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FOrtHCOMinG EDuCAtiOn, YOutH AnD CulturE COunCil: DiSCuSSiOn WitH MiniStEr FOr EDuCAtiOn AnD SkillS

The joint committee met in private session until 1.30 p.m.

Forthcoming education, Youth and Culture Council: discussion with minister for edu-
cation and skills

Chairman: We are having this discussion in advance of the next meeting of the EU Coun-
cil of Ministers on Education, Youth and Culture which will take place on 26 november.  i 
welcome the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy ruairí Quinn, and his officials.  the 
Minister will stay with us until 2.30 p.m.

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an of-
ficial by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable. 

i invite the Minister to brief us on the next Eu Council of Ministers Meeting on Education, 
Youth and Culture scheduled for later this month.

minister for education and skills  (deputy  ruairí Quinn): Members of the committee 
will have been circulated with an information note prepared by the Department on the agenda 
for the next education Council on 26 november.  this is the only council meeting being held 
under the Cypriot Presidency.  The next education Council meeting after this one will on 15 
February and it will be the first of two to be held during ireland’’s Presidency in the first half of 
next year.  Given the imminence of ireland’s Presidency i will focus these introductory remarks, 
first, on the agenda items for the november Council and i will then update the committee on our 
Presidency priorities in the area of education and training.

With regard to the upcoming november Council, there are five substantive items on the 
agenda.  They include the following: a presentation on the state of play on the negotiations of 
the next generation of European programme for education, training, youth and sport, referred to 
as “Erasmus for All”; the adoption of the Council conclusions on literacy; the adoption of the 
Council conclusions on education and training in Europe 2020 - the contribution of education 
and training to economic recovery and growth; the adoption of a Council recommendation on 
the validation of formal and informal learning; and a policy debate on improving teacher quality 
and status at a time of scarce resources.  in addition, in terms of our incoming Presidency, i will 
make a presentation to the Council on our priorities in the area of education and training.  i will 
now make some brief remarks on each of these agenda items in turn.

First, let me return to Erasmus for All.  As members will perhaps recall, this is the integrated 
successor programme to the Eu’s lifelong learning, Youth in Action and Erasmus Mundus 
programmes.  The Cypriot Presidency will update the Council on the current status of nego-
tiations on the new programme which is due to come into effect from 1 January 2014 and it 
will run until 2020.  The new programme is aimed at developing a more integrated approach 
between education and youth-related programmes and the various existing EU higher educa-
tion programmes.  The Commission is proposing a major increase in funding to approximately 
€19.1 billion for this programme over the seven years of its operation.  That represents a 70% 
increase over the existing programme.  it is proposed that the majority of the funding, approxi-
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mately 65%, will fund learning mobility at various levels of the education system, for example, 
Erasmus higher education exchanges.  the other major component of funding, approximately 
26%, will be allocated to facilitate co-operation for innovation and good practices within the 
European Union.  The remainder will fund operating grants for agencies and administration.

the final budget will be subject to budget discussions which are currently under way cen-
trally in the Council of Finance Ministers under the multi-annual financial framework negotia-
tions.  This is the seven-year European Union budget that falls to be negotiated under the Cy-
priot Presidency but could very well drift over into the irish Presidency in the first six months 
of 2013.  The regulation will be subject to agreement by both Council and European Parliament.  
With that in mind i held discussions last week with the chair of the Parliament’s Committee on 
Culture and Education, Mrs. Doris Pack, from the EPP group on the regulation.  i also hosted 
a lunch for Irish MEPs to brief them on our Presidency priorities and the negotiation process 
for Erasmus for All, and to seek their help, support and co-operation with Parliament on the 
negotiations I will have with them.

The second item of business at Council will be the adoption of Council conclusions on lit-
eracy.  this document invites member states to tackle low literacy levels, including by increas-
ing awareness of the problem, promoting family literacy, and ensuring equitable access to high 
quality early childhood education.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: From which document is the Minister reading?

Chairman: It is from the Minister’s presentation.  The Senator should have received a copy.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: We have copies but i find it difficult to follow.

deputy  Charlie mcConalogue: The Minister referred to Annex 1 for the budget on Eras-
mus for All.  it is at the back of the presentation.  i have the same difficulty as the Senator.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: I am reading from the presentation.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: Issue 1 related to Erasmus for All.

Chairman: A person making a presentation does not have to stick to a script.  the Minister 
should proceed.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: If it is of such interest I will circulate a copy of the presentation 
later.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: Absolutely.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: The Commission will support European co-operation on literacy 
issues by developing a European network of organisations working in this field.  it will also 
ensure that its initiatives in iCt and education will facilitate the identification, analysis and 
sharing of good practices with regard to literacy.

the third item of business at the forthcoming Council meeting on 26 november is the adop-
tion of conclusions on the contribution of education and training towards economic recovery 
and growth.  the main aim of the document is to ask member states to develop and implement 
reforms based on the specific challenges identified in their education and training systems by 
the European Union’s growth and jobs strategy - Europe 2020.
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The fourth item of business at the Council will be the adoption of Council recommendations 
on the validation of non-formal and informal learning.  This recommendation invites member 
states to establish validation systems for non-formal or informal learning with the aim of recog-
nising the full range of an individual’s knowledge, skills and competences, that is those ac-
quired not only at school, university or other education and training institutions but also outside 
the formal system.  The recommendation invites member states to establish validation systems 
linked to the European qualifications framework by 2015, with the possibility of obtaining a full 
or partial qualification on the basis of non-formal or informal learning.

the fifth item of business at the Council will be a policy debate on improving teacher qual-
ity and status.  this discussion is particularly timely in two respects; the first being the current 
reforms taking place in teacher education in this country and; second, the fact that teacher edu-
cation will be an area of focus during the Irish Presidency.  The contribution to the debate will 
focus on these two areas.

i will make a presentation to the Council on the priorities of the irish Presidency.  these 
have been outlined in the briefing note which my officials have supplied to the committee.  it 
is customary  for the incoming Presidency to update Council colleagues on what they plan to 
achieve during their Presidency term.  I will now outline our priorities for the forthcoming Irish 
Presidency, starting in January.

Ensuring sustainable growth and jobs will be the main overall theme of Ireland’s Presi-
dency.  Education and training have a key role to play in the achievement of this main Presi-
dency theme and in tackling and resolving the current unemployment crisis across Europe.  the 
central importance of education and training to economic recovery is recognised in the Europe 
2020 strategy.  One of the five headline targets in the strategy relates to education and training.  
Quality and equity are the two core themes around which we have decided to focus all of the 
activities of the education and training dimension of our Presidency.  Intensive preparations on 
our programme and calendar of events have been under way for some time.

On the legislative side during the Presidency the two main themes on our agenda will be 
the following: the first is the Erasmus for All programme, about which i have already spoken 
and the second is a new directive on the recognition of professional qualifications within the 
European union.  We have set the objective of obtaining a first reading agreement with the Eu-
ropean Parliament on the regulation establishing Erasmus for All.  Achieving agreement on the 
programme is a key task of the education and training agenda and has been the focus of discus-
sion at three Presidencies to date.

the second priority for us will be the directive on professional qualifications.  i will also 
give priority to obtaining early agreement with the European Parliament on a new directive to 
amend the 2005 directive on the recognition of professional qualifications.  the modernisation 
of the directive is one of the levers to boost growth and strengthen confidence, which were 
set out in the Single Market Act 2011.  it is therefore a priority for the Council, Commission 
and the European Parliament.  The directive sets out the procedures which must be adhered to 
by competent authorities when recognising the qualifications of professionals migrating from 
other EU member states.

