roadmap for returning to 

campus and learning in the new academic year 2020/21 and a framework for ongoing 

adaptation by the sector in a changed and uncertain public health environment.  The 

safety, health and wellbeing of everyone in tertiary education remains a paramount 

objective. 

 Teaching with social distancing and remoting 

learning  

132. Having moved from the initial emergency response to Covid-19, the country is now 

gradually moving through the phases outlined in the Government’s Roadmap to 

Recovery, with restrictions being lifted in a way that is consistent with public health 

advice. The tertiary education sector is currently developing its plans for a return to 

on-campus learning based on and aligned with the Roadmap for Reopening Society 

and Business, the HSA Return to Work Safely Protocol and ongoing public health 

advice. The Department is also preparing guidance, in the form of a framework and a 

Frequently Asked Questions document to help guide planning by the sector for the 

return to learning. 

133. In the context of the planning process, it has become evident that current physical 

distancing requirements will have a significant impact on the maximum number of 

individuals (staff and students) which can be safely accommodated in rooms and 

buildings. For example, implementing physical distancing of 2 metres reduces lecture 

room capacity to approximately 20%. Physical distancing will also have a significant 

impact on the model of delivery for practical-based higher and further education 

programmes. Much of the teaching and instruction for these programmes takes place 

in small studios and workshops, where physical access to tools and equipment is a 

necessary part of learning and current physical distancing recommendations will 

significantly impact the occupancy rates of such areas. 

134. The need to maintain physical distancing in line with the current recommendations will 

result in capacity restrictions and therefore, the tertiary education sector is planning 

for a blended delivery of teaching and learning – combining both online and on-site 

provision – which will be feature of the coming academic year.  
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135. Planning for models of blended learning is taking place against a backdrop of an 

evolving public health environment. However, at present, it is likely that larger lectures 

will be delivered online with on-site face-to-face time being prioritised for small group 

teaching and learning, seminars, tutorials, laboratory classes, workshop and studio 

time. 

136. The balance between face-to-face and online will vary across programmes and will 

depend on factors such as the disciplinary teaching and learning needs of, and the 

numbers of students registered on individual programmes as well as the 

practical/theoretical balance of learning outcomes in the programme.  

 

Connectivity 

137. The national co-ordination group for tertiary education, which includes representatives 

from the Department, and third level institutions, is meeting regularly to discuss key 

issues. A working group has been established to examine connectivity issues 

impacting on tertiary education. The group’s key aims are to identify connectivity 

challenges in relation to broadband, data, networks and devices, to develop solutions 

for challenges and work through their resolution with third parties and to provide advice 

and guidance to other groups in relation to technology and connectivity. The group 

has facilitate the distribution of devices to learners in need, and the provision of 

student-friendly data packages for those with connectivity issues. It is also exploring, 

with third parties, longer term provision of devices and student-friendly mobile 

packages. 

 Funding challenges – exchequer and non-exchequer 

 
Assessment of the financial impact of Covid-19 on institutions 

138. Mitigating the impact of Covid-19 on Higher Education Providers and safeguarding 

that capacity against the backdrop of the broader economic crisis is a priority.  By 

ensuring that core provision is maintained and in particular by assessing the level of 

financial vulnerability that may threaten the viability of any specific institution, the 

Department, the HEA and representative bodies are working together to respond to 

this crisis.  

139. Accordingly, the HEA was requested by the Department to complete an assessment 

of the potential impact of Covid-19 on individual institutions.  This analysis included for 

each institution a clear identification of the projected impacts this year and next, also 

modelling how resulting deficits could be managed e.g. by drawing on cash reserves 

or borrowings, with identification by the HEA of highest-risk institutions by means of a 

traffic-light reporting system.  

140. Additionally the HEA has worked closely with institutions to assess their cashflow 

positions, liquidity and viability in the immediate 2020 scenario.   This assessment has 

now been submitted by the HEA and is being considered as an immediate priority by 

the Department.  

141. In considering this issue, it is important to distinguish between the two separate but 

related issues encompassed by the submissions received from the HEA and IUA:-  
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• the projected impact of Covid-19 on the financial position of HEIs, including in 

particular the loss of international student income and commercial revenues 

and the ongoing assessment being carried out of the financial status of each 

individual HEI to safeguard their ongoing viability and stability;  

 

• the assessment of the sustainable funding model for Higher Education (HE) 

which is being progressed through the ongoing European Commission DG 

Reform study leading to a new strategic funding model for the sector. 

