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BACK-TO-SCHOOl COSTS AND SCHOOlBOOK RENTAl SCHEMES: DISCUSSION

The joint committee met in private session until 1.20 p.m.

Back-to-school Costs and schoolbook rental schemes: discussion

Chairman: I welcome the witnesses and wish to draw their attention to the fact that, by 
virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by absolute privi-
lege in respect of their evidence to this committee.  However, if they are directed by the com-
mittee to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they are en-
titled thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  Witnesses are directed 
that only evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given.  They 
are asked to respect the parliamentary practice that, where possible, they should not criticise or 
make charges against any person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to make him, 
her or it identifiable.  I advise witnesses that the opening statements they have submitted to the 
committee will be published on the committee’s website after this meeting.

Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not comment on, criticise or make charges against any person outside the Houses or an 
official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.  I extend a similar 
note of advice to members.

This session is devoted to the following agenda.  First, we are engaging in a follow-up on 
the joint committee’s report on tackling back-to-school costs and the announcement in the Bud-
get Statement on 15 October to establish schoolbook rental schemes.  last June the committee 
launched a report on tackling back-to-school costs.  The report was prepared for the committee 
by Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin, as rapporteur.  It was drawn up following a public consultation 
process which was followed by committee meetings attended by a number of main stakeholder 
groups.  The report made a number of recommendations directed at the Department of Educa-
tion and Skills and school boards of management.  It is timely for the committee to evaluate 
what progress has been made on this important matter and to consider what further action is 
required.  The committee will have noted the announcement made by the Minister for Educa-
tion and Skills earlier this week on school uniforms.

I welcome the following representatives to the meeting: Mr. Hubert loftus and Mr. Matt 
Ryan, Department of Education and Skills; Mr. Ferdia Kelly, general secretary, and Fr. Paul 
Connell, Joint Managerial Body; Ms Áine Lynch, chief executive officer and Ms Deirdre Sul-
livan, National Parents Council Primary; and Mr. Don Myers, president, and Mr. Jim Moore, 
national president, National Parents Council Post-Primary.  They will all make presentations on 
this important matter.  I invite Mr. loftus to make his opening remarks on behalf of the Depart-
ment of Education and Skills.

mr. hubert loftus: The Department welcomes this opportunity to respond to the com-
mittee on its report on tackling back-to-school costs and the proposal to establish book rental 
schemes.  The report on tackling back-to-school costs highlights the financial pressures for par-
ents associated with schooling arising from the cost of schoolbooks, school uniforms, curricular 
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and extra-curricular activities and voluntary contributions.  The Department notes that many of 
the recommendations in the report focus on the role of schools and patrons.  We will outline the 
Department’s perspective on these issues and any actions it is taking on them.

The report looked at the cost of schoolbooks.  To reduce costs, it made recommendations 
that schoolbook rental schemes should be available in all schools and that workbooks should 
be banned.  The Department encourages all schools to operate schoolbook rental schemes.  In 
the recent budget, it was announced that the Department is to receive €5 million from the pro-
ceeds of the national lottery licence transaction to allow primary schools to invest in book rental 
schemes.  Further investment is to take place over the next three years to support the establish-
ment of book rental schemes in all primary schools that do not currently operate them.

With regard to workbooks, the Department issued guidance in 2012 to all schools outlining 
a number of strategies to avoid the need for workbooks or to allow for workbooks to be re-used 
from year to year.  Effective teachers use a range of active learning approaches in the classroom 
rather than over-reliance on textbooks and workbooks.

With regard to school uniforms, the report recommended that schools should be encour-
aged by their patron bodies to introduce generic uniforms.  The committee will be aware that 
the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Quinn, has expressed his concern about costs 
incurred by parents on school uniforms.  It is important that schools take account of the wishes 
of parents on this issue.  Earlier this week, the Minister issued a press release requiring schools 
to ballot their parental community on school uniform policy.  The Department will engage with 
school management on that point.  It will make progress in the coming weeks.

During the course of the school year, the Minister intends to publish his plans for a par-
ents’ charter that will strengthen in general the position of parents within our school system.  
Changes to the Education Act 1998 will be important in underpinning such a charter and will 
form part of these proposals.

With regard to curricular and extra-curricular activities, the committee’s report noted that 
extra-curricular activities are, in theory, optional.  In practice, this is not always the case.  The 
report also noted that curricular activities that occur during the school day should not incur any 
costs to parents.  The Department’s position is that schools must offer full access to the cur-
riculum during the school day.  Compulsory additional payments cannot be sought for any in-
school curriculum provision, and all pupils should have equal access to the curriculum offered.

With regard to voluntary contributions, the report recommended that the practice of request-
ing voluntary contributions should be greatly discouraged, if not completely eliminated.  Any 
discussion about voluntary contributions and funding of schools has to be considered in the 
context of the Government’s budgetary programme to reduce public expenditure to sustainable 
levels.  The challenge for all schools is to ensure that whatever funding is provided by the Gov-
ernment is used to maximum effect.  The Department’s position is that, apart from the recog-
nised fee-charging second level schools, recognised schools are not permitted to charge school 
fees.  Voluntary contributions by parents of pupils in such recognised schools are permissible 
provided it is made absolutely clear to parents that there is no question of compulsion to pay 
and that, in making a contribution, they are doing so of their own volition.

The timing and manner in which such voluntary contributions are sought and collected is a 
matter for school management.  Their collection should be such as to avoid creating a situation 
where either parents or pupils could reasonably infer that the contributions take on a compul-
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sory character.  The Department has no plans to prohibit such voluntary contributions.  The 
committee members may be aware from the draft general scheme for an admissions to schools 
Bill that schools will be required to declare that no deposits, fees or contributions will be sought 
or charged as a condition of application for enrolment or for continued enrolment.

Fr. Paul Connell: We welcome the opportunity to speak to the committee.  We have looked 
at the report carefully.  We are disappointed it did not take into account much of what was said 
on the previous occasion.  We have sent in a written submission on this point so I will not dwell 
on it.  We welcome some of the initiatives with regard to the book rental scheme put in place by 
the Minister for primary schools.  It is indicative of where we are that most of our colleagues 
across Europe have books provided by the state for all pupils.  That point should be made and 
is perhaps glossed over.  It is Government policy that has us in the situation where books are so 
expensive for our parents.

With regard to book rental schemes at second level, there is a difficulty in the sense that we 
have a new junior certificate programme coming in.  It does not make sense for schools with the 
no book rental scheme to start one right now because they will put a lot of money into some-
thing that may not be used if the junior certificate curriculum changes.

The second thing we noted when we were here is that technology is changing rapidly.  The 
use of e-books is coming into schools and that solves a great deal of difficulty with regard to the 
weight of schoolbooks.  It also has other advantages but we need to look at the area rather than 
looking at something that may be obsolete in a number of years.  The committee and politicians 
have a role to play in this.  E-books have a prohibitive rate of 23% VAT.  We mentioned that 
before but there was no mention of it in the report.

The other area that needs to be tackled is publishing.  While we commend the Minister on 
his charter with the publishers, we must examine the business of licensing with regard to e-
books.  If parents buy books for the first child, they can be passed on to the second or third child 
with no difficulty.  However, publishers are insisting a new licence must be issued each time for 
each child.  This is scandalous and should be tackled.

With regard to back-to-school costs across the board, we welcome the initiative taken by the 
Minister with regard to uniforms.  We do not have a difficulty with this because we work very 
closely with parents.  We do not have a difficulty because our parents are at the core of what 
we do.  Without the parents, we would not survive.  The submission from the Department of 
Education and Skills recognises that funding is limited and the reality is that, as we see from the 
recent ESRI report, 30% of funding comes from our parents.  Without that funding, we could 
not exist.  The report suggests voluntary contributions should not be allowed.  We agree, but 
in the current situation it is impossible and our schools could not survive without the resources 
our parents provide for us.  We welcome any initiative and to do otherwise would be contrary 
to everything we have been doing for many years.

Outside the fee-paying sector, it is accepted that financial contributions to schools must 
remain voluntary and that no linkage should exist between admissions procedures and the mak-
ing of such voluntary contributions.  That continues to be the case in our schools.  As schools 
and school managers, we are acutely aware of pressure on parents but it is delivered through 
Government policy, which has cut funding by 11% over the past four or five years.  It continues 
as an ongoing pressure.