In addition to the legislative agenda we will give priority to advancing EU level co-opera-
tion on a number of key topics, in particular the wider skills agenda, teacher education, higher 
education and the ongoing implementation of national qualifications frameworks and the Euro-
pean qualifications framework itself.  the Department has full responsibility at national level 
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for both education and skills agendas.  Hence, we consider we are very well placed to contribute 
to consolidating the thinking at Eu level across the full range of education and training stake-
holders.  In this regard we intend to continue the process of integrating education and training 
into the Europe 2020 process for ensuring growth and jobs to a greater extent.  An upcoming 
flagship Commission communication on rethinking education will inform our consideration of 
the skills issue and, subject to the timing of its publication, i envisage the adoption of Council 
conclusions responding to it at the February education Council.  Under the Copenhagen process 
for enhanced co-operation in vocational education and training, the assigned semester theme 
for Ireland’s Presidency is quality assurance and a meeting of directors general of vocational 
education and training will progress this agenda item.

i wish to make the following point on teacher education, namely, high quality teaching is 
vital to achieving better student outcomes.  This conclusion has been shared by multiple re-
searches in various situations across the world.  The Irish Presidency will propose the adoption 
of Council conclusions on improving policy support for the teaching education profession as 
well as holding a linked conference on the role of teacher educators.  the conference is being 
organised in this country by the Teaching Council.  We will also hold a Presidency conference 
organised by the Department’s inspectorate on improving assessment and evaluation for better 
learning and school systems.  in line with the overall Presidency theme of quality, the confer-
ence will reflect upon and respond to the recent work of the Commission on assessment of key 
competences in schools and that of the OECD on evaluation and assessment frameworks for 
improving school outcomes.

I turn now to higher education.  In line with the European Union 2020 agenda to step up 
modernisation of higher education and achieve the headline target that 40% of those aged 30 
to 34 should have completed tertiary or equivalent education by 2020, we intend to propose 
the adoption of Council conclusions on the social dimensions of higher education.  Effective 
strategies to ensure access to higher education for non-traditional learners and students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds will form an important part of the member states’ efforts in work-
ing towards the headline target.

university rankings at international level are a matter of importance to the European union 
and specifically to me and to ireland.  it is not widely known but 4,000 of the world’s 15,000 
universities are located within Europe.  the current Eu university multi-rank project is a prior-
ity for our Presidency.  Europe must work closer together to provide balance in the current array 
of ranking systems with which the committee members will be familiar.  the Eu university 
multi-ranking conference is being organised by our Higher Education Authority.  in addition, a 
meeting of the directors general of higher education will focus on the value of regional clusters 
in higher education across Europe.

i turn now to qualifications and the European qualities framework.  We will also hold a 
Presidency conference organised by our new Qualifications and Quality Assurance Authority, 
the body that brought HEtAC, FEtAC and QQAi together, on the theme of quality assurance 
in qualifications frameworks.  linked to the skills agenda, this conference will include a focus 
on the manner in which employment sector actors are engaged in quality assurance regarding 
the needs of the labour market.  that is the outline of my contribution.  i will be happy to take 
whatever questions members want to put to me.

Chairman: i will start with the spokespersons.  i call Deputy McConalogue.

deputy  Charlie mcConalogue: i welcome the Minister and his officials.  i thank the Min-
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ister for giving the overview of the education issues he hopes to work on and progress as part of 
the country’s Presidency.  As is the case with many Departments there are some issues in educa-
tion on which we must work together at European level and one of those is the funding for the 
Erasmus programme.  I welcome that that will be increased in the coming period because with 
our economies integrating and our markets mutually dependent it is crucial that we ensure there 
is good interaction at an educational level with universities in other countries and movement 
among students during their education.

regarding the Presidency, the Minister outlined some of the meetings that will take place 
and the initiatives on which he will be working.  Are there two or three key objectives he would 
like to achieve by the time the Presidency moves on from us in the middle of next year?  He 
might outline that.  Will he expect this committee to engage with him and the Department in 
terms of work during that Presidency period?  i thank the Minister for attending.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: i thank the Minister for outlining some of the priorities for the 
Presidency in terms of education.

On higher education, the Minister said we will be organising a conference focusing on the 
Eu university multi-ranking project.  Will he give the committee more information on that?  He 
stated also that a meeting of the directors general of higher education focusing on the value of 
regional clusters will take place.  that is appropriate given that we are awaiting a report on the 
future of higher education.  I am aware some institutes of technology are examining the ques-
tion of amalgamating into regional clusters and therefore it would be appropriate if we were 
given additional information on that in terms of the Minister’s priorities.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: The Minister has an exciting programme ahead and no 
doubt he will be busy.  He spoke about the Erasmus for All programme and i think he said there 
were funds of €19.1 billion across Europe for the union programme for education, training, 
youth and sport.  That is very positive.  The Minister might indicate how much Ireland will get 
of that funding and what he will prioritise.  i ask that question because we had a nobel laureate 
economist, Professor Pissarides, in the Seanad last week who said that in a recession ireland 
should not pull back from education and training.  He further stated that it should priorities short 
courses in particular, which is what we are doing, to make people more market ready.  As the 
Minister is aware, we can have the typical arts or science degree but without a specialism the 
person may not be market-ready or employable.  to where will the Minister direct that money 
in addition to what we are doing currently and who can draw down those funds?

it was interesting to hear that 4,000 out of 15,000 of the world’s universities are located 
within Europe.  Deputy McConalogue asked the Minister what he hoped to achieve at the end of 
our six-month Presidency.  i do not know if the Minister is aware of this but there is no univer-
sity in Europe, including here, that has a smoke-free campus.  the campuses of 744 universities 
in America are smoke-free.  i understand there is a willingness on behalf of universities here in 
terms of health promotion and student health and well-being to pursue that.  Is that something 
the Minister would examine during this Presidency?  It is an opportunity for Ireland to give 
leadership on this issue, and it is not too difficult to achieve.  Ash ireland is very keen to see it 
happen.  is that something the Minister would look to achieving?  i believe smoke-free cam-
puses would be well worthwhile.

The Minister also mentioned the teacher education focus.  I welcome the focus on quality 
of outcomes, but how will that happen?  What does the Minister expect to achieve at the end of 
our Presidency in that regard?
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in terms of teacher education outcomes, is the Minister focusing on any particular area?  
Will it be science or IT education?  What teacher education outcomes in particular will we focus 
on during the Presidency?

I am pleased to hear about the validation of formal and informal learning as a priority of the 
Presidency.  How will that work here?  is that to do with our qualifications framework?  What 
is the Minister talking about in that regard?  it is useful that we validate forms of learning that 
take place in Foróige clubs, for example, because they often reach the children in ways that 
schools cannot do and if that was validated it would give a new status to those informal learn-
ing settings.

senator  Averil Power: i thank the Minister for his presentation.  i am glad there is such a 
spotlight on education as part of our Presidency and that it will be at the heart of the EU’s 2020 
strategy.  that is crucial, particularly in the context of tackling issues such as mobility, youth 
unemployment and issues in which there is a great deal of value added at the European level.  
We must have our own strategies, as must other states, but there can be a huge amount of value 
added when European countries work together.

i have two questions, one of which is on the Erasmus programme.  i join my colleagues in 
welcoming the increase in the budget but my concern is the way we ensure that Irish students 
avail of it.  that is the key issue for me because we have always had poor participation rates in 
Erasmus compared with other EU states.  As part of the Irish Presidency to what extent does the 
Minister have an action plan to increase Irish participation in Erasmus?  What does he see as 
the major obstacles to greater Irish participation?  How does he plan to advance that as part of 
the discussions with his colleagues?  A bigger budget is welcome but if it is a bigger budget for 
everybody else it does not necessarily give us the payback we want here.  there is considerable 
untapped potential for Irish students.