142. Across the higher education sector and in particular the university sector the potential 

loss of commercial revenue and international student income streams is a significant 

concern in the upcoming academic years. Primarily the anticipated loss of international 

student numbers both new undergraduate and post graduate students and potential 

reduction in research projects and funding are a key issue for the sector. Additionally 

additional costs have been incurred through provision of equipment, testing and 

facilities to assist the front line response to Covid-19.  The response from the higher 

education sector to the call for assistance has been impressive. Furthermore the 

refund of student accommodation fees has impacted heavily on the expected cash 

position in the current academic year for universities.   

143. Examination is underway of the funding options to ensure that both the higher 

education and research system and the further education and training system continue 

to perform effectively in a Covid-19 environment for the next academic year and plays 

their full part in economic recovery in particular in meeting reskilling and upskilling 

needs.  

144. The HEA’s assessment of the position for individual HEIs recently received in the 

Department will form a key input, when the projected financial impact of Covid-19 on 

Higher Education and the Tertiary Education system as a whole is being assessed by 

the Department as part of its ongoing analysis of the impact of Covid-19 on the 

education sector overall.  The provision of additional financial support to support 

Tertiary Education to ensure that it can contribute fully to economic recovery and to 

meeting priority skill needs will be examined in the context of overall expenditure 

management and budgetary policy. 

145. The HEA through its analysis of the institutional operating position has identified 

potential pressures in terms of operating cash for institutions in 2020 and 2021.  

However a range of options to mitigate this issue are currently being examined and 

considered by the Department in consultation with the HEA.   Additionally the 

Department will continue to engage with key stakeholders to safeguard the recovery 

of the tertiary education sector.  

146. Pending completion of its consideration of the HEA assessment of institutional level 

viability, the Department of Education and Skills (DES) is working to ensure that it has 

contingency funding available to it to enable any necessary response in the event of 

crisis liquidity.  This will involve DES and HEA engagement to assess current funding 

allocations and priorities for 2020 and onwards into 2021.   

147. In addition, as set out above a review is currently underway under the European 

Commission DG Reform’s Structural Reform Support Programme regarding 

Increasing the Future Sustainability of Higher and Further Education Provision in 

Ireland.  The review encompasses the review of the funding options for higher 

education included in the 2016 (Cassells) Report of the Expert Group on Future 
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Funding of Higher Education.  The study is scheduled to be substantially complete in 

Q4 2020. 

Engagement with key stakeholders in responding to funding issues 

148. As summarised above, from the onset of the Covid-19 crisis, there has been a detailed 

process of engagement with key stakeholders in assessing financial and funding 

issues for the tertiary system. 

149. Under the aegis of the Tertiary Education System Covid-19 structures referred to 

above, a Finance Working Group chaired by the HEA was established following the 

closure of the tertiary system with stakeholder representation from across tertiary 

education to ascertain on the basis of an agreed set of assumptions the projected 

impact of Covid-19 on the financial position of the different sectors of the tertiary 

system.  

150. Following the completion of this work and the submission received from the HEA 

summarising this work, DES requested that a detailed, granular and institutional-level 

assessment should be carried out of the financial position of each individual higher 

education institution to determine their ongoing financial stability and viability in light 

of the financial challenges arising from the current public health crisis.  This 

assessment will form a key input for determining the projected financial impact of 

Covid-19 on higher education and the tertiary education system as a whole.  

151. It is expected that the provision of additional financial support to support the tertiary 

education system to ensure that it can contribute fully to economic recovery and to 

meeting priority skill needs will, therefore, be examined further in the context of overall 

expenditure management and budgetary policy in the forthcoming period and also in 

light of the future Programme for Government priorities and commitments.  

152. The Department will continue to engage actively with all key stakeholders to safeguard 

the operation of the tertiary education system in light of its importance for the recovery 

of the economy overall.   In this context, the Department recently provided a detailed 

response to the submission made by the Irish Universities Association (IUA) Partners 

in Recovery and has recently met with the IUA to discuss the submission and the 

Department’s response with a view to agreeing a roadmap for responding to the 

various issues set out in the submission.    

153. In parallel to this work DES has been engaging on an ongoing basis with the 

Department of Public Expenditure & Reform (DPER) in order to ensure that DPER and 

Government are updated on the projected financial implications of the Covid-19 for the 

tertiary system.  The Department has also consulted with the Department of Business, 

Enterprise and Innovation (DBEI) who has lead policy and funding responsibility on a 

whole of government basis for national research and innovation policy. 