We welcome initiatives such as the summer works scheme being restored.  It is important to 
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us.  We hope other schemes will be put in place.  Our schools are doing their very best for our 
pupils.  We strive to give them the best education possible, including extra-curricular activities.  
A wide range of extra curricular activities are available in all our schools and to all our pupils at 
no cost to any of them.  The impression which might be given that these things are charged for 
is completely erroneous in our system.

Another issue on which I would like to focus is that patrons do not run our schools.  If 
members read the Education Act 1998 carefully, they will see it states that it shall be the duty 
of a board to manage the school on behalf of the patron and for the benefit of the students and 
their parents and to provide or cause to be provided an appropriate education for each student at 
the school for which that board has responsibility.  We do not represent patrons or trustees but 
we support boards of management which have the responsibility for running the schools.  To 
suggest that patrons have a role in school uniforms is nonsense.  It is a matter for the boards of 
management which work very closely with parents, parents’ associations and so on.

Whole community involvement in funding was mentioned in the report.  Everyone should 
be aware that boards of management are representative of the communities from which they 
come.  Our finances, reports and otherwise, are available, contrary to what was implied in the 
report that they are not.  They are freely available.  I encourage the committee to continue to 
do the good work it is doing and to encourage the downward trend in school costs.  We would 
maintain it is Government policy which has, unfortunately, caused a great deal of difficulty 
for our parents.  We are at the edge of this.  We are trying to do our best for our pupils and our 
parents.  We work very closely with them and will continue to do so.

ms Áine lynch: I will not read through the report because I am aware members have copies 
of it.  I will refer to some of the key points in it.  We very much welcome the section on culture 
change.  We need a culture change within schools because for many years we have campaigned 
about the fact that the relationship with parents in schools is often a financial one, whether it 
is back-to-school costs, with parents’ associations effectively being fund-raising committees.  
We very much support what the report says around culture.  I suppose the parents’ charter will 
be the initial vehicle which will bring about some of that culture change and how the educa-
tion system engages in dialogue with parents around their children’s learning.  We cannot see 
any progression on that at the moment but we very much hope the parents’ charter will be the 
vehicle that will do that.  We look forward to being engaged in the development of that charter.

In terms of the voluntary contributions, we call for them to be completely prohibited.  When 
we surveyed parents on voluntary contributions, we found that 65% of the parents who re-
sponded to us were asked for voluntary contributions but 35% were not asked.  We believe in 
those situations where schools are not asking for voluntary contributions, more work needs to 
be done on how they are managing their finances and what is happening in those schools in 
order that we can get a better picture of why those schools are not asking their parents for vol-
untary contributions.  We think that could lead to some insight into what other schools could 
put in place to avoid them.

We were pleased the committee took up the National Parents Council’s recommendation 
to establish finance committees in schools.  The role of the finance committee would be very 
different from boards of management in schools or parents’ associations, but at the moment, 
the parents’ association seems to be the main additional funding body within a school, so if ad-
ditional funding is needed, it usually finishes up with dialogue between the parents’ association, 
the principal and the board of management.  We would like separate finance committees to be 
established in schools which would represent all members of the school community.  It would 
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mean, therefore, the parents’ association would not be seen as a fund-raising committee but as 
having a very important job in the school in terms of a peer support group to other parents in 
supporting their children’s learning.

We very much welcome the budget announcement of an additional €5 million towards 
schoolbooks.  We would like to see how that will fit into the suggestion of the five year template 
for the delivery of an entirely free book scheme.  While we very much welcome that initial com-
mitment, the recommendation from the committee of an entirely free book system is something 
towards which we should work with that €5 million rather than just inputting a sum of money 
and in a few years’ time looking back and wondering where it went.  There needs to be a struc-
ture in terms of how that delivers what we all want.

In terms of curricular and extra-curricular activities, I hear a number of people say there 
should be no charge for curricular activities during the day and yet we know they are being 
charged for.  One of the main ones is swimming.  There are few situations where a child at-
tends swimming and is not charged for it.  There are many other instances during the school 
day where parents are asked for contributions towards curriculum areas.  It is very clear from 
the Department that this is not allowed but what are parents to do when they are put in a situa-
tion where they are being asked for this money and, if it is not provided, the curriculum activity 
cannot be provided to their child or to other children in the school?

In regard to uniform costs, we very much welcome the announcement this week by the Min-
ister and the fact all parents in the school will have an opportunity to engage in a ballot system.  
Some parents are more vocal than others, so not every parent’s view is heard when parents are 
being consulted on an issue.  Therefore, the aspect of this where there will be a ballot of all 
parents is very welcome.

mr. don myers: I would like to update the committee on what we submitted last May.  The 
cost of school uniforms is a big issue for us.  This has always been a major issue financially 
for parents at post-primary level.  last April, the National Parents Council Post-Primary, the 
National Parents Council Primary, Barnardos and the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, with the 
support of all the other education partners, issued a document reviewing school uniform policy.  
This was also done with the support of the Minister for Education and Skills.  As the committee 
will be aware, the Minister announced on 11 November that the education partners will now 
be invited to engage with Department officials on how to implement this change which will 
include compiling a template questionnaire that schools can use to consult parents on uniforms.  
This is very welcome and is a sign parents need to be involved.  This is a start.  The National 
Parents Council Post-Primary will engage in that dialogue on preparing the questionnaire.  It is 
long overdue and a move in the right direction.

The cost of schoolbooks is another serious issue for the National Parents Council Post-
Primary.  We are aware of bills of €450 and €500 for books at post-primary level.  We welcome 
the extra funding for book rental schemes in the primary sector and hope that funding will be 
put towards book rental schemes in the post-primary sector.  We are aware that in the digital 
era, e-books are a thing of the future.  The big thing is that, as of late, parents are starting to 
realise the licence for an e-book is a one-year or a three-year one and that when it expires, the 
book dissolves.  They were not aware of that until now.  There is a relatively new publisher - I 
have attached an appendix to the presentation for members - which has produced books at much 
cheaper prices, including free e-books.  My argument with the publishers is that if one publisher 
can do this, why can the others not do so?  I am not a teacher but I respect the fact the people 
who put these books together are teaching our education system.  However, I have serious is-
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sues with the cost of books.

In regard to the transition year programme, schools are finding it difficult to maintain the 
service given the costs incurred.  The mission statement of transition year is to promote the 
personal, social, educational and vocational development of pupils and to prepare them for their 
role as autonomous, participative and responsible members of society.  We would welcome 
help from the Department of Education and Skills on this.  We are also aware that parents, in 
some instances, have helped schools to run programmes which would not have been possible 
otherwise.  It is a known fact that programmes cannot be carried out in some schools because 
they do not have funding.

The voluntary contribution is a major burden on parents.  It is sought to make up for the 
deficit in funding from the Department.  I have a copy of a letter which was sent to a parent 
recently stating that her child would be enrolled in first year in September 2014, but only if she 
paid €300 before 25 October 2013.  I cannot condone that.  It is very wrong.  The other side 
of the coin is that schools are strapped for cash.  Funding is not available and such requests of 
parents are unfortunate.  The burden is being placed on parents.  Parents are overburdened and 
one must ask how light the lining in their pockets will become.

I welcome the announcement by the Minister of the proposed development of a parents’ 
charter.  We will have a big role to play in that.  Empowerment of parents will make a big dif-
ference.  Up to now parents have had no say with regard to many aspects of their children’s 
education.  Empowering parents will also help schools.  Co-operation between all partners in 
education is key, going forward.  If we can work together at national level, there is no reason 
co-operation at local level cannot work too.  We appreciate that schools are doing their best with 
limited resources and we would urge Deputies to work to provide more assistance to schools.

deputy  Charlie mcConalogue: I thank the witnesses for their contributions today.  I will 
address my initial questions to the departmental representatives.  There was an announcement 
this week about the resumption of the minor works scheme.  How much funding is available 
under that scheme this year and how does that compare with previous years?  The representa-
tives said it is not the Department’s intention to stop schools from seeking voluntary contribu-
tions.  Has the Department information on whether the contributions have increased in recent 
years and, if so, why?