With regard to the recognition of professional qualifications, it is stated agreement on the 
modernisation of the directive has been identified as a priority for ireland during the Presidency.  
What are the major obstacles to that?  Are there particular professions in question?  Do we still 
have difficulty securing recognition across European states?  Are there differences between 
ireland and elsewhere?  initially, an issue arose with regard to teachers.  the teaching Council 
was supposed to have been working to sort out that.  What are the difficulties and how might 
they be addressed in the context of the Presidency?

deputy  simon harris: let us consider issue 5 on the agenda for the Council meeting of 
26 november, namely, improving teacher quality and status at a time of scarce resources.  the 
Minister has referred to our Presidency considering the importance of teacher evaluation.  Will 
he give us more detail on what he plans on telling his counterparts in this regard?  What is the 
up-to-date Irish position?

i presume that, when talking about teacher evaluation, the discussion will include the reform 
of the junior certificate and the consequent changes to teaching practices.

We had a very interesting meeting recently with the Special Needs Parents Association.  The 
Minister has also engaged with it.  An issue that arises time and again is the role of special needs 
assistants.  Can we learn from the approach that applies in other European countries?  What are 
we doing well and what are we not doing well?

senator  marie moloney: With regard to issue 3, the Council issued country-specific rec-
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ommendations, a number of which the Minister listed.  is there any in particular on which we 
need to focus?  I note a reference to reducing the number of early school leavers.  I congratulate 
the Minister in this regard because the retention figures are pretty good at present.

Does ireland need to concentrate on its language skills in light of the fact that PayPal could 
recruit only half of its staff from ireland because of the shortage of language skills?

Chairman: We have received a message from RTE’s Oireachtas unit stating it is receiving 
considerable interference from mobile telephones.  it wants me, as Chairman, to remind mem-
bers to switch them off.  I have mine off.

the Minister mentioned the European Social Fund, ESF, and the European Globalisation 
Adjustment Fund, EGF.  Former workers with team Aer lingus might have received some of 
this funding.  Problems arose over access to funding.  Might we have an opportunity to influ-
ence reform in regard to the fund?  in the 1980s and 1990s, ESF funding was very important to 
our development.  There are a considerable number of ESF-funded courses that predated free 
fees.  Can we get this kind of funding again?  it would obviously help with our third level fund-
ing issue.  this issue could be very much associated with the skills shortages in ireland.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: i will try to answer all the questions.  if i miss any, i ask to be re-
minded of them.

With regard to Deputy McConalogue’s opening question on funding for Erasmus for All, the 
money is due to double in real terms over seven years. in the past seven years, approximately 
18,000 irish students have participated in the programme abroad.  However, this is only half 
the number of foreign students coming to ireland, which is regrettable.  We are going to try to 
obtain more information on all the factors surrounding this.  We hope to have a postgraduate 
student who has gone through the Erasmus programme talk to second level students on the 
programme’s benefits.

With regard to Deputy McConalogue’s second question, it is important to recognise that a 
good Presidency – the upcoming one will be Ireland’s seventh since joining the Union in Janu-
ary 1973 – is one that gets the business of the union done efficiently and effectively and which 
advances the collective decision-making that has already taken place.  in the main, Presidencies 
from larger countries tend to have a double agenda - a national agenda and an overall Euro-
pean presidential agenda, usually in that order.  ireland has been known for running successful 
Presidencies.  It is expected right across the board that our upcoming one will be successful 
also.  Having been in Brussels last week, i noted the expectation is perhaps higher than might 
be warranted.  it is like expecting Donegal to win the all-ireland two years in a row.  One might 
aspire to it but it may not be easy to achieve.

the second point that is important to recognise, and which has only begun to sink in among 
many in the permanent governments of all member states, is that the European Parliament now 
has co-decision-making powers along with the Council of Ministers.  it is no longer the rubber 
stamp it once was.  For example, the European Parliament will have the power to reject the next 
Commission after the European elections in June 2014.  Mr. Pat Cox, when President of the 
European Parliament, threatened to veto the appointment of a new Commission unless one of 
the candidates, whom i believe was proposed by the italians, was replaced by another because 
of questions over his suitability for the role to which he was to be assigned.  In referring to the 
permanent government, i mean no disrespect to my colleagues who are present.  Many com-
mentators do not realise that, as with every Parliament in the world, the European Parliament 
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has grown by acquiring an increasing number of powers, to the point that it is now engaged in 
co-decision-making.

As a politician and parliamentarian, my job is to get through the two items of legislation.  
i refer to the new Erasmus for All programme, which encompasses a number of other pro-
grammes.  The relevant authorities have used the brand name of Erasmus in the creation of 
Erasmus for All.  it will be critical to get it through the Parliament.  there is considerable work 
to be done in regard to it.  it would be a good day’s work for ireland to have it put in place on 
behalf of the Union given that the programme will run for the next seven years.

the Parliament has a key role to play in respect of the second item of legislation.  i met 
the rapporteur of the relevant committee and the chairperson of that committee, Mr. Malcolm 
Harbour, during my visit last week.  the meetings were designed specifically to tee up the rela-
tionship between ireland’s upcoming Presidency and the Members of Parliament, in particular.   
Both meetings were followed by a lunch for the irish Members, from all the various parties, 
including Sinn Féin from northern ireland, with a view to outlining our agendas.  We received 
many indications of help, support and co-operation.

the second issue, which we discussed briefly, concerned professional qualifications.

Deputy Jonathan O’Brien asked about the multi-ranking issue and the question of regional 
clusters.  universities, for a variety of reasons, are now subject to a ranking system that is arbi-
trary and biased and does not measure the full effect of what is happening therein.  The Shang-
hai index, which is the one most known to many of us, was basically constructed within the 
People’s republic of China to consider the deficit in the third level education system measured 
against that of the United States.  The objective was to set a standard to which China could as-
pire by way of ranking various universities.  Other indices have emerged, including the times 
Higher Education World university rankings, which has appeared in various forms.  there 
are now three or four indices that rank universities.  they are very significant, just as a tourist 
guide is for a tourist visiting a particular location, but one cannot take every tourist guide rank-
ing system at face value.  Of the top 100 universities in the QS ranking system, 29 are north 
American, 19 are British, and eight or nine are from the Commonwealth or the British English 
Anglo-Saxon sphere.  the rankings are biased because those concerned use selection criteria on 
the basis of which they know they will emerge stronger at the other end.  German and French 
universities do not feature as high in the rankings or at the same level of strength because one 
criterion in the ranking system measures the amount of research that is being undertaken within 
the university.  While significant research is taking place in both Germany and France, it is not 
taking place in institutions that are an integral part of the universities.  For example, most re-
search in Germany is carried out by research institutes in their own right that stand independent 
of any particular university.  therefore, this ranking system does not catch that level of research 
and, consequently, one might have a British university that ranks higher than a German univer-
sity whereas in reality, the relative level of the latter is higher.  As for how this matters to us in 
ireland, as members are aware, our seven universities are within the top 400 of the 15,000 such 
institutions, which by any measurement is extraordinarily high.  However, it can shift in terms 
of peer review and the reputation the university has with people across the world who may 
neither have been to Ireland nor be actively engaged or communicating with Irish researchers 
or Irish universities.

the rankings are significant, are market indicators and certainly affect the attitude of people 
who wish to come to ireland to study or who choose not to do so because the rankings are below 
those that obtain in other countries.  they cannot be ignored, any more than can any food or res-
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taurant guide, but nor can they be taken as being verbatim and infallible.  With this in mind, the 
European union decided there should be some kind of multi-ranking system within the union 
and beyond, in the European space as it were.  As part of the irish priorities for our Presidency, 
i have proposed to advance this particular proposal, which i believe was one of the questions 
raised by Senator Healy Eames in her contribution.  Quite frankly, i do not expect to bring this 
to a conclusion but i hope to get an open and frank debate about the value of another ranking 
system.  It probably would be more valuable were it to extend beyond the boundaries of the 
European union and were to embrace countries other than the 27, soon to be 28, member states.

the second question, raised by Deputy O’Brien, concerned regional clustering and this is-
land would serve as a very good example of same.  For example, letterkenny institute of tech-
nology might benefit as much from collaboration and clustering with colleges of further educa-
tion and the new University of Ulster in Northern Ireland as it might with the nearest institution 
in the republic, which is the institute of technology Sligo.  in geographical terms, east-west 
collaboration and clustering should be considered just as much as north-south collaboration and 
clustering.  By way of example, i suggest this is the kind of point we are making.  if it makes 
sense in a common geographical or common linguistic space, such as, for example, between 
Flanders and the netherlands, to create clustering in such areas to strengthen collaboration and 
achieve better outcomes, that in a sense is what regional clustering means.