154. Finally, it should be noted that against the backdrop of the projected impact of Covid-

19 on the financial position of the higher education system a significant programme of 

investment into higher education is continuing in 2020, amounting to additional public 

investment estimated €101.8m following on from additional public investment in 2019 

of €99.7m – a cumulative increase over the past two years in excess of €200m.   
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Budget 2020 funding provision 

155. Key initiatives which have provided increased funding for Higher Education in recent 

years are set out below. 

156. Budget 2020 provided for increased planned investment in Higher Education, an 

increase of 25% compared to 2016 – an amount in the order of an additional €370 

million bringing the total funding for the sector in 2020 to €1.88 billion (up from €1.5 

billion in 2016). 

157. Reform of the National Training Fund has invested over €190million in Further 

Education and Training and Higher Education in the past 3 years since the levy 

increase was introduced.  

158. Provision of a new Human Capital Initiative (HCI) amounting to €300 million over the 

5 years 2020 – 2024 – this will form a key part of Ireland’s strategic response to 

addressing the skills needs of the economy,  mitigating Brexit risks, responding to 

digitalisation and the future world of work, and preparing for other challenges that the 

economy may face.  Consideration is ongoing as to how expenditure planned under 

the HCI may be refocused to address issues and particular skills needs arising in light 

of the Covid-19 crisis. 

159. Technological Universities - 2019 saw the successful commencement of TU Dublin; 

the decision to grant TU Status to the Consortium comprised of Cork Institute of 

Technology and Institute of Technology Tralee was announced very recently.  Positive 

engagement continues with the TUSE, CUA, and Athlone/Limerick consortia. Budget 

2020 has also committed an additional €90m over 3 years to support TUs in delivering 

significant inputs to national strategic priorities in relation to higher education access, 

research-informed teaching and learning excellence and assisting in regional 

development.   

160. The Department is committed to continuing the progress achieved to date for funding 

the higher education sector, in the context of upcoming budgetary discussions.  

 Issues relating to international students  

161. Ireland welcomes about 40,000 international higher education students to our public 

and private higher education institutions (HEIs) every year, of which around 25,000 

are Non-EU students.  

162. The Government’s International Education Strategy, published in 2016, indicated that 

- at that time - there were 33,000 international higher education students in our HEIs 

contributing €820m to the Irish economy, in tuition fees and spend in our economy.  

163. The Department is currently working with consultants on an independent evaluation of 

this strategy, which will include a full cost benefit analysis of International Education 

to Ireland. This evaluation will provide up to date data on the value of international 

students to Ireland and will be available by the end of July 2020. 

164. At the very beginning of the pandemic, the Department very quickly established a 

Working Group to focus on issues and challenges for International Education, and 

worked in partnership with all relevant stakeholders to put in place a number of 
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supports for those students who remained in Ireland during the crisis. These supports 

included: 

• Working with our higher education institutions to implement alternative 

teaching and learning delivery methods to ensure the successful completion 

of the current academic year; 

• Reviewing the arrangements in relation to Immigration and International 

Protection permissions to reside in our country for international students. All 

permissions that were due to expire during the pandemic were automatically 

renewed; 

• Ensuring that the special Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment of 

€350 per week was available to any international student who lost their job 

as a result of the pandemic. For those international students in Ireland who 

had not yet engaged in employment while in the State, and were in need of 

assistance, the Government allowed for financial supports under the 

Exceptional Needs Payments scheme to be provided; 

• Measures to ensure the availability of health care services for international 

students. All international students studying in Ireland are permitted to 

receive public health services for the testing and treatment of the Covid-19 

virus. These services are provided free of charge. 

• The legislation brought in by Government to provide certainty in the rental 

market by freezing rents and protecting tenants against evictions provided a 

level of reassurance to international students. 

 

165. In light of current public health circumstances, it is expected that there will be an overall 

worldwide reduction in the number of students availing of an international education 

experience during the next academic year, but the level of this reduction in Ireland will 

depend on individual student choice and unfolding events such as all available national 

and international public health advice, particularly in respect of international travel. In 

order to provide clarity on international travel, the Government, in line with EU 

partners, is proposing that international students coming to Ireland for long term study 

will be permitted to enter the country as we move towards the new academic year. 

166. Our higher education institutions have indicated that they have received a higher 

number of applications than in previous years from students wishing to study in 

Ireland, however these applications were primarily received before the full magnitude 

of the Covid-19 pandemic was known.  