I have a number of questions for the representatives of the Joint Managerial Body.  Who 
decides whether a school will have a uniform?  Are parents in general consulted on that ques-
tion?  Where a school adopts a uniform policy, are there many instances of that policy being 
reviewed over time?  The Department made an announcement on school uniforms earlier this 
week.  Was there any consultation with the JMB prior to the announcement?  I presume there 
was some discussion or consultation in advance of that announcement.

Fr. Paul Connell indicated that 30% of funding comes from parents.

Fr. Paul Connell: The figure is 33%.

deputy  Charlie mcConalogue: I ask Fr. Connell for a breakdown of that figure.  What is 
that funding used for?  How much of the funding comes from voluntary contributions and how 
much from other sources, such as fund-raising?  Fr. Connell said he was disappointed that many 
of the points he made at a previous meeting of this committee were not taken into account in 
the report.  I ask him to elaborate on that.  If voluntary contributions were no longer permit-
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ted, would it be possible to continue to run schools?  I suspect I know the answer.  At present, 
schools are under-funded so if we want to get rid of voluntary contributions, we need to address 
that issue.

I also ask the representatives from the National Parents Council to comment further on the 
issue of voluntary contributions.  The data suggest 65% of schools seek voluntary contributions 
from parents while 35% do not.  I ask the witnesses to elaborate on that.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: I thank the representatives of the various bodies for coming 
before the committee.  Ms lynch referred to €5 million for schoolbooks and I ask Mr. loftus 
to clarify an issue.  I understood that €5 million would be available every year for the next 
three years, giving a total of €15 million.  When I discussed this issue with the Minister, he said 
the €15 million would be sufficient to ensure that every school could put a schoolbook rental 
scheme in place by the end of this Government’s term.

In the context of some of the comments by representatives of the JMB, I fully accept that 
schools are not being funded adequately by the Department and that parents are being asked 
to make up the shortfall.  No one will argue with that basic point.  On the question of e-books, 
the representatives are correct in their contention that it is our responsibility, as legislators, to 
deal with the issues of VAT and licensing.  We have raised this matter with the Department and 
there are some issues with the VAT in the context of EU law, but I fully accept it is our problem.

I was surprised by the tone of the JMB’s response to the committee today.  Fr. Connell said 
the committee did not take on board much of what was said during our earlier hearings, but I 
disagree with that point.  The committee took on board a lot of what was said at those hearings.  
On the question of school uniforms, the witness said it was alarming to discover that committee 
members demonstrate a lack of understanding of the respective statutory roles of patrons and 
management boards.  He cited the Education Act of 1998, section 15 of which reads, “It shall 
be a duty of a board to manage a school on behalf of a patron and for the benefit of students and 
their parents”.  In the section of the JMB submission referring to book rental schemes and the 
allocation of text books, it is stated the JMB is the main decision-making and negotiating body 
for the management authorities of almost 400 Catholic schools.  Is the JMB suggesting there is 
no role whatsoever for patrons in terms of school uniform policy and that it is solely up to the 
boards of management to make decisions on that issue?

The JMB asserts in its submission that this committee ignored a number of significant fac-
tors impacting on school uniform decisions, one of which is the fact that more expensive jump-
ers and so forth are generally multi-year items, while cheaper versions require frequent replace-
ment.  As a parent, I can tell the JMB representatives that is not the case.  My children have to 
get a new school uniform every year and those uniforms are damned expensive.  The school 
uniform consists of crested jumpers, tracksuits, coats and pinafores.  There is no option in the 
schools my children attend to purchase generic school uniforms.  A school jumper alone costs 
approximately €50 and one is lucky to get a year out of it.  I do not agree that more expensive 
jumpers are generally multi-year items.  That is simply not the case.  I am not too sure what the 
witnesses mean by their assertion that we cannot rely on big department stores for continuity 
and I ask them to clarify that comment.

The submission concludes by suggesting that keeping recommendations grounded in the 
real world would be more helpful.  Would Fr. Connell point out the recommendations in the 
report that are not grounded in the real world so that the committee can take the opportunity to 
revisit them?
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deputy  Aodhán ó ríordáin: The idea behind the report was to move the debate on the 
cost of going back to school away from an annual airing by journalists in August and September 
which is then forgotten about to a constructive pragmatic approach to the annual struggle that 
families face to meet these costs.  Nobody is denying that the funding to schools has decreased 
in the past number of years as a result of the crisis in the public finances.  The joint committee 
is trying to open up the conversation on the issue of back-to-school expenses.  We launched the 
report in June and have invited the relevant bodies to come before us again.

There have been welcome initiatives.  The decision on admissions policies is welcome.  I 
hope the payment of an enrolment deposit will be outlawed.  The recommendations on the 
school book rental scheme have been well rehearsed.  An announcement on school uniforms 
was made during the week.  

An issue that I would like the panel to respond to is the competition between schools.  There 
are 4,000 schools throughout the State in a country with a population similar to that of Man-
chester.  Obviously schools are under pressure to boost their enrolment figures.  As a conse-
quence, schools must present themselves to be more appealing to the parent body.  That is the 
reason extracurricular activities are put to the fore, crested jumpers come into play, and iPads 
are all the rage.  I would like to hear the witnesses’ reaction to that.

I think many of the suggestions that have been made are sound.  We must have a deeper 
discussion on how schools are funded.  The reason for introducing a finance committee into the 
mix was to give a clear picture of the financial constraints or pressures on an individual school 
and whether the money is spent appropriately.  If a school does not have the resources to pro-
vide heat and light there is obviously a fundamental problem with the funding mechanism of 
the school and that has to be made known and transparent.  The Department must be made to 
take responsibility for fixing it.  It should not necessarily be the case that a school should have 
to have a fundraiser.  The body that has responsibility in this area must deal with the issue.  

Following on from Deputy O’Brien’s comments, I too am disappointed with the submission 
from the JMB.  We are trying to develop a collaborative approach to finding answers.  The tone 
of the JMB document is all wrong; it is bordering on sarcastic, and I do not think it is construc-
tive.  There is a leadership vacuum in the JMB.  If the members of this committee were to take 
a similar attitude in the topics we deal with, nothing would ever be done.  To suggest that the 
JMB has no voice when it comes to a policy on uniforms would strike most committee mem-
bers and parents as bizarre.  We all know and accept that schools are under pressure.  We also 
know that parents are under pressure.  It is the responsibility of all of us to try to find solutions.  
For the JMB to produce a document which in my view is dripping in sarcasm, to offer no con-
crete, practical, positive or generous solutions and to suggest that the committee is not living 
in the real world and to abnegate responsibility for the cost of uniforms that are being used by 
individual schools under the patronage of JMB is surprising.  If that is to be the level of engage-
ment with the committee, I ask the JMB to revisit and be a little bit more generous the next time 
its representatives come before us.  This issue will not go away.

Chairman: We will return to the panel, and I invite Mr. Loftus to start.

mr. hubert loftus: Deputy McConalogue raised the issue of the minor works grant.  A 
total of €28 million will issue to primary schools in the coming weeks.  That is the same level 
of funding as issued previously.  The make-up of that grant is a standard base amount of around 
€5,500 and a per capita amount on top of that for each pupil, with a minimum threshold for 
those schools that have fewer than 60 pupils.  It is the same as previous years.
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On the question of voluntary contributions, we said in our statement that it is not our policy 
and we do not have plans to stop voluntary contributions, but the Department policy is very 
clear that voluntary contributions are, as they state, voluntary.  We do not have specific data in 
the Department on the levels of voluntary contributions.  I know that public surveys have been 
conducted.  I know the National Parents’ Council in its submission today stated that 65% of 
parents are asked for a voluntary contribution and 35% of parents are not asked for a voluntary 
contribution.

Deputy O’Brien asked that we clarify the schoolbook rental scheme.  I will ask my col-
league Mr. Ryan to deal with that.

mr. matt ryan: The Minister has announced seed capital for book rental schemes at pri-
mary level of €5 million each year for the next three years, a total of €15 million over the three-
year period.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: Is that enough to get the schoolbook scheme up and running 
in every school?

mr. matt ryan: A survey was conducted in the autumn of 2011 and we got a very good 
response rate from primary schools.  At that stage 76% of primary schools had book rental 
schemes in place.  By our calculation, €5 million each year over three years would be enough 
to provide a seed capital scheme for the remaining primary schools.