I already have referred to Senator Healy Eames’s question regarding the Erasmus for All 
programme.  She asked a question pertaining to the observations made by the recent visitor to 
the Seanad about investment in education during a time of recession or downturn.  ireland, with 
the Skillnets and JobBridge programmes, has some of the most market-friendly instruments in 
that area.  they basically address people who are actively qualified in the labour market but 
who have found they no longer are employed in the sector for which they trained.  I refer the 
Senator to the JobBridge website to get the details in this regard but typically, someone like a 
quantity surveyor who had been working in the construction sector can get, through a combina-
tion of placement and training over a 30-week period by educational providers - both institu-
tional public sector and private sector providers because the scheme was invited for tender - the 
requisite training, work experience and placement and can transfer himself or herself back into 
a paid job in the market, where there are existing scarcities.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: Will other new measures be taken?  i wish to follow 
through on this issue, if possible.  it is useful that the percentage of finishers in respect of the 
JobBridge programme stands at 52%.  However, many of them are not continuing and while 
there may have been 10,000 starters, this does not mean there were 5,000 finishers.  What other 
new initiatives of that nature are being considered?  For example, the same nobel laureate did 
not really recommend the youth guarantee programme being considered by the Minister for 
Social Protection, Deputy Burton.  He felt it was too expensive in the first instance and, second, 
that simply giving people a four-month employment or training opportunity in this environment 
is not adequate, given our long-term unemployment problem.  i believe this Erasmus for All 
proposal constitutes a wonderful opportunity if we can get more out of it.  I note the Minister 
did not mention the amount of money by which he believes ireland will benefit.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Every intervention is an attempt to reverse outcomes and to try to 
steer the market in a particular way.  they do not always work to the full extent to which they 
were designed and on entering such a programme, some participants find it really was not for 
them.  the Senator, as a professional educationalist, will be aware of such matters with regard 
to people starting a course and then finding it does not necessarily give them what it is they had 



JOint COMMittEE On EDuCAtiOn AnD SOCiAl PrOtECtiOn

11

hoped to get.  I am reluctant to state how much money Ireland will get in this regard because 
while the aspiration is to increase it by a significant amount, it is subject to the overall multi-
annual financial frameworks agreement, which is far from clear at present.  At the last Council 
meeting, Prime Minister Cameron indicated his opposition to any increase in the budget and in-
deed, he seeks to have the budget reduced.  Moreover, the House of Commons recently voted to 
take a position on the budget which will strengthen his hand in negotiations.  A four-day meet-
ing has been scheduled for later this month.  recently, the taoiseach indicated that if a four-day 
meeting is intended and is being prepared for but if the British position is they intend to veto it 
anyway - the budget requires unanimity - then there is not much point in going to the meeting in 
the first instance.  We are in an extremely volatile political space.  For example, if no agreement 
is reached on the budget, a default mechanism within the European institutions will take effect 
whereby the budget as it currently stands will roll over on an annual basis without any adjust-
ment.  in other words, the existing budget will roll over.  While it is akin to stopping the clock, 
the money will be provided.  While this position is far from satisfactory, it does not mean there 
would be no money.  it is not like Congress closing down activities in the united States but it 
means there will be no internal variation or alteration to the allocation on a percentage basis of 
the money.  At present, the money for ireland is approximately €12 million.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: Just €12 million.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Yes.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: It is just €12 million annually out of the €19 billion.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: it is out of €7 billion.  i will get the full figures for the Senator.  As 
i do not have the full figures to hand here, i will write to the Senator with the full details.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: i wish to clarify this point.  At present, is the allocation 
€12 million out of €7 billion?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Yes.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: The Minister suggested Ireland would be hoping perhaps 
to double that.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: to be honest, were i to give the Senator indicative figures at this 
point, i would be misleading her.  the matter is in flux and we simply do not know.  While this 
is what the Commission seeks, it does not mean the total amount will be increased and nor does 
it mean that the massive percentage increase that the Commission is seeking under this particu-
lar subhead will be increased.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: It is just that-----

Chairman: Sorry Senator, i was going to say-----

senator  Fidelma healy eames: i raised this issue because it fills the need ireland has in 
respect of education and training during a recession.

Chairman: no, i understand.  i had intended to allow the Minister to conclude and then 
to ask whether anyone had further questions, because i also have questions arising from it.  i 
invite the Minister to conclude, after which we will revert to whomsoever wishes to ask further 
questions.
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deputy  ruairí Quinn: Senator Power raised a question about the Erasmus programme.  In 
general, i would love to see increased participation in the programme and it is one issue i per-
sonally want to try to raise in the forthcoming year.  As the Senator is aware from her own previ-
ous experience, the original intention was to improve mobility of students within the European 
space and in so doing, to enhance a sense of cultural understanding, mutual respect and affinity 
within that activity.  From a linguistic point of view, i note that at a recent third level fair held in 
the rDS for incoming students into the third level sector, the European Commission had at its 
stand young Irish students in their late teens and early 20s who had participated in the Erasmus 
programme.  i spoke to three young women who had spent their Erasmus year in leipzig and 
when i asked them how they had got on with their German, they replied the courses were not in 
German at all but were all in English.

to a certain extent, it defeats the object of the exercise.  ideally, to get to the sort of skills 
level we are looking at in other sectors of the education agenda for third level students, it would 
be for somebody who typically is studying engineering and might have done German in school.  
they would do an Erasmus year in Germany where they could perfect their linguistic fluency, 
as well as their engineering skills.

the reality now, however - given that, in comparative terms, we have an exploding student 
population at third level, compared to others - is that, for example, it is extremely difficult to 
qualify to do physiotherapy in an irish college due to the short number of places.  in Maastricht, 
a student can do a physiotherapy qualification, in English, which is recognised at European 
level, for a fee of €1,700.  Quite a number of continental universities are offering courses in 
English.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: The points are far less.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: The points would be much less because they have spare spaces.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: Exactly.  It is the same for veterinary studies.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: While one cannot be definitive about this, all the evidence we have 
to date suggests that most of the Irish students who go abroad to study do so in courses that 
require high levels of points here in ireland, and which they were unable to get into in the first 
instance.  they include medicine and related medical courses such as physiotherapy, either in 
England, Scotland or Wales, and in some cases in continental Europe.

Chairman: Are there any further questions?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: i have not finished.