167. The process of decision-making and acceptance of offers by international students is 

ongoing and will continue up to September and indeed beyond that for certain post-

graduate programmes, therefore the full impact Covid-19 will have on the number of 

non-EU students arriving to study in Ireland will not be clear until later in the year. 

168. Through the High Level Group on International Education, the membership of which 

is comprised of all relevant stakeholders including the representative bodies of our 

higher education institutions, the Department is working collaboratively to ensure an 

appropriate structure for and implementation of relevant and effective measures to 

protect and recover this vital sector.  
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169. Through this group flexibility on various programmes and schemes that are key to 

delivering our international education offering, such as the visa application procedure 

and English language proficiency certification to meet entry requirements rules.  

170. The Department is working with all stakeholders to look at what other short term 

strategies can be put in place to add value and increase our competitiveness, to attract 

the maximum number of international students to Ireland for the next academic year 

and on a medium term strategic plan to assist the higher education sector in restoring 

the value of international education to Ireland to pre-Covid-19 levels. 

171. Ireland has been a world leader in supporting international students who were studying 

in Ireland when the Covid-19 pandemic arrived on our shores. We have issued a 

Ministerial communication through our Embassy network in key partner countries, 

outlining the measures we took to support students who remained in Ireland and the 

flexible measures we have put in place for students who wish to study in Ireland for 

the next academic year. The level of concern we showed for our international students, 

along with the clarity of our communications, will enhance Ireland’s reputation as a 

trusted international partner that looks after students who choose to study here. 

English language education Sector 

172. As part of the wider Covid-19 response, the Department has recognised that English 

Language students may be particularly vulnerable at this time and face a distinct set 

of issues arising from the Covid-19 outbreak. These issues include a language barrier 

when accessing information, concerns surrounding their immigration conditions and 

the loss of employment arising from the Government restrictions that have been 

implemented.  

173. The pandemic has also resulted in wider challenges for this sector due to its 

dependence on international travel and has had a substantial impact on providers and 

their staff.  The vast majority of English language education provision is undertaken in 

the private sector.   

174. The Department of Education and Skills has established a working group with key 

stakeholders in this sector with a remit to address the issues arising from the Covid-

19 pandemic with a priority and focus placed in the first instance on issues affecting 

students as well as other issues arising, such as, how stakeholders can work together 

to promote the sector as international markets move into recovery.   

175. The Working Group is comprised of key sectoral stakeholders including the 

Department of Education and Skills, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), the 

Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, the Department of Justice 

and Equality, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Enterprise Ireland as well 

as lead sectoral representative bodies of providers and learner advocates such as the 

Irish Council for International Students (ICOS).  

176. The working group has published and disseminated material for students to provide 

information on health advice, updates on newly introduced immigration measures and 

to advise them of their eligibility to apply for relevant social protection supports 

including the Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment.  In its engagements to 

date, the Working Group has also addressed questions surrounding access to 

Personal Public Service Numbers (PPSNs) for students and clarified public health 
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advice for students who may reside in unsuitable accommodation where social 

distancing and self-isolation may be challenging or not possible.   

177. In May, the Department of Justice and Equality announced the most recent update in 

respect of the status of immigration permissions. Where permissions were due to 

expire between 20 May 2020 and 20 July 2020, they have now been automatically 

extended for two months including for English language students. An accompanying 

FAQ document has also been published which details how these revised measures 

will apply to students including how they may continue to work if they so wish in line 

with the conditions of their existing immigration permissions.          

178. As part of the measures introduced by the Department of Justice and Equality, steps 

have been taken to address the issue of the online provision of English language 

education.  In compliance with the Government Decision taken in March 2020, all 

providers in this sector closed their premises in accordance with public health advice 

with the result that no face-to-face classes can take place.  Consequently, the majority 

of providers in this sector are delivering their classes online until such time as they can 

reopen. This reflects a similar approach to that adopted by providers across the wider 

education system.  

179. To facilitate this change in provision, the Department of Justice and Equality has 

modified the criteria of the Interim List of Eligible Programmes (ILEP) to enable 

students to continue their studies while in the State. Where programmes are offered 

online, relevant ILEP criteria now applies such as the requirement to provide a 

minimum of 15 hours of student contact per week and to have no more than 15 

students in an online class. The requirement that the academic staff who deliver these 

classes must be appropriately qualified also continues to apply. 

180. The timeline and arrangements for the safe re-opening of English language education 

providers will be guided by public health advice applicable at a given time. The 

Government's roadmap for the gradual lifting of the current Covid-19 restrictions has 

set out a number of phases with the re-opening of the wider education system 

contained in the later phases to coincide broadly with the beginning of the new 

academic year.  