Chairman: Deputy Ó Ríordáin asked about competition between schools.  Did the Deputy 
address that question to the Department?

deputy  Aodhán ó ríordáin: It was a general comment and people may respond to it.

mr. hubert loftus: I think the school representatives might be better able to address that 
issue.

Fr. Paul Connell: I will address a number of the points raised.  First, I very much regret 
the comment that our presentation was somehow sarcastic.  That would never have been our 
intention.  We respect the work of this committee and we all have the same goal in view, which 
is to provide the best education for our pupils while keeping the costs as low as possible for 
everybody.  That is our drive.  The last statement in our submission was that recommendations 
should be grounded in the real world.  One of the four main points as identified by Deputy Ó 
Ríordáin was a recommendation for the complete prohibition of voluntary contributions.  While 
we agree with that statement absolutely, and we hope it will come to pass eventually, in the real 
world, as the Deputy said himself, schools cannot survive without the voluntary contributions 
of the parents of our students.

Deputy McConalogue asked what use is made of the voluntary contributions.  Our funding 
from parents comes from two elements: fundraising, and the actual voluntary contribution that 
we seek from parents after their children have been enrolled in our school, not as a condition 
of enrolment.  That distinction is very important to us.  It is completely voluntary.  To put it in 
perspective, yesterday I paid €19,000 for oil for my school.  last year oil cost us €32,000 for 
the school year.  I would not have been able to pay that oil bill if I did not have the voluntary 
contributions from the parents of the students in my school.  That is reality I live with.  I report 
to a board of management, which is responsible for the finances of the school and must stay 
within budget.  There are no bailouts.  We must stay within certain parameters.  If we cannot get 
the money from the Department, we have to raise it from the parents.  There is no other way of 
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doing it.  That is the reality.

On the issue of patronage, the JMB represents the boards of management of our schools and 
not the patrons.  That is a misunderstanding.  The JMB does not represent the patrons and we 
are not here on their behalf.  We are here on behalf of the boards of management of voluntary 
secondary schools across the country.  The boards of management make the decisions.  That 
function is delegated to them by the patrons in each of our schools.  Those boards are repre-
sentative of the community and of parents.  They make the decisions about the running of the 
school in conjunction with the parents.

I wish to respond to Deputy McConalogue’s question.  I am the principal of St. Finian’s 
College in Mullingar, which was a boarding school until 2002.  We phased out the boarding ele-
ment of our activities and became a co-educational school.  We did not have a uniform up to that 
point.  When we polled the incoming parents, 98% of them voted in favour of having a uniform.  
That has been the position ever since.  We regularly consult the parents in each of our schools 
with regard to decisions being taken in the school.  While many of our parents’ associations 
have started to help us to fund our schools, the role of the parents’ council is entirely different 
from that of a fundraising body.  Rather than acting as a fundraising body, the parents’ council 
assists the school in teaching, learning and communicating with parents.  It is vitally important 
to us to keep that communication open.  While fundraising is necessary, it does not necessarily 
have to be done by the parents’ council, and often is not.

I was also asked about competition between schools.  Again, I would like to ground this in 
the real world.  During the Celtic tiger era, when things were very good in this country, educa-
tion was not funded to the extent that it should have been.  Matters have got worse in recent 
years, since the budgetary crisis started.  All of our classes in all of our schools are at maximum 
sizes.  The pupil-teacher ratio continued to get worse until this year when, happily, it was not 
touched.  We welcome the decision not to interfere with the pupil-teacher ratio in last month’s 
budget.  It is important to realise that many things have been happening in schools.  For ex-
ample, guidance counsellors have been taken out.  If there is pressure on schools to have certain 
numbers - that may be an issue in some schools - I suggest that funding is an issue in that con-
text.  We have small schools that are finding it hard to survive.  They do not know where they 
will get the money to do things by the middle of the year.  That is a very bad situation to be in.  
I would like to make the point, in the context of what has been said about crested jumpers and 
iPads, that the goal of schools is to provide the best education possible for our children.  That is 
what we try to do.  We continuously have to deal with curriculum reform and change things for 
the better.  That is what the Department is doing.  We all try to do it together.

Chairman: Would Mr. Kelly like to say anything?

mr. Ferdia Kelly: I support all the points that have been made by Fr. Connell.  I must ex-
press some dismay at Deputy Ó Ríordáin’s comments about our submissions to this body.  We 
have always treated it with the utmost respect.  I am looking at the submission on this topic 
that we made here on 10 October 2012.  We pointed out the reality of the financial situation in 
our schools.  We mentioned that between 30% and 33% of everything that is spent in voluntary 
secondary schools is raised locally.  That is done out of necessity rather than out of desire.  We 
also commended the return of the summer works scheme, the efforts of the National Procure-
ment Service in saving money and the Minister’s agreement with the book publishers on a 
code of practice, with specific reference to the five-year moratorium on changing books.  We 
acknowledged the publication of the draft guidelines on book rental schemes.  We pointed to 
the value and benefits of information technology as a learning tool.  We called for the abolition 
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of the 23% VAT rate.  We raised an issue with regard to licences.  On the issue of uniforms, 
we acknowledged in our submission that “the cost of uniforms must be kept to a minimum and 
this can be achieved at local school level through a process of consultation on issues such as 
the style and content of the uniform [and] best value in sourcing the uniform”.  We spoke about 
the key value of management, teachers and, most particularly, parents working together in the 
local school community to ensure the best possible education and, as Mr. loftus has said, the 
best possible use of the resources.  That is a quick summary of our submission.  I am dismayed 
that Deputy Ó Ríordáin has suggested that we were negative in tone or adopted an approach 
that was not appropriate in some way.  In our response to last July’s publication of the report 
on tackling back-to-school costs, we did not intend to set out to be sarcastic - we intended to 
portray the reality.

Chairman: Sorry-----

mr. Ferdia Kelly: I read this again this morning.  The truth is that it is so unbalanced that 
it would be unfair to allow this to go unspoken.

Chairman: What is Mr. Kelly referring to when he says “it is so unbalanced”?

mr. Ferdia Kelly: I am referring to the report on tackling back-to-school costs.

Chairman: It is funny because-----

mr. Ferdia Kelly: In his own words, Deputy Ó Ríordáin summarised and acknowledged 
the issues relating to the under-funding of schools.

Chairman: I must interrupt Mr. Kelly because we need to move on.  I remind him that this 
committee is not the Department of Education and Skills.  The membership of this committee 
is representative of all shades of opinion in the Oireachtas.  We drew up a report based on the 
hearings we held.  I know the JMB was represented at the meeting at which we launched the 
report.  My understanding at the time was that the body welcomed the report.

mr. Ferdia Kelly: I have to put the record straight.  We spent the first page and a half of 
our original submission outlining the reality of the financial position in the schools.  We gave 
detailed figures to break down that reality.  That does not appear in any shape or form in the 
report.  It is not even acknowledged.

Chairman: Again-----

mr. Ferdia Kelly: The financial reality of the funding of our schools is not even acknowl-
edged.  That is why we think the report is unbalanced.

Chairman: When we were preparing this report as an Oireachtas committee, our remit was 
to make policy recommendations.  We do not represent the Government.  In our report, we took 
into account what people had to say.  Obviously, there was no need for us to include a verbatim 
rendering of what everybody said.  That was not the purpose of our exercise.  I want to keep the 
meeting moving.  I will come back to the JMB and the NPC.  I know they would like to respond 
on a couple of points.  I will bring in the three members of the committee who have indicated 
before I come back to the witnesses.

senator  Jim d’Arcy: I congratulate Deputy Ó Ríordáin on his report.  As I have said 
before, it is good that the patrons are at arm’s length from school management.  I would not 
welcome their interference in the management of the various aspects of school affairs because 
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that would allow a hard line to be taken on ethos or some other matter.  It is just as well that they 
are at arm’s length.  A great deal of work has been put into this good report.