Chairman: i am sorry, Minister.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Can Senator Power remind me of her question on professional 
qualifications?  According to my note, it was on whether we were concentrating on any particu-
lar ones.

senator  Averil Power: it concerned what we see as being the challenges.  the briefing 
note identifies it as a priority issue and that we want to see progress in modernisation.  What 
does the Minister see as being the key challenges at present?  With the system for recognising 
professional qualifications that was put in place, mobility has presumably improved.  However, 
are there particular areas that are dragging behind and, if so, how are they affecting us?  What 
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are the particular issues in Ireland?  Teaching was an issue at the start but I am not sure where 
it stands now with the teaching Council working to filter applications to recognise people with 
degrees from other countries.  What are the challenges and what is the Minister’s agenda on that 
issue seeing as it is identified as a priority?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: From an irish point of view, we have no particular national areas 
that we want to protect or are concerned about.  Our commitment is to facilitate the implemen-
tation of a European union decision which has got to this point and which has to be taken over 
the line - in other words, to get the European Parliament and European Council to agree.  How-
ever, there is no irish perspective of areas that we are particularly worried about, either from a 
national or European viewpoint.

senator  Averil Power: i meant liberalising, not protecting.  i probably did not explain 
it properly.  Are there areas where we feel that irish professionals with qualifications are not 
getting access in other states that they should do because they have difficulty in getting their 
qualifications recognised?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: to the best of my knowledge, none of those problems has been 
brought to our attention.  As part of our Eu Presidency, we will be talking to the various profes-
sional institutes here to ascertain if they have particular concerns in that area.

i will deal quickly with one or two other issues that were raised.  i have no proposals for 
smoke-free campuses.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: Would the Minister consider it?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: no.  i have enough to do at the moment, to be honest.

senator  Fidelma healy eames: The Minister is on the record.  Very good.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Deputy Harris raised two questions about teacher education and 
learning from other people’s experience with SNAs.  Following recommendations from an 
international review group, called initial teacher Education, we have decided to implement a 
recommendation on the rationalisation of teacher education provision.  That is on top of a deci-
sion made on implementing the literacy and numeracy strategy, whereby irish primary school 
teachers would now have an educational period of four years rather than three.  Those four 
integrated years would focus on acquiring pedagogic skills, rather than getting half courses as 
quasi university arts courses.  There has been an academic drift in terms of course provision to 
bring colleges historically out of the teacher training space into a university space.  This saw a 
migration within the curriculum towards a third-level arts degree of a generic kind, rather than 
an educational qualification with the focus on pedagogical skills.

As i said earlier, the quality of teacher training and teachers is universally accepted as being 
the key to great outcomes.  So the period will be for four years with the focus on pedagogical 
skills and two years for the H.Dip. at second level, again with the focus on pedagogical skills.  
There will probably be a change in the way that secondary school teachers typically evolved 
whereby they were in a school and went to the local university.  let us say it was St. Joseph’s 
College in Galway, known as “the Bish”; they are well regarded within the school, go into uni-
versity, which is the other side of the cathedral in Galway, do three or four years there, come 
back to “the Bish” to do their H.Dip. and end up being a secondary school teacher in the same 
space.  From cradle to grave, therefore, that is their educational experience.  Some of them 
turn out to be wonderful teachers, do not misunderstand me, but they do not necessarily have a 
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wider life experience.  It means that they are not necessarily equipped to teach in other teaching 
environments.

It would be my objective - and we are still in the process of evolving this - to ensure that 
in order for teachers, particularly at second level, to be qualified and have experience in their 
training and apprenticeship period before becoming permanent, they would have taught in the 
free voluntary VEC sector and possibly in some areas of further education as well.  in that way, 
they would have a range for dealing with a wider community. 

I am not sure what we have got from special educational needs assistants.  We are conduct-
ing research within the Irish situation to see how effective special educational needs assistants 
are.  in theory, special needs assistants should work effectively to make themselves redundant.  
However, a dependency situation arises.  While the recipient of the special needs assistant 
may become independent in terms of toilet training, other manifestations of dependency may 
emerge.  in some cases, there is a problem at the end of primary school if they have developed 
such a personal relationship with the SNA - and this has been communicated to me in individual 
cases - that the SNA should stay with them going into second level.  While that is extremely 
understandable for an individual case, and very emotionally charged, it is not what the SnA was 
designed to be in the first instance.  A new kind of need has expressed itself in that regard.  the 
nCSE is doing some research in this area and i will come back to the committee about the irish 
experience.  Deputy Harris also suggested that we examine what other countries are experienc-
ing in that area.  I am informed that the bi-annual meeting of the European Agency for Devel-
opment in Special needs Education will take place here in mid-May 2013, although the venue 
has yet to be confirmed.  that will be an opportunity to share best experience and best practice.

i think i have covered everything, Chairman.

senator  marie moloney: No.  The Minister may have answered my question when I was 
out of the room, as i had to go next door for a quorum.  the Minister said there were country-
specific recommendations, so was any recommendation made specifically for ireland?  i also 
asked about the need to focus on language skills.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Because we are in the programme with the International Monetary 
Fund and the European institutions, we are a programme country and therefore there were no 
specific recommendations in relation to us.  We are being taken out and treated separately until 
we regain full sovereignty.

Chairman: On that point, one of the meetings listed for the new year - basically because of 
Senator Moloney - is multi-lingualism in an EU context.  That is scheduled for 10 April 2013.

i wanted to raise one matter with the Minister, which is more of a point than a question.  
there is an issue about the university ranking system which some say is elitist and ad hoc.  If we 
are to influence an Eu system, there should be an element covering the institutes of technology 
or the technological universities to be.  the new chairman-designate of the quality and qualifi-
cations body addressed this committee about transfer, access and progression.   these must be 
part of it.  How good is a college if it cannot get language students going from an apprentice-
ship to a degree, for example, or students from VECs into universities?  this, along with social 
inclusion and access, should be part of the ranking.

i thank the Minister for his presentation and there was a good engagement today about the 
Minister’s forthcoming European Council meeting.
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social, Personal and health education Curriculum: discussion with Comhairle na nóg

Chairman: i welcome from Comhairle na nÓg, Mr. Orin tulié Daly, Offaly, Mr. Stephen 
keegan, roscommon, Ms Davina Clancy, Galway, Mr. Conn McCarrick, Dún laoghaire-rath-
down, and Ms niamh Donnelly, Mayo, to discuss the social, personal and health education cur-
riculum and the relationships and sexuality education within that.

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice that they should not 
comment on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an official, either 
by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of 
the Defamation Act, witnesses are protected by absolute privilege in respect of their evidence.  
However, if they are asked to stop giving evidence on a particular matter but continue to do 
so, they are then only covered by qualified privilege thereafter.  Witnesses are reminded they 
should only give evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings and that they 
should respect the parliamentary practice of not criticising or making charges against any per-
son outside the Houses in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

mr. orin tulié daly: We are here to discuss the work done by Comhairle na nÓg on the 
social, personal and health education curriculum and the relationships and sexuality education 
within it.  I am from the Offaly branch of Comhairle na nÓg which is a youth council funded by 
the Department of Children and Youth Affairs.  There is one for every county council and city 
council across Ireland.  Its aim is to strengthen the voice of young people in their county or city 
council.  Each one is made up of representatives who are elected at the local comhairlí annual 
general meeting by other young people.  At these meetings, young people discuss the topics 
they believe are important to them and affect them in their local area.

Dáil na nÓg is an annual event at which each comhairle comes together to show the work it 
has done and discuss the important issues for young people on a national level.  in 2011, Dáil na 
nÓg decided strengthening the voice of young people through Comhairle na nÓg was the most 
pressing matter that needed to be addressed.  Subsequently, it established the Comhairle na nÓg 
national executive, a youth group comprising 34 members, each from one of the county council 
or city council Comhairle na nÓg.  it gathers in Dublin once a month to work on the issues that 
were found to be most pressing at the Dáil na nÓg national event.

mr. stephen Keegan: I represent Roscommon Comhairle na nÓg.  We are here to discuss 
the issue of social, personal and health education in schools and, within that, relationships and 
sexuality education, as well as the important topic of mental health.  We are also here to represent 
the work of comhairlí around the country and make recommendations to this committee on their 
behalf.  Seventeen Comhairlí na nÓg are working on the issue of social, personal and health ed-
ucation and, within that, relationships and sexuality education, as well as mental health.  those 
working on relationships and sexuality education include Donegal, kildare, roscommon, Clare 
and kerry while those working on mental health include Donegal, Monaghan, louth, Mayo, 
roscommon, kildare, south Dublin, laois, kilkenny, south tipperary and kerry.

the national executive recently met with Frances Shearer, director of social, personal and 
health education support services, to discuss with her our experiences in schools with the course.  
We provided anecdotal evidence that the curriculum is positive and inclusive but young people 
feel the teaching of relationships and sexual education is inconsistent while the quality of teach-
ing varies massively from school to school.  We also found there is no concrete social, personal 
and health education course for the senior cycle.  What topics are taught are at the discretion of 
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the teacher or the school.