181. While the Department will not be issuing guidelines specifically for the re-opening of 

the English language education sector, guidance to assist the tertiary education sector 

more generally in planning for reopening is being prepared at present and will be 

available shortly.  The Department will engage with provider representatives within the 

English language education sector as they develop more detailed plans for the re-

opening of their premises. It is to be expected that ensuring the health and safety of 

staff and students will be central to the provider's plans and that necessary 

consultations will be undertaken as part of their development. It is anticipated that the 

"Return to Work Safely Protocol" recently published jointly by the Department of Health 

and the Department of Enterprise, Business & Innovation, and designed to support 

measures being put in place that will prevent the spread of Covid-19 in the workplace 

will be used to inform these plans, supplemented by any guidance issued by the 

Department for the tertiary education sector.  This protocol envisions close 

engagement between staff and their employers during the planning, development and 

implementation of these new workplace measures.  The experience of the re-opening 

of educational facilities in other areas and jurisdictions will also be relevant as part of 

this process.   
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 Research funding  

Research provision in higher education 

182. Responsibility for national Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) policy and 

for the primary competitive funding streams for public investment in research in higher 

education research resides with the Department of Business Enterprise and 

Innovation (DBEI). The IUA, on behalf of the university system, has been engaging 

with DBEI on these issues in consultation with the Department of Education & Skills.  

183. In responding to these issues DBEI has highlighted that in respect of research funding 

there is continuing positive engagement between all of the key research funding 

bodies and the representative bodies for the HE sector.   

184. Consistent with similar approaches being adopted by the EU and many other 

international funders, flexibility is being offered in terms of considering proposals to 

reallocate costs within project awards, the provision of extensions for those directly 

impacted in terms of access to labs at this time, the possibility to review work packages 

within individual awards etc.  

185. The research funding bodies have published FAQ documents linked to the specifics 

of their own programmes, which provide further detail on the flexibility that they will 

offer to grant holders at this time. 

186. In this regard, the steps being taken under the Government’s Roadmap for Re-opening 

Society and Business should play an important role in reversing the business 

disruption to research activities set out in the IUA submission.  

187. DBEI has advised the IUA that it continues to believe that the approach of dealing with 

issues on a case-by-case basis is the most appropriate way of dealing with the 

situation at this time.   

NPHET Research Subgroup 

188.  A Research Subgroup has been established by the Expert Advisory Group to the 

NPHET and is mandated to provide strategic advice on how to accelerate Covid-19-

related research in order that Ireland can meaningfully contribute to global research 

efforts and ensure that findings are relevant and beneficial to all Irish citizens.   

189. The membership of the EAG includes leading experts from academia and SFI.  The 

work of this group will obviously be important in advising on the formulation of actions 

on the part of the research the Irish research system to Covid-19.   

Role of DES in HE Research  

190. The Department of Education & Skills works closely with DBEI in supporting the 

delivery of national Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) policy through, for 

example, membership of and participation on the Steering Group for the Innovation 

2020 national RDI Strategy (to which work has commenced on a successor strategy). 

The two Departments will continue to work to ensure the long term health and 

sustainability of the national RDI system is safeguarded. 
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191. DES allocates public funding to HE research estimated at €230m per annum providing 

the whole foundation for the operation of the higher education research system 

overall.  This funding will continue to be provided through the core grant by the HEA 

to HEIs this year and its provision is not currently disrupted by Covid-19.   

192. The Irish Research Council has a budget of some €40m. Early career researchers are 

seeking costed extensions, generally of between 3 months and 6-months, and it is 

estimated that the cost of such extensions for researchers due to complete in 2020 

and 2021 would be estimated at some €2.4 million (300 awardees).  

193. Their research projects that are funded in partnership with the Enterprise sector will 

present particular challenges in the current environment, particularly the many SMEs 

and high-potential start-ups that are a hallmark of these partnerships. These enterprise 

programmes could be a key part of renewing enterprise-academic engagement and 

some modest incentives would encourage SMEs to pursue research and innovation 

as the economy recovers.  

Rapid Response Call 

194. The IRC, HRB, SFI, EI and IDA Ireland developed a coordinated Rapid Response 

Research and Innovation programme to help mitigate and manage the Covid-19 

pandemic. All five agencies have worked together to ensure that excellent ideas to 

tackle Covid-19 from across the Irish research community could be supported. 