I would like to raise a couple of issues.  I would not like to be marking one of the people in 
attendance on the football field because if I gave him one rap, he would give me four back.  Ms 
Áine lynch raised the issue of money being paid for activities such as swimming and music.  
I have mixed feelings on the matter.  I noticed that Mr. Loftus initially used the term “should 
not” but he later used the term “must not”.  It is like the driving test.  I wonder whether there is 
wriggle room in schools.  Are there sanctions if charges are imposed?  I believe the very small 
amount paid by pupils for swimming in schools - perhaps €5 per lesson - has saved a great deal 
of lives.  By providing this for a few bob, schools have saved many lives.  Many children who 
otherwise would never have learned to swim have been taught how to swim and how to deal 
with being in the water.  I feel there must be a wee balance in this regard.  There is an ideal situ-
ation.  There is a practical day-to-day situation in the real world and we must work through that 
as well.  I would not take a hard line on those issues.

As regards school uniforms, there are more jumpers and shirts found in the lost property 
boxes of schools at the end of the year which, if redistributed, would not have to be bought the 
following year.  I was a school principal for a while and decided there would be no crest on the 
school uniform.  School uniforms are fabulous.  They stop fashion shows.  School uniforms are 
good and they are cheaper.  Even the dearest school uniform is cheaper than other clothes that 
children have to wear during the school year.  We did not have a school crest and I am proud to 
say my former school still does not have a crest.  It is the only primary school in louth that does 
not have a crest.  Eventually things come into fashion.  At the moment schools are providing a 
Ferrari for the cost of a Ford Focus because that is all that is available.  I have a Ford Focus and 
that is the reason I mention that.  The schools are proving a great education.  Fr. Paul Connell 
said this is Government policy.  I believe Government policy in education is good.  Although I 
am a Fine Gael Senator, I believe the labour Party Minister for Education and Science is doing 
a hell of a job with the resources available to him and did not increase the pupil-teacher ratio 
in most schools.  He played a blinder at Cabinet level.  I do not know how he got away with it.  
He deferred it and then got it, but it is gone now.

The return of the minor works grants is the best news ever because schools will be able to 
pay for minor works and will be able to pay the oil bill next year.

senator  Averil Power: I will be brief.  I wish to ask one question and make a comment.  
Much of the debate has been around a form of words which were used in a report.  It is impor-
tant that this is done in a collegiate way.  It is fair to acknowledge that it is not the committee’s 
job to fund schools but it is its job to give a balanced report of why schools are in the present 
situation.  We need to work on amending the wording to ensure we reflect that because princi-
pals are working in a difficult situation, as are all school staff, as a result of other funding cuts.  
They are at the front line and must deal every day with parents of children, bills they cannot pay, 
fund-raising and asking parents for money for which they wish they did not have to ask.  We 
need to find a way around this difficulty.  I acknowledge the work Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin 
has put into this report on which he has been working for a long time.  We need to find a form 
of words that can accommodate everybody and recognise that is the other half of the picture.  It 
is not fair for us to criticise schools without acknowledging they are working in an environment 
where they have seen their funding cut quite dramatically.

I wish to put one question to the Department officials.  If I do not get to hear their response 
I will read it in the transcript.  A good point was made on e-books, a point we have discussed 
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previously at the committee.  There does not appear to have been any move by the Government 
to address the issue of technology.  Some schools will look at this and ask what is the point in 
buying a load of books if nobody will be using them in two years time.  There is good practice 
for buying not just iPads, which are expensive, but other tablets can be bought quite cheaply.  
We are in a bizarre situation where it can sometimes cost more to buy a book electronically 
than a new paper copy of that same book.  That is crazy. We have to find a way through that.  
Within schools we should be at the forefront of technological change and ensuring we use it 
to educational advantage.  It addresses all the other issues we have discussed previously about 
children carrying heavy schoolbags and so on.  I appreciate that the VAT rate is an issue for the 
Department of Finance.  I know there are European implications and so on, but I would like to 
see more of a push on it at departmental level.  Is this an issue that has been discussed by the 
Department of Education and Skills and the Department of Finance in the context of budget 
discussions or elsewhere?  It is an important point and a solution to many issues, and it should 
be recognised as such.  In our report I would hope we would make a recommendation that the 
e-books issue be pushed strongly.

deputy  Brendan Griffin: I thank the witnesses for their contributions.  I echo the com-
ments of my colleagues in commending Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin on his work in this area.  
It is an area in which he has a huge interest and he has dedicated much of his time to it.  I com-
mend him on doing that.

I wish to focus on two areas, uniforms and books.  In regard to uniforms, I was travelling 
from Glenbeigh to Caherciveen on Monday evening doing my clinic round and listening to 
George Hook interviewing the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Ruairí Quinn.  It was 
quite an interesting interview.  The issue of the tracksuit came up and George Hook said what 
a practical uniform it can be.  I would have to agree with him.  I remember my days in primary 
school when there was no uniform but usually a tracksuit was worn to school.  It was a very 
practical and adaptable form of clothing.  One could be sliding around in the muck playing soc-
cer or football and a few minutes later in the classroom the muck could be brushed off and one 
would be dry.  It is a very affordable uniform for parents.  We need to be practical in the way we 
look at how we dress children going to school.  That is an issue that should be examined.  The 
day of the one or two shops being the only shops providing a very formal uniform with a crest 
are long gone.  We need to modernise and be sensible in our approach to this issue.

In regard to schoolbooks, I welcome that the State is intervening and assisting in the rental 
schemes.  That is a positive development.  I am concerned that we are not getting the bang for 
our buck that we could be getting.  Mr. Don Myers mentioned, rightly, the substantial difference 
in costs of textbooks from the various suppliers.  It is important to point out-----

Chairman: Just in case the Deputy is about to mention companies, we cannot mention 
companies.

deputy  Brendan Griffin: I will not name companies.  One particular company provides 
books in physics for leaving certificate students at €17.95 while other competitors charge 
€36.99.  It caters for the same curriculum and covers more or less the same issues.  It is used 
in some schools, in a small percentage of the market, and is an excellent book.  Similarly in 
the maths area, books cost €15.50 versus €29.50.  For construction studies, books costs from 
€19.95 versus €37.95.  Geography books cost €19.95 versus €34.95.  These are significant price 
differentials.

There is a need to communicate this information to schools and if there is a fear among 
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schools that new entrants to the market may not be up to standard or, perhaps because of a lack 
of familiarity, teachers are reluctant to go for new books, we should consider introducing a 
standard, a quality mark, from the Department of Education and Skills to textbooks that meet 
certain standards.  That would be a sensible way forward.  We have standards in restaurants, ac-
commodation and various food items.  That would help teachers make decisions when choosing 
textbooks that are up to standard.  As far as I am aware there are no textbooks on the market that 
are not up to standard.  They are all up to standard but there are substantial price differences.  
New entrants find it hard to get into the market because they do not have the same reputation.

We need to look at this.  I raised this issue with the Minister previously and was referred to 
the guidelines in regard to how to operate schoolbook rental schemes.  There is not enough em-
phasis in the guidelines on encouraging teachers and those choosing textbooks to shop around 
for better value for money.  A potential 50% saving could be made in certain subject areas for 
schools and parents.  In some cases, the cost of buying the book from the alternative source is 
only slightly more than what it would cost through the book rental scheme.  This gives food for 
thought.

What is the view of the Department on how we could encourage better competition and on 
how to encourage teachers and those choosing textbooks to shop around and go for better value 
books?  A concern I have is that when a school enters a scheme, it is locked into that scheme 
for a number of years.  This is a barrier to emerging companies that are offering better value for 
money.  What is the view of the witnesses on that?

senator  mary moran: I thank the witnesses for their submissions.  My first question is 
directed at Mr. loftus.  I welcome the report and the further allocation of funds in the budget 
for the book rental scheme at primary level.  While I understand there are many constraints 
with regard to the roll-out of the book rental scheme at second level, are there any plans or 
discussions with regard to rolling out such a plan for second level schools?  I have taught in 
both a vocational school and in a voluntary secondary school.  The vocational school operated 
a book rental scheme and I found it more economical.  Students seemed to take greater care 
of the books because they had to hand them back at the end of the year in good order.  Senator 
D’Arcy mentioned school jumpers being left lying around at the end of the year.  In my 25 years 
teaching I have seen schoolbooks left lying around by students who had no respect for them at 
all.  Significant savings could be made in this area.  Are there any plans for rolling out the book 
rental scheme at second level?  I understand the issues that will arise with such a scheme, but 
we should collaborate and consider it.