We also have evidence proving the inconsistent delivery of relationships and sexuality edu-
cation.  this evidence includes a study by the Dáil na nÓg council in 2009, which was pub-
lished in a survey called life Skills Matter, not Just Points in 2010, as well as a Department of 
Education and Science survey published in 2007.

ms davina Clancy: I represent the Galway City Council Comhairle na nÓg.

i will speak about our concrete evidence about the teaching of rSE throughout ireland.  
As the committee can see, one of the slides shows that the Dáil na nÓg council conducted a 
survey in 2009 about relationships and sexuality education.  in 2009, 74% of students did not 
receive any sexual education at all and only 26% of students in the senior cycle did.  the graph 
shows: 63% of students never received relationships and sexual education within senior cycle 
at school; 19% received it once a week; 8% received it every few months; 7% received it more 
once a week: 2% received it once every two weeks; and 1% received it once a month.

in 2007, the then Department of Education and Science conducted a study on relationships 
and sexuality education implementation.  these are merely a few statistics showing the reasons, 
according to teachers and principals, it is difficult to teach the curriculum.  Some 82% of teach-
ers and principals stated that, because the curriculum is overcrowded, they do not get to the 
whole curriculum in the year.  Some 71% of them found it uncomfortable to talk about sexual 
education in a class and, therefore, did not teach it.  Some 67% of teachers and principals state 
that there is too much pressure on examination years and, therefore, this subject is left behind.

Comhairle na nÓg also conducted a survey in Donegal in 2011.  This is the most recent 
survey conducted by Comhairle na nÓg.  i pick Donegal specifically because its Comhairle na 
nÓg has been coming back year in, year out in trying to help sexual education in schools.  Many 
surveys have been done around ireland but this is the one that i decided to speak about today.  
Donegal Comhairle na nÓg came back with the following information.  there is gender seg-
regation in schools.  Certain schools will only teach girls or will only teach boys relationships 
and sexual education, they split up classes and divide students up in this teaching.  it has shown 
that topics depend on the teacher’s preference, and not on the health of the students.  Also, 
lGBt issues are rarely ever addressed in schools.  Mainly because of these problems, children 
then must find information for themselves on television, on the internet, in the media and from 
their peers who give them inaccurate information on sexual education.  As the committee can 
see, it has led - we do not have any concrete evidence on this - to the rise of teen pregnancies 
in Ireland.

i thank the committee for listening and i will now hand over to Mr. McCarrick.

mr. Conn mcCarrick: I am a member of the national executive.  I am here today represent-
ing the constituency of Dún laoghaire-rathdown’s Comhairle na nÓg and to speak to the com-
mittee about mental health.  Mental health is a vast and complex issue, but there is much that 
can be discussed.  this year 14 comhairlí are dealing with topics relating to mental health.  it is 
important to all comhairlí across the country, from Donegal to Dublin, from Cork to Carlow, or 
louth to leitrim.  it is being discussed all the time.  We see through the work of the AGMs that 
this issue is being brought up consistently and that many comhairlí are doing work to combat 
this.  it is not isolated to these counties of the 14 comhairlí which are working on it.  it is com-
ing up in most comhairlí.  Some comhairlí choose not to work on it because it is difficult to get 
concrete achievements in this regard.
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the issues that continuously come up at comhairlí in this area are the lack of mental health 
services and the lack of awareness among teenagers about mental health services.  there are 
some good resources available, such as Jigsaw, reach Out, Headstrong, Foróige and the HSE, 
but we found that often young people are not aware of or do not know how to access these re-
sources at all.

There is a need for schools to provide information on mental health services.  The schools 
can implement this in counselling services, in anti-bullying policies and by raising the profile 
of existing services.  Schools can do a great deal to improve mental health by improving anti-
bullying policy.  they can tackle the issue there.  By having someone to talk to, they can help 
boost positive mental health.  in the curriculum, in subjects such as SPHE or rSE, much can be 
done on mental health to have someone to talk to.

On mental health services, the Comhairle na nÓg national executive met Mr. Martin ro-
gan, HSE assistant national director for mental health.  i also got the chance to meet him at the 
Comhairle na nÓg showcase last week.  He stated that the mental health services are under a 
great deal of pressure, that there have been staff reductions of 16% but that human contact is 
very important in solving mental health, and that the services are there but it is really an issue 
of awareness.  After our meeting with him, it was clear that there are mental health services for 
young people available but many do not know about them or how to access them.

Comhairlí across the country have done much work to combat this.  there are many differ-
ent innovative and effective projects that Comhairle na nÓg has undertaken to promote positive 
mental health.  louth Comhairle na nÓg has developed an app about coping with mental health 
issues and promoting positive mental health generally.  A number of comhairlí have also pro-
duced mental health videos, for example, Waterford Comhairle na nÓg which produced “Mind 
Matters”, in which they interviewed celebrities, psychiatrists and young people about mental 
health.  One can read about all the Comhairle na nÓg mental health initiatives in the national 
showcase programme.

there is a certain stigma towards mental health issues.  When one thinks of mental health 
one thinks of mental illness or depression, and much can be done to improve this.  We need to 
talk to someone and reduce the stigma towards mental health and the comhairlí have done much 
work on reducing depression and anxiety in dealing with these, and about body image and feel-
ing positive about oneself and one’s own mental health.

We are here today to represent the work that these comhairlí have done.  it is certainly not 
isolated to these comhairlí.  Much can be done by teachers and in schools.  Much progress has 
been made in recent times and we do a great deal in the future.  Progress can still be made.  Far 
too many children are being bullied in school and committing suicide.

i thank the committee and pass over to Ms Donnelly who will speak about the solutions.

ms niamh donnelly: i represent Mayo Comhairle na nÓg.  First, i want to repeat that the 
Comhairle na nÓg national executive has a youth representative from every county and city 
authority and the feedback we are getting is coming from young people the length and  breadth 
of the country.

What we have found is that many secondary schools are experiencing a very low standard 
of rSE and SPHE.  Young people really need a consistent rSE and SPHE curriculum, one that 
will be the same in every secondary school.  A standard needs to be met.  The only way that this 
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can be achieved is if SPHE teacher training becomes mandatory because we need competent 
teachers.  As the committee can see from the Department’s study, many teachers do not teach 
RSE because they themselves do not feel comfortable with it.  The only way one will combat 
that is if one trains them up and makes it so that they are comfortable in teaching young people 
RSE and SPHE.

the teaching of rSE and SPHE links in considerably with mental health as well.  Schools 
can play a major role in providing information for young people about services.  If there is an 
adult or teacher in every school, he or she can point a young person who is having a problem 
in the direction of help even if the adult or teacher cannot help the student within the school.

i hope that our presentation today has let the committee know a little about the work the 
comhairlí are doing around the country.  We also wanted to bring to the committee’s attention 
how important these issues are to young people.  We encourage the committee members to 
contact the comhairlí in their constituencies, learn about what kind of work they are doing and, 
hopefully, help them in their projects on these issues.  We also ask the committee members to 
take into consideration the opinion of young people in every decision they make.  We invite 
them to our national executive meetings.  if they want to talk to us about any issues or anything 
that they are discussing within the committee, we would ask them to do so.  We would be happy 
to answer questions.