195. The HRB, in cooperation with the IRC, focused on research that covers three 

designated strands: medical countermeasures, health service readiness, and social 

and policy countermeasures to Covid-19. The IRC funded awards under the social 

and policy countermeasures strand, using budget reallocated from a planned call 

elsewhere within the portfolio.  

196. There was a huge response from the research community’s, with over 160 applications 

received, the majority of which were under the social and policy countermeasures 

strand. 21 projects have received funding under this Call to date. 46 reserve projects 

were ranked, with a total cost of around €8.7 million.  

197. On 29 April, the combined HRB-IRC and SFI-EI-IDA Call outcome was announced by 

Government: 26 projects were funded, receiving €5 million in funding. The full list of 

funded projects, case studies and videos may also be accessed on the IRC website. 

 Gender parity in research  

198. During the Covid-19 crisis, there has been extensive analysis of the uneven impacts 

on male and female researchers internationally. There have been numerous 

international news reports indicating that Covid-19 is having a significant effect on 

women's research productivity, with reduced submissions to academic journals being 

noted widely.   

199. There is strong overall gender balance in IRC research awards, with the total cohort 

of live awards comprising 50.2% male and 49.8% female.  

200. It is the IRC’s policy that researchers – not least those whose work addresses Covid-

19 – should be required to consider whether their work has a gender dimension.  The 
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IRC includes a mandatory sex/gender dimension question in application forms.  This 

was one of the measures introduced under the IRC’s Gender Strategy & Action Plan 

2013-2020.  Applicants at all career stages and in all disciplines are required to 

complete this, and this section is specifically included for assessment among the 

evaluation criteria.   

201. The Gender Equality Taskforce published an Action Plan in November 2018, which 

encompasses a suite of initiatives to bring about sustainable organisational change 

and to empower a culture of gender equality in the HEIs for all staff.   

202. The HEA Centre of Excellence for Gender Equality was established in 2019 to ensure 

sustainable acceleration towards gender equality by providing centralised support, 

sharing of good practice, and funding for innovative organisational and cultural change 

initiatives nationally. It oversees a framework that encompasses a variety of initiatives 

and reporting structures that aim to ensure that Irish HEIs are implementing the HEA 

Expert Group recommendations and the Gender Equality Taskforce Actions in order 

to ensure progress towards gender equality in the institutions.  

203. Attainment of the Athena SWAN certification is an important part of the Gender Action 

Plan 2018-2020. The Athena SWAN initiative aims to effect cultural and systemic 

change in higher education institutions to support gender equality and the career-

progression of women.  

204. A summary of the requirements for a HEI to remain eligible for research funding is as 

follows: 

• HEIs shall apply for an Institutional Bronze award by the end of 2019 

• HEIs should retain their Bronze award until such time as they obtain a Silver 

award  

• IoTs working towards TU status will be required to show evidence to the HEA 

that, annually through their institutional gender action plans, they are working 

together to build gender equality into their merger process. 

• Once a TU has been established, it shall be required to achieve a TU bronze 

award within three years. 

• The HEA will have responsibility for determining the optimal timing and 

requirements in relation to Athena SWAN certification, and whether a HEI is 

deemed eligible or ineligible for research funding based on their award status 

 

205. HEIs stand to lose access to research funding from the IRC, HRB and SFI if they do 

not achieve Athena SWAN awards within a set timeframe. There are four smaller HEIs 

that currently do not meet the requirements.  

 Student accommodation challenges 

Student Accommodation Refunds 

206. The majority of students in Purpose Built Student Accommodation (PBSA) vacated 

their accommodation when the closure of third level campuses was announced.  
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207. All seven universities have confirmed that students who have vacated their university-

owned accommodation will receive pro-rata refunds of their accommodation fees. 

Students should contact their university directly for details on when their refund will be 

processed. 

208. A number of reports have been received of private owners of PBSA refusing to refund 

accommodation fees in cases where students have vacated their accommodation. The 

Minister for Education & Skills has indicated that he would wish to see approach 

applied by the seven Universities applied in the case of students who were residing in 

privately owned student accommodation, however it is not within his remit to direct any 

accommodation provider to offer a refund. 

209. Refund or cancellation policies in student accommodation should be set out in the 

license agreement signed at the beginning of the academic year and in the first 

instance students should engage with their accommodation provider to see if an 

arrangement can be reached in regard to a refund. 