I am and have been a strong advocate of school uniforms over the years.  As a parent of five 
children, I know the cost of school uniforms with crests is significant.  I welcome the initiative 
being introduced by the Minister for Education and Skills and would give him an A1 for his 
effort in this area.  This is an initiative that should have been introduced years ago.  Fr. Connell 
referred to two particular clothing shops and implied that cheaper means a poorer quality.  I 
disagree.  Great quality can be obtained at a lower cost.  Some of my children were required to 
have a crested polo shirt for PE, at five times the price a normal polo shirt of equal quality was 
available elsewhere.  I find this unacceptable.  Parents are concerned about this and some have 
come to me to express their concerns that some schools have a policy of insisting uniforms are 
bought from specific shops.  I welcome the announcement made the other day in this regard.

I understand the view expressed by Fr. Connell and Mr. Kelly and understand the difficulties 
with regard to instituting a new book rental scheme in secondary schools.  I have read through 
the lengthy task list they provided and appreciate it involves significant extra work at both the 
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start and the end of the year.  How much work would be involved throughout the year?  I do not 
believe we should say “no” to a book rental scheme at second level because of the extra work 
involved.  What additional requirements are necessary to implement such a scheme?

Does the JMB believe, as expressed in its submission, that it is Government policy to gross-
ly underfund education?  I may be incorrect, but a comment the witnesses made was that it is 
Government policy to make books expensive.  What is the JMB’s view on in this regard?  I may 
have taken this up wrongly, but I noted it at the time.

 With regard to the link between parents and the JMB, it is stated in the submission that 
schools and parents should not be adversaries.  I agree.  While there were many positive com-
ments on the management of schools in the recent chief inspector’s report, it stated in the report 
that only 56% of parents surveyed during the inspections in 2012 indicated that the board of 
management reported annually to them on the work of the school.  This is something that needs 
to be addressed.  Only 44% of the parents surveyed that the schools regularly sought parental 
views on school matters.  The JMB has stated that accounts from the board of management are 
freely available.  What measures are in place to make parents aware that board of management 
accounts are available?  Sometimes parents do not even know their parental representatives on 
the board of management, not to mind having access to the accounts.

Chairman: We will begin with a response from the National Parents Council.  Deputy Mc-
Conalogue asked about voluntary contributions, so perhaps we can have a response on that.  I 
hope Ms lynch has taken note of the many other questions asked.

ms Áine lynch: I have, and I will do my best to answer them.  We conducted a survey 
on voluntary contributions over a two week period at the beginning of this year and received 
responses from 900 parents.  The first important point to emerge from the survey was that 35% 
of schools did not ask for voluntary contributions.  This gives rise to the question as to what 
happens in those schools.  Another point that arose was that a significant number of parents felt 
they were put under pressure to pay the voluntary contribution and that they did not feel it was 
voluntary.

There is a direction from the Department on the issue of voluntary contributions, but it is a 
bit like the curriculum issue where although the direction says one thing, when something else 
happens, there appears to be no sanction.  What happens to make a change?  Currently, there 
is no real direction.   People contact us sometimes and we refer them to back to the school, 
pointing out that insisting on a contribution is unacceptable in the context of the Department’s 
direction.  If the school does not respond to that, there is little parents can do within the school, 
even at a collective parent association level.

We must acknowledge that parents have children in the school and they will only go so far to 
cause friction because they must leave their child in that school every day.  They might raise an 
issue collectively or individually, but they will only go so far with it.  This happens with many 
issues brought to us.  People come to us, particularly when they have received a first, second 
and third letter asking for the voluntary contribution.  Sometimes the colour of the writing in 
the letter changes.  Sometimes the child is given the letter in school and it is quite clear how 
the letters have been allocated.  It becomes increasingly difficult for the parent to engage with 
the school around education.  A parent might receive three reminder letters about not paying a 
voluntary contribution.  For a parent who might not have been able to pay for the swimming 
and whose child might be wearing half of the uniform, the dynamic is very different at the par-
ent teacher meeting in October, if the parent goes at all.  We raised this issue at the first meet-
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ing here.  We do not believe schools set out to cause difficulties for parents, but because of the 
current financial situation the nature of the dialogue creates difficulty.  We are trying to create 
solutions without additional funding, although the solution is additional funding.  There is ten-
sion in the school system because schools feel they are not adequately funded.  That is not a 
tension with the Department but it is a Government issue.  There is a tension between schools 
and parents about getting that additional funding from somewhere.

We suggest setting up a finance committee that would change the dynamic from a very in-
dividual dialogue between a parent group and a school group to a more collective discussion.  
This issue will not go away because, although 35% of schools may not be asking for voluntary 
contributions, we have anecdotal information that fund-raising has increased in those schools.  
That becomes a collective responsibility because individual families are not asked directly but 
it is still a huge pressure and parents tell us they will not join parents’ associations because they 
know that if they do they will be asked to raise money and they do not feel comfortable doing 
that.  As a national parents’ association - I know our colleagues in the post-primary area are 
doing the same thing - we are trying to promote parents’ associations as bodies that support 
children’s learning and engagement with the school, as the joint managerial body, JMB, said.  If 
parents will not go near them because they feel they are fund-raising bodies that works directly 
against that mission, which research has shown is very important.  

In response to the question about competition between schools and appealing to parents 
with an iPad or extracurricular activities, when parents decide where to send their children to 
school they will look for the obvious differences between schools.  They will decide on the 
basis of distinctions such as iPads or extracurricular activities.  We hope schools would make 
distinctions based on transparency and openness, on working with parents and supporting chil-
dren’s learning so that parents would decide on that basis, rather than on whether the school 
uses iPads.  If schools use that form of dialogue, parents may engage at a different level rather 
than saying an iPad or an extracurricular activity makes the difference.  There is work to be 
done to educate both sides about the types of things that would differentiate between schools.

In response to the question about swimming lessons and how many lives they have saved, 
we would never say the extracurricular activities for which there is a charge are not useful.  We 
regard swimming as very useful and we have supported its inclusion in the curriculum.  There 
is no curriculum activity that should be charged for during the school day, regardless of its use.  
If it is part of the curriculum, it must be provided as such.  Just as schools would not charge for 
the core curriculum subjects, they should not charge for music or swimming or any of the other 
curriculum subjects that are required.

I think the Department clarified the point about the schoolbook rental scheme and the €5 
million per year.  The €5 million a year over three years will provide seed capital for the es-
tablishment of book rental schemes.  That is very different from having a free book scheme.  
I am concerned that €15 million over three years is a large sum of money to put into school-
books.  Where will they go?  Schoolbook rental schemes can be very different beasts in differ-
ent schools, depending the number of parents involved, how many books they cover and how 
many are included.  We welcomed the recommendation for free schoolbooks, and believe this 
should be part of the framework working towards free books.  We would like that €15 million to 
be put into that framework in order that it will happen in five years’ time rather than turn around 
then and say, “Oh but we have book rental schemes”.  We are not in any way down-playing the 
huge investment, we would just like to see how the framework continues to make sure that in 
five years’ time those books are within the system and are being used free of charge.
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mr. Jim moore: I echo Ms lynch’s sentiments about the voluntary contributions.  There is 
no such thing as a school that does not get a contribution from a parent in some shape or form.  
In our experience many schools do quite well in managing the parent who is not in a position to 
meet those demands.  Underpinning all of these discussions is an effective school community 
which will survive only when parents, staff and management work together.  That is utopian 
from the point of view of trying to achieve certain things in the short term but much good work 
is going on.  One of the difficulties for us is promoting what is good practice, making sure 
that parents are not isolated because of their inability to pay the subscription for which they 
are asked.  We all agree that no subscription should be required.  The isolation of parents is a 
particularly serious problem because in every other aspect of education we are asking for more 
parental engagement.  A chief inspector’s report, which was commented on recently, referred to 
parents’ associations communicating with parents, and boards of management communicating 
down to parents’ associations.  That is where there is a big gap.  How do you overcome that?  
We are a national body, primary and post-primary, trying to get parents to engage and we are 
being presented with obstacles that will create a greater divide if we are not careful.  That is 
very important.