Chairman: I say well done to everybody for the presentation.

senator  Averil Power: i thank the representatives of Comhairle na nÓg for coming in and 
for their presentation.  I was delighted to see the emphasis on mental health.  For the last several 
months Deputy McConalogue and i have been working on a paper on youth mental health for 
which we spent the summer consulting groups such as Headstrong, Jigsaw and student councils 
to find out what works.  We found that programmes developed and run by young people are 
often more powerful than those delivered by teachers or parents.  This is the type of initiative 
we need to support.  Many of the suggestions made by the witnesses are in our paper and I can 
provide copies of it at the end of the meeting.  i would love to hear their feedback on what we 
should prioritise.  it is a huge issue but it has not been taken on by the education sector to the 
extent that it should have been.  One in four students has a psychological problem at any given 
time.  It is an educational issue because if people are unhappy or experiencing bullying they 
cannot get the education they need.  The education system needs to do all it can to support stu-
dents with their personal development. 

 it is a disgrace that some schools are not providing rSE programmes, whether because 
they are not regarded as a priority or because of individual teachers’ sensitivities about teaching 
programmes.  Every school should be offering their students a full relationship and sexuality 
education programme.  lGBt issues and homophobic bullying should also be addressed as part 
of these programmes.  Every student should be supported in feeling comfortable about his our 
her body image and sexual orientation.  This committee should push to ensure this happens.  It 
is ridiculous that survey after survey finds patchy implementation of a programme that should 
be a priority.  The SPHE programme for senior cycle is still in development and needs to be put 
in place.  i have made this point in the Seanad to the Minister for Education and Skills.  Personal 
development is as important to young people’s education as maths, science and other areas of 
the curriculum.

I hope we will have an opportunity to meet representatives from Comhairle na nÓg more 
frequently.  When we discuss issues of general interest to students we should consider a proce-
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dure that would allow us to consult its national executive or at least inform it of our agenda for 
next year.  i do not see why we cannot ask Comhairle na nÓg for its perspectives on the issues 
we examine.  When we dealing with education and other issues that affect students it is essential 
that we hear the voice of those who represent students.  I have not been approached by my local 
comhairle, although the national office has e-mailed me.  i would like to hear from my local 
comhairle and i am sure other members think likewise.

I will conclude with an apology because the national anti-bullying coalition is currently 
making a presentation on bullying and i must leave because i promised i would attend that 
meeting.  I was delighted to have an opportunity to hear the witnesses’ presentation.

senator  marie moloney: i thank the representatives from Comhairle na nÓg for their 
presentation.  They are all under the age of 18.  There is hope for this country when a panel 
of bright young people can address an Oireachtas committee.  it is certainly not easy to make 
presentations and it took us a long time to be able to speak publicly.  i know exactly what they 
are going through.

I agree with Senator Power on the importance of the sex education programme.  I am disap-
pointed to hear that some teachers are unable to deliver the programme.  I presume it is a sensi-
tive subject for people

My son is a GP and he recently opened a practice in killarney.  He offered consultations to 
secondary students for €25 because he knows people are becoming sexually active at that stage 
and need to discuss matters with medical professionals.  This initiative has been very success-
ful.  Perhaps GPs around the country could try similar initiatives.  He has also seen a number 
of female patients who do not seem to find it a barrier to speak to a man.  GPs might consider 
offering a supplementary service to that provided by teachers.

Youth mental health is an important issue.  A Jigsaw pilot programme in County kerry is 
now closed but i am glad to note that it is reopening in January.  like Senator Power, unfortu-
nately I will have to leave the meeting shortly to discuss similar matters.  Youth suicide rates 
in County kerry are 50% above the national average.  Many of the individuals involved were 
very young.  After a suicide occurs there are often comments on Facebook about the individual 
concerned.  There is a danger of glorifying suicide by describing the deceased as a great boy or 
girl.  Do the witnesses think it morbid that people would leave messages for someone who died 
in tragic circumstances? 

deputy  simon harris: i know a bit about Dail na nÓg because i was a member of the 
first Dáil na nÓg for County Wicklow before a Comhairle na nÓg had been established.  i have 
gone backwards since then.  it was an interesting experience and i learned a lot from it.  the 
delegate report indicates that efforts are ongoing to make the process work more effectively and 
demand more from it, which is welcome.  i have spoken to a number of individuals who have 
been involved in Comhairle na nÓg and Dáil na nÓg.  They desire to be listened to rather than 
dealt with by Departments as a mere box ticking exercise.  the witnesses have proven to us that 
they are delivering on their agenda.  i thank them for their choice of topics for this discussion.  
Young people tend to deal with issues that relate solely to our own narrow lives, such as third 
level fees, but they have chosen wider societal topics.

It is astonishing and unacceptable that 71% of teachers in 21st century have told a survey by 
the Department of Education and Skills that they do not feel comfortable teaching rSE.  if there 
is insufficient confidence on the part of teachers to engage with their students, we have a real 
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problem.  We can develop all the wonderful policy documents we like but if there is reluctance 
in the classroom to deliver the programme we will have to pursue the issue with the Minister 
for Education and Skills.

The Oireachtas has established a cross-party group on mental health.  I am the convener on 
the group for my political party.  Every political party and Independent groupings in the Dáil 
and Seanad is involved.  It is one of the only cross-party groups in the Oireachtas and we also 
managed, despite all the usual Punch and Judy politics and people giving out and shouting and 
screaming at one an other, to come together as a committee and make a cross-party submission 
on the last budget, which was successful.  One of the areas we focused on is how mental health 
is taught in schools and we asked the Oireachtas library to do a report on this.  the representa-
tives have hit a number of nails on the head.  I often recall the analogy outlined to me by some-
one who works in suicide prevention.  We teach dental health to four, five and six year olds in 
primary school.  the dentist comes into the class and hands out a mirror to the pupils to check 
their teeth.  they are taught to look after their dental health by brushing their teeth daily and 
that if something goes wrong, it is nothing to be ashamed of, yet mental health is not mentioned 
generally, with a few noble exceptions, until pupils reach the SPHE curriculum when they are 
aged 15 or 16.  As Mr. McCarrick rightly identified, the consistency in that is another problem.

There is a brilliant model in Scotland where they have introduced a whole school approach 
because this is not necessarily about one subject.  Mental health must be dealt with throughout 
the curriculum.  i encourage Comhairle na nÓg to look at that and we will take Mr. McCarrick’s 
comments on board.

We have heard about the bad side of technology in recent weeks and the terrible issues re-
lated to cyberbullying.  these issues need to be tackled by the Departments of Education and 
Skills and Justice and Equality, among others, and society generally but we must also remember 
that technology, when used properly, can provide huge benefits.  the generation of the repre-
sentatives has the ability to access information like no generation before it.  using innovative 
applications is a positive way to go.  i thank them for attending.  i am in touch with my own 
comhairle in Wicklow and will maintain that contact.  i wish them all the best and encourage 
them to keep in touch with us as they go about their work.

deputy  robert dowds: I welcome the representatives.  I apologise for arriving at the 
end of their presentations but i am afraid there are huge demands on members, particularly on 
Wednesdays.

i have two questions, the first of which may not be fair to ask and if they wish to avoid it, 
they can do so but the other relates directly to Mr. McCarrick’s contribution.  i used to teach 
teenagers and I was used to more traditional forms of bullying before the days of mobile tele-
phones, Facebook and so on.  i was struck when we had the first case of bullying by text and 
modern social media that it was much worse than traditional bullying.  The individual set ev-
erything up at home among class mates such that when they went to school the following day, 
no one would speak to a particular student.  it has an horrific on the individual affected.  What 
is the best way to tackle that form of bullying?