210. If this is not possible, under the Residential Tenancies (Amendment) Act 2019 

students have access to the Dispute Resolution Services of the Residential Tenancies 

Board (RTB) who may be of assistance in resolving issues with PBSA providers. 

Student Accommodation for the 2020/2021 Academic Year 

211. As the beginning of the 2020 academic year draws closer, students are seeking clarity 

on the form their courses will take in the new academic year. For many students, the 

level of in-person versus online learning will impact whether they need to stay in 

student accommodation for the year. In previous years, many returning students would 

be signing leases for the new academic year in June or July, but reports have been 

received of reluctance among students to commit to accommodation agreements 

before the format of the new academic year is decided. 

212. Work is ongoing in third level institutions on the development of plans for the re-

opening and operation of higher education in an environment that may require social 

distancing and other public health requirements. The Department of Education and 

Skills is engaging with relevant stakeholders from the tertiary education sector on this 

issue. This work is ongoing, and it is hoped that guidance for the sector will be 

published in the coming weeks. 

213. However higher education institutions are autonomous bodies, and therefore are 

entitled to regulate their own administrative affairs. Decisions on how courses will 

operate will be made by each institution, and arrangements will vary between 

institutions and between courses. Information on these arrangements will be 

communicated to students by their HEIs as soon as they are finalised.  

214. The Department of Education and Skills' expectation is that, in the current 

circumstances those responsible for providing student accommodation would show 

some flexibility with regard to the signing of rental agreements for the new academic 

year, however these agreements remain a private matter between accommodation 

providers and students and it is not within the remit of the Department to offer direction 

or regulation with regard to these agreements.  
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 Student Grant Scheme and other supports for 

students 

Latest Statistics on Student Grant Applications 

215. As of 14th June, SUSI has received a total of 69,800 student grant applications. 

Applications for the 2020/21 academic year are currently running circa 16% ahead of 

where they were this time last year. This is consistent with expected demand 

pressures on the scheme for 2020/21. The Department continues to monitor 

applications and subsequent assessments and awards. It is anticipated that we will 

have a clearer picture of the likely demand pressures on the scheme in the coming 

weeks as SUSI embarks on a publicity campaign around priority closing dates in July. 

216. There were circa 96,000 applications for grant support in 2019/20 with circa 73,000 

applicants subsequently qualifying for grant support. It is anticipated that there will be 

an increase in the number of applications for the 2020/21 academic year and 

pressures in terms of existing grant recipients qualifying for higher grant supports.   

Key Dates for SUSI Applications 

217. SUSI’s opened for online applications on 23 April 2020. SUSI operates two closing 

dates for student grant applications as follows: 

• The published closing date is the 9th July 2020, this date is set out in the 

scheme. Applications received by this date will be given priority by SUSI to 

be processed in advance of the commencement of the academic year.   

• SUSI has a discretionary power provided for in the scheme to accept 

applications that are not received by the July date. This date is normally at 

the beginning of November. This later closing date will remain under review. 

Change in Circumstances 

218. The Department of Education and Skills has maintained close contact with colleagues 

in the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection regarding the Covid-

19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment, to mitigate against any negative impact on the 

student grant scheme. The Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment will not affect 

student grants in the academic year 2019/20. Students will continue to receive their 

maintenance grants as normal and the duration or value of the grant will not change 

as the assessment is based on 2019 income. 

219. However, if a student or party to their application experiences a change in 

circumstances that is not a temporary change and is likely to continue for the 

foreseeable future they can apply to have their application assessed under the change 

in circumstances provision. In the case of a change of circumstances, all household 

income and not just the income of the person experiencing the change, will be 

assessed/reassessed on the current year (2020). The change of circumstance is not 

applied retrospectively. Therefore, if the change occurs during the academic year, any 

award or adjustment will take effect from the month in which the change occurred. This 
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provision may benefit some students whose income has fallen in 2020 due to Covid-

19. 

220. When an employment ceases, such as in cases of redundancy, there is always the 

possibility that the person could commence new employment shortly thereafter and 

there is also the possibility that the person will remain unemployed for a considerable 

length of time.  For this reason any applicant who is awarded a grant, or has their grant 

level increased, following the implementation of the change of circumstances 

conditions may be reviewed by SUSI later in the academic year.    

Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment and Reckonable Income for SUSI in 2021 

221. The Covid-19 payment will be treated as reckonable income for the SUSI means 

assessment process. This will mean that the Covid-19 payment will be treated in a 

similar fashion to other Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 

payments (e.g. Jobseekers Benefit & Allowance), thus ensuring a consistency of 

approach and an equitable treatment of students and their families in the SUSI means 

assessment process. This approach is entirely consistent with well-established 

practice by SUSI and is in accordance with the statutory provisions of the scheme. 