Voluntary subscriptions - the level of them, what they are spent on, transparency, etc - are 
a huge problem.  We would welcome the minimisation of that activity but we also want to ac-
knowledge what is going on.  It is very important for parents to be involved in the financing 
of schools.  All too often we find the parents’ associations being treated as fund raisers. We are 
trying to change the culture to one of effective school communities.  For example, post-primary 
schools are not included in the last budgetary recommendation for the book rental scheme.  The 
argument will be made that there is to be a new junior cycle, but we need to plan for that.  We 
need to make sure the transition to a new structure is effective.  That will be a serious problem 
because there is a momentum to get this in place but do we have the wheels under the wagon to 
make sure it is delivered in every school?

The schoolbook rental scheme does exist in post-primary schools.  In some schools it sur-
vives only as far as junior cycle.  Some schools are very effective and apply it up to senior 
cycle.  We have had presentations from schools around the country that are prepared to show 
other parents’ associations how well they can operate.  One school in particular has more than 
800 students and the school management delivers a book rental scheme to each student.  Parents 
go to the school with their children in August to set this up and to make it work.  There is good 
practice but parents need to be empowered and equipped for that.

Senator Jim D’Arcy made an interesting comment about lost property and school uniforms.  
There is a lost property department in every school.  I attended a school parents’ association 
meeting last March and the parents asked the principal where was the lost property department.  
They were then shown all the jumpers and jackets that were kept there.  They took them home, 
washed them and came back in and displayed them in the school for a day.  In some cases, stu-
dents suddenly discovered where they had left their jumpers and there was a group of parents 
who were delighted to avail of the unclaimed good quality clothing.  This was a small activity 
which had a significant impact on the school environment.  The pressure on parents is isolating 
a great number who will not come forward to parents’ associations because it will mean getting 
involved in this type of struggle which they also have to deal with in their own homes.  We can-
not let this run forever.  We need to be careful and aware of the pressure on parents.

mr. hubert loftus: I will ask my colleague, Mr. Ryan, to comment because I am conscious 
that some of the issues asked of the Department have been clarified in the subsequent discus-
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sion.

mr. matt ryan: Senator Moran asked about the roll-out of seed capital at second level in 
addition to primary level.  We had done some work on this matter last year to produce some 
estimates and costings.  We estimated that to have a scheme like that at both primary and post-
primary level would cost between €35 million and €45 million over a three year period.  We do 
not have that kind of funding.  The €5 million we are getting in 2014 and for the following two 
years only allows us to do it at primary level.  That is the current situation and it is a resource 
issue.

Deputy Griffin referred to textbooks and the variation in cost between different publishers.  
While I acknowledge this is the case, the decision as to what textbooks are to be used is done at 
school level and it is not a diktat from the Department.  In essence, the school is free to source 
its books from whatever publisher it wishes.  If a publisher anywhere can provide books of 
equal value at a much cheaper cost, I suggest that schools should be going there.

deputy  Brendan Griffin: As I mentioned in my initial contribution, the guidelines cir-
culated to schools should include that particular suggestion because it is not very clear in the 
guidelines that value for money should be one of the key aims of the scheme and that options 
should be explored by schools.

Chairman: I am conscious of time because we have a second meeting immediately after 
this meeting.

deputy  Brendan Griffin: Would my suggestion about the guidelines be taken into consid-
eration?

Chairman: Through the Chair, please, Deputy.

mr. matt ryan: The guidelines have only just been issued so I am not sure if a revised set 
will be issued immediately.

Chairman: Deputy Griffin can raise that matter with the Minister who is attending the next 
session.  I am conscious that we need to conclude this section of the meeting, as agreed at the 
start.

deputy  Brendan Griffin: It is an issue.  I ask that a revision of the guidelines would be 
considered to emphasise that there is value for money and to encourage teachers and those se-
lecting the books to explore those options.

Chairman: The Deputy has made his point.  We are well over time.

mr. matt ryan: Senator Power referred to e-books and the issue of VAT.  The issue of VAT 
is a matter for the Minister for Finance and there are also issues to do with EU law.

mr. Ferdia Kelly: Senator Moran raised issues to do with the book rental scheme.  As 
with all such issues, as an umbrella group for management in voluntary secondary schools and 
at school level, we advocate engagement with our colleagues in the National Parents Council 
Post-Primary and with our colleagues in the Department of Education and Skills.  We also 
advocate that similar collaborative work should be done at local level such as conversations 
around book schemes, uniforms and any other issues that arise.  I will explain to Senator Moran 
that boards of management in our sector are obliged under the articles of management to issue 
an agreed report from each meeting.  Mr. Jim Moore made the point about communication.  We 
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remind the boards of management repeatedly about the importance of an agreed report being 
issued to the parents’ council and to the teachers.  likewise, we have issued a template to the 
wider school community for the reporting of annual school accounts.  We remind schools that 
this should be regular reporting.  We participate in communication processes, as we did in April 
with the National Parents’ Council, as mentioned by Mr. Don Myers.  We were signatories to 
the document that went to all schools seeking a review of the uniform policy.

senator  mary moran: There is no obligation on schools to provide this information.

mr. Ferdia Kelly: Under the articles of management there is an obligation.  Section 20 or 
21 of the Education Act requires an annual report.  We keep reminding our schools of this ob-
ligation.  Mr. Jim Moore put his finger on the issue; it is a question of communication.  There 
are difficulties in communicating from the parents’ council level to the parents in the wider 
community or the engagement or otherwise of parents.  The key point is the education of young 
people and we must work together to ensure young people get the best possible education.  We 
will take on board suggestions that are made in this committee and in other places and in our 
work with the National Parents’ Council Post-Primary to ensure that because that is what we are 
striving to do at national and local level.

Chairman: I acknowledge other members have indicated but we agreed that speakers 
would be allotted only three minutes speaking time.  The second level school I attended was 
very innovative because my first school uniform was a 1960s Aer Lingus cabin crew uniform 
which the school had bought in a junkyard sale as a means of helping parents.  That was at the 
end of the 1970s.

I will finish this section of the meeting by thanking all our guests.  It is an ongoing process 
and we welcome all observations, including critical ones.

Sitting suspended at 2.55 p.m. and resumed at 3 p.m.

education, Youth and Culture Council: discussion with minister for education and 
skills

Chairman: I welcome the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Ruairí Quinn.  Today’s 
meeting is a pre-Council meeting briefing.  The European Union Education, Youth Culture and 
Sport Council brings together education, culture, youth and communications Ministers on three 
or four occasions annually.  The Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Ruairí Quinn, will 
attend such a Council meeting on 25 and 26 November 2013 in Brussels.  The meeting will ad-
dress the issues of leadership in education, European and higher education in the world, open 
education resources and digital learning.  I welcome the Minister and his officials to the meet-
ing.  He will brief members on the meeting and respond to questions from members.  I invite 
the Minister to make his opening statement.

minister for education and skills  (deputy  ruairí Quinn): I thank the Chairman.  Mem-
bers of the committee have been circulated with the information note prepared by the Depart-
ment on the agenda for the next Council of Education Ministers meeting on 25 November 2013.  
I will represent Ireland at the Council meeting, the only one being held under the lithuanian 
Presidency.  The Council, which is part of the education, youth culture and sports configuration, 
is normally held three times per year, with Ministers for each of the areas other than education 
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attending for their respective segments.

At the meeting Ministers will adopt two sets of Council conclusions on the topics of, first, 
effective leadership in education and, second, the global dimension of European higher educa-
tion.  The incoming Greek Presidency of the EU will also update the Council on its plans in the 
area of education and training for its Presidency in the first half of next year.  The meeting will 
close with the policy debate on open educational resources and digital learning.

I would like to provide some context as to the overall architecture of EU co-operation in 
education and training.  The intent of all texts is to progress the overall agenda set by the EU 
2020 strategy for growth and development agreed by the European Council Heads of State and 
Government in June 2010.  They will also progress the agenda of Education and Training 2020, 
referred to as ET2020, which is the  strategic framework for European co-operation in educa-
tion and training up to 2020 agreed by Ministers for Education in May 2009.  The education 
committee, which is the working group of officials who prepare the agenda for the Council, 
has negotiated and agreed the content of these texts.  The Department’s officials present have 
actively contributed to this process.

Following on from Ireland’s successful Presidency in the area of education and training, 
where we succeeded in reaching agreement between the member states, the European Parlia-
ment and the European Commission on what is now known as Erasmus+, the European Union’s 
new Programme for Education, Training, Youth and Sport 2014-2020, I am delighted to see that 
the current lithuanian Presidency is continuing an initiative we introduced in regard to policy 
debates which we found worked very well.  This involves the continuing use of the inner table 
of the Council chamber to facilitate more open debate, inviting two external experts to partici-
pate in the policy debate and requesting delegations to contribute to a free-flowing, unscripted 
debate accompanied by limited speaking time for each intervention.  By way of illustration, 
members should imagine a configuration approximately ten times the size of this room where 
the Ministers alone sit in the inner circle without two or three officials on either side.  The de-
bate is much more about face contact and eye-to-eye engagement.  There is greater engagement 
because people are making speeches, one cannot see the person at the far end of the room and 
when the speech is made, they leave.  It reintroduces a sense of discussion and dialogue similar 
to the physical spatial relationship we have in this room.

I will provide more detailed information on each of the agenda items for discussion.  The 
Council conclusions on effective leadership in education proposed for agreement by the lithu-
anian Presidency are a response to proposals within the European Commission’s Rethinking 
Education communication in which member states were invited to revise and strengthen the 
professional profile of the teaching professions, including school leaders.  Member states were 
asked to enhance support to educational leaders, make educational leadership more attractive 
and promote innovative approaches to effective educational leadership.  The Commission and 
member states are jointly asked to promote co-operation and innovation in educational leader-
ship, make best use of EU programmes, support educational leadership and strengthen support 
for national and regional networks of stakeholders dealing with that leadership.

Ireland supported the conclusions and updated the education committee on developments 
in the area in Ireland, most notably the work of networks of school principals and deputy prin-
cipals in Ireland, known as NAPD, the Irish Primary Principals’ Network, and the range of 
professional development programmes for school leaders provided by the professional devel-
opment service for teachers, PDST, within the Department.  These are as follows: Misneach is 
a programme of induction for newly appointed principals; Spreagach is for principals or deputy 
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principals delivered in collaboration with the NAPD and designed primarily for school leaders 
who have not had the opportunity to engage in a structured CPD programme; Forbairt is a ca-
pacity building programme for experienced school leaders; Toraoícht is a postgraduate diploma 
in educational leadership; and Tánaiste is an induction programme for recently appointed depu-
ty principals and acting principals.  There are more than 1,100 participants in these programmes 
annually.  The programmes are delivered by a combination of serving principals who are either 
associates or local facilitators and retired principals and deputy principals.

Ministers will adopt Council conclusions on the global dimension of European higher edu-
cation.  The conclusions are a response to the recent Commission communication, entitled Eu-
ropean higher education in the world, and take note of the recent Commission communication, 
entitled Opening up Education: innovative teaching and learning for all through new technolo-
gies and open educational resources.  The conclusions ask member states and the Commission 
to take a number of actions to increase internationalisation among staff and students of member 
states’ higher education institutions.

Member states are specifically asked to pursue comprehensive strategic approaches towards 
internationalisation; promote international degree and credit mobility for students and mobility 
of staff; promote digital learning; and promote the creation of partnerships among institutions 
as a means of reinforcing institutional capacity in education.  The Commission is asked, first, 
to support members states’ efforts through their programmes such as Erasmus+ and Horizon 
2020; second, to promote the attractiveness and the diversity of European higher education 
institutions; and third, to promote higher education co-operation and development between the 
EU and its global partners.

Ireland is very active in this area, and at working group meetings in Brussels, officials from 
the Department provided information on Ireland’s international education strategy, entitled In-
vesting in Global Relationships: Ireland’s International Education Strategy 2010-15.  This strat-
egy is being reviewed, the outcome of which will be a revised Government action plan for the 
promotion of international education.

As the Chairman will be aware, international education is an issue I have prioritised during 
my time as Minister.  A global economy such as ours requires an internationally oriented educa-
tion system which benefits both Irish and international learners.  In the past year I have visited 
China and Brazil, leading missions to promote Ireland as a centre of international education.  
We are making significant progress in these and other markets.  Brazil is a major success story 
for Ireland and more than 1,200 Brazilian students are in Ireland on Brazilian Government 
scholarships under its Science Without Borders programme.  Last week we also got positive 
news from the United States where we have seen a 9% growth in American students coming to 
Ireland to study in this year.  It is vital we build on this momentum, and that is the motivating 
force behind the review the Department is undertaking.

The Greek Minister for Education will deliver a presentation on the priorities of the up-
coming Greek Presidency of the EU in education and training.  Greece has not yet finalised its 
programme but it has indicated that it expects to focus on quality assurance, social cohesion and 
innovative education, with Council conclusions on innovative higher education and on quality 
assurance at all levels of education and teacher training.

It is customary for the ministerial debate to take place as the last item on the agenda.  My 
lithuanian counterpart, Minister Dainius Pavalkis, has informed us that discussion will contin-
ue through lunch as well.  The debate will build on the European Commission’s recent commu-
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nication, entitled On Opening up Education: Innovative teaching and learning for all through 
new Technologies and Open Educational Resources.  It is an opportunity for us, as Ministers for 
Education, to consider the challenges and opportunities posed by digital distance learning tools 
such as open educational resources and massive open online courses known as MOOCs.  This 
is an important issue as it is considered that the EU is in danger of falling behind other regions 
of the world in this regard.

The Lithuanian Presidency has invited two external experts to introduce and respond to the 
debate.  This is in line with a format we introduced during Ireland’s Presidency.  The first is a 
man called Uschi Schreiber, a global government and public sector leader with the international 
consultancy firm Ernst & Young.  The second is Professor Giovanni Azzone, rector of the Po-
litecnico di Milano in Italy.  This illustrates the cross-sectoral nature of the debate.  We will be 
joined also by Commissioner Vice President Neelie Kroes, responsible for the digital agenda 
for Europe, and the Commissioner for education, training and youth, Androulla Vassiliou, will 
participate.

As Ministers we will be invited to outline the overall approach being adopted at national 
level towards open educational resources and, in particular, to share ideas on how issues such 
as quality assessment and the recognition of competences acquired by these means may be ad-
dressed.  Ministers will also be invited to indicate how action at EU level might provide added 
value in this process.

To encourage an interactive and free-flowing debate, Ministers are asked to make unscripted 
interventions and to speak for no longer than two minutes during each intervention.  This was 
the approach I initiated when I chaired the Education Council in February of this year.  It re-
sulted in some very open, informative and free-flowing discussion.  I was pleased to note that 
several of my Irish ministerial colleagues emulated this practice at Council meetings held dur-
ing Ireland’s Presidency.

As stated, the Presidency intends that the debate will continue over lunch and a Norwegian 
minister - obviously, Norway is not part of the European Union but it is part of the extended 
European family - has been invited to contribute another perspective at that stage.  I look for-
ward to a productive meeting of the Council of Education Ministers.  I am happy to answer any 
questions which members may wish to pose.

deputy  Charlie mcConalogue: I thank the Minister and his officials for attending.  I also 
thank the Minister for providing the committee with a briefing in advance of the Council meet-
ing in respect of what will be on the agenda.  I must inform him that I will be obliged to leave 
for the Dáil in a few moments.

Will the Minister indicate the number of meetings that were held during Ireland’s Presi-
dency and outline the issues discussed at them?  Will he comment on our performance in the 
context of internationalisation?  The uptake in this regard is lower than in other countries.  The 
language barrier cannot be cited because this applies elsewhere.  Will the Minister indicate how 
the position in this regard might be improved?  I am aware a great deal