What are the delegation’s thoughts on reducing the voting age?  Do they agree that if it was 
reduced, full responsibilities that apply to all adults currently from the age of 18 should apply 
to anybody who gets the vote?

deputy  Charlie mcConalogue: I join colleagues in welcoming the representatives and I 
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thank them for taking the time to discuss these two important issues with us and to update us 
on their work.  they had a successful showcase earlier this month in Croke Park, which was 
attended by the Taoiseach and the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs and Dáil na nÓg 
delegates from all over the country.  i congratulate them on this work and on the issue they high-
lighted there.  they need to be careful about what Deputy Harris said and look at what happened 
him.  He is a fine public representatives and judging by their contributions, the representative 
have bright futures.

the two issues raised were mental health and social, political and sexual health education.  
We have a long way to go to ensuring the way we deal with both issues in our education system 
is appropriate to the needs of students.  As Senator Power outlined earlier, my party has put 
together a mental health document and we would be interested in Comhairle na nÓg’s response 
to that.  The challenges facing young people have evolved rapidly in recent years and our edu-
cation system has not responded as appropriately as it should have.  A great deal of work needs 
to be done.  Mental health is the greatest health concern of young people and the way we handle 
it leaves a great deal to be desired.

there are gaps in the system in the context of social, political and sexual health education.  
Our education system teaches students academically but it does not equip young people with 
many of the wider skills needed for life.  We fall down on that and we should focus on ensuring 
when people go through the school system, they have an opportunity to learn about all aspects 
of life and are equipped for the wider world.  English, irish, mathematics and so on are obvi-
ously important but it needs to be ensured pupils get a rounded education.  i very much look 
forward to working with the representatives.  Comhairle na nÓg is a fantastic resource for us, 
as legislators, to engage with and for the representatives to educate us about the issues and gaps 
in the education system, which we need to ensure from a national policy point of view are ad-
dressed.

Chairman: i commend the representatives on their presentation, which was well delivered.  
these are two important issues.  With regard to religion and sexual health education, very 
often when something is put in place, everybody says the job is done and everything is okay.  
it is good for us to receive the information Comhairle na nÓg has provided in this regard, for 
example, that the delivery of rSE is not good on the ground.  this is partially related to our 
development as a country and the Catholic influence and so on.  the practice of religion in the 
country influences all parts of our life, including education but, at the same time, young people 
in countries with a much more liberal view about sexual education wait longer to have sexual 
relationships and make much more mature and informed decisions.  if anything, our conserva-
tive background is working against us in practice and, for example, as Ms Clancy mentioned, 
Ireland has a higher rate of teenage pregnancy.

Questions have been asked about what can be done to address mental health issues in the 
curriculum.  Initiatives have been implemented in other countries in this regard.  There is an 
issue about trying to give people positive mental health skills and whether people should have 
time to reflect, whether mindfulness should be taught and how we deal with stress, anxiety and 
so on.

Senator Power suggested that the committee should send our complete schedule.  We will 
have that on our agenda for our next meeting.  Hopefully, that will be agreed and we will fol-
low that up to maintain a connection with Comhairle na nÓg in order that it can be made more 
concrete.
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Would anyone like to comment on the issues raised?  if any items remain outstanding i will 
bring them to the witnesses’ attention.

ms niamh donnelly: i thank everyone for the lovely comments they made.  With regard to 
suicide among young people, i am from County Mayo which has a high rate of suicide among 
young people.  there is an aspect of glamorising suicide, but this has more to do with the media 
and not among young people themselves.  A few weeks ago i read many newspaper articles 
about a particular suicide, but not one of those articles included helpline details for any young 
person reading them.  There was nothing positive in them.  Where a young person has been 
victimised he or she is seen as almost a celebrity instead of considering the tragedy.

mr. Conn mcCarrick: i find the blame culture in society very interesting.  Scapegoating 
someone will not solve the problem.  The problems will still exist.  The media should focus on 
prevention instead of glorifying events.  Even though these cases were tragic the media glori-
fied them.  it was interesting that the recent coverage did not include the perspective of young 
people and, as Ms Donnelly stated, helpline details were not included.  We have a blame culture 
and no one wants to take responsibility.  it is always somebody else’s fault.  Helplines exist as 
do places such as Jigsaw and reachout.com and this is very positive.

Chairman: Deputy Dowds mentioned bullying by text.

deputy  robert dowds: I used it as an example.  Bullying can also be done through Face-
book or twitter.

ms niamh donnelly: it is very relevant, but bullying has moved past texting and is now 
on the internet, which introduces the element of anonymity and is a whole new ball game.  in 
years gone by if one was bullied in school at the end of the day one could go home and that 
was the end of it, but now cyberbullying gets into the home and one cannot get away from it.  
it can happen behind one’s back before one even arrives in school the following day.  it is also 
anonymous.

Comhairle na nÓg in Mayo discussed this at our AGM.  We thought it would be helpful to 
educate parents.  Young people experiencing cyberbullying find it difficult to go to their parents 
and explain that someone sent them a hurtful status.  the parents would ask what a status was, 
because they do not know how to use these websites and neither do teachers.  A girl was cyber-
bullied on Ask.fm and committed suicide, and most teachers and parents do not know what Ask.
fm is.  Parents and teachers must be educated about social networking sites so they can prevent 
such events happening and help when they occur.

mr. stephen Keegan: Deputy Dowds asked how to deal with text bullying and cyberbul-
lying.  the way to do so is the same way as one deals with any bullying, which is through edu-
cation.  People behave in a certain way because they were taught to do so.  Human behaviour 
being what it is, we will not be able to cut out bullying completely.  the way to deal with it is to 
equip people with the level of self-confidence and self-respect required to deflect it so if anyone 
attempts to bully them it will not affect them.  I feel strongly about this because our education 
system does nothing to promote self-confidence in young people and places a massive empha-
sis on academic development over social development, which is wrong and crazy.  One cannot 
respect other people if one does not respect oneself, and people need to learn this within the 
education system.

senator  marie moloney: Many people are not strong enough to stand up to it because it 
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gets to them emotionally.

deputy  robert dowds: Mr. keegan’s comments are very interesting.  Education will 
only go so far.  We see people smoking outside the door of this building, and they all know it 
is extremely dangerous.  Encouraging people to have self-confidence is an interesting and use-
ful comment.  it points a finger towards how we should move and how our education system 
works.  For all my adult life i have felt the most dysfunctional part of our education system is at 
secondary level.  the introduction of transition year is part of recognising this, but i know the 
Minister is thinking about introducing a more diverse type of programme in place of the junior 
certificate and in this context it might be possible to address the issues Mr. keegan raised.  it 
might also be useful if parents encouraged somebody being subjected to bullying to stand back 
and walk away from it.  if i looked at a series of twitter comments about me it would be easy 
to get depressed.  I deal with it by ignoring it.

senator  marie moloney: Ostrich.

deputy  robert dowds: Enough information will come directly to me.  Mr. keegan’s com-
ments were quite profound.

Chairman: i thank the witness for their presentation and we will follow up on the meet-
ing.  A number of other events are taking place in leinster House today, including the meeting 
on bullying mentioned by Senator Power.  With regard to what Ms Donnelly said about young 
people having a say, i would like to see far more engagement by the Oireachtas with young 
people and groups such as Comhairle na nÓg.  the committee will work on this and we will 
be into touch with the witnesses.  We will also have a meeting on whole school approaches to 
mental health next April, and we will be in touch with the witnesses about this also.  We will 
use the presentation made today to inform that meeting.

the joint committee adjourned at 3.10 p.m. until 1 p.m. on Wednesday, 28 november 2012.