Student Assistance Fund 

222. The Student Assistance Fund (SAF) provides financial assistance to students 

experiencing financial difficulties while attending higher education. Students can be 

assisted towards rent, childcare costs, transport costs and books/class materials. The 

total allocation in 2020 for the SAF is €9.1 million which includes an additional €1m 

added to the Fund for part-time students who are lone-parents or members of the other 

access target groups. A further €1 million was added to the Fund in 2019/2020 

academic year which is ring-fenced for students attending Professional Masters of 

Education courses, who are experiencing financial difficulty, bringing the total funding 

available in 2019/20 to €10.1m.  

223. Institutions have given maximum flexibility in the Student Assistance Fund to enable 

HEIs to support students during the Covid-19 situation. Funding of €9.1m is available 

for the Student Assistance Fund for the 2020/21 academic year.  

The Third Level Bursary Scheme 2020-21 

224. Following the Government Decision not to proceed with the Leaving Certificate Exams 

in June and move to a calculated grades process, the Department undertook a review 

of its bursary schemes. Ministerial approval was recently received to combine the 

Third Level Bursaries, the Ernest Walton STEM Bursaries and the Professor William 

C Campbell Bursary with some additional bursaries made available. No applications 

are necessary for 2020. The Department of Education and Skills will identify the 

prospective bursary winners. 

225. Third Level Bursaries will be awarded to the eligible candidates who perform best in 

six subjects through the Calculated Grades process, the grades they achieve should 

they choose to sit the Leaving Certificate 2020 or a combination of both. This will 

enable the further refinement of the number of top performing students.  
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226. In the event of two or more candidates being considered of equal standard based on 

calculated grade process, the order of merit will be determined by reference to the 

performance of the candidate in his/her five best subjects. If the total calculated grade 

process achieved by two or more candidates are also the same, the order of merit will 

be determined by reference to the candidates’ achievement in his/her grade or Leaving 

Certificate grade for their four best subjects and so on.  

 Mitigating Educational Disadvantaged Working 

Group 

227. The Mitigating Educational Disadvantaged Working Group (MED) was one of a 

number of tertiary education groups established as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The MED group was set up in recognition of the effects that the Covid-19 pandemic 

would have on vulnerable learners in the further and higher education sectors.  The 

group is, therefore, ad hoc in nature.  

228. The key purpose of this Group is to identify issues impacting vulnerable disadvantaged 

learners in terms of access to and progression within tertiary education and where 

possible to articulate solutions to these issues.  

229. There is a further piece of work by the group around return to education in the autumn 

and what this might mean for students with special educational needs and those at 

greatest risk of educational disadvantage.  Some of that work could, after the 

immediate term, be taken on through the National Access Plan (NAP) Steering 

Group.  However, some aspects of the MED group fall outside the ambit of the NAP. In 

this regard, the MED group is considering what role, if any, it might play in terms of 

mitigating educational disadvantage going forward.   

230. Since its establishment in late March, the group has met 14 times. It has 31 members 

representing 23 stakeholders, 3 academic experts to advise on disadvantage and 2 

community education groups. 

231. To date, the Group has published eight papers on issues relating to Digital Learning, 

Assessment, Learner Engagement, Community Education, Tutors & Practitioners, 

Educational Equity and Learner Cohort, Financial Barriers and Mental Health. 

232. A summary of all the issues raised have been collated into a student/learner support 

framework for tertiary education system that can be used as a basis for supporting 

learners in 2020/2021. Under each of these key areas actions will be taken to mitigate 

educational disadvantage, support access, retention, progress and a student success 

in 2020/2021; so that no one is left behind. 

233. The Department participated in a Traveller Forum on 27 May 2020. The forum was 

organised by Pavee Point and the National Traveller Women’s Forum to provide a 

space for current and prospective Traveller and Roma third level students, including 

mature students and graduates, parents or supporters, and Traveller organisations to 

share Covid-19-related impacts on their study, learning and progression. The forum 

also provided an opportunity for participants to raise concerns regarding progression 

and retention across the education system and to highlight non-Covid-19 concerns 

regarding educational disadvantage and discrimination. A subsequent follow up 

meeting involving the forum organisers, the Department and the HEA, was held on 15 
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June 2020 to discuss the findings of the forum report. The Department is currently 

considering the forum report recommendations.  
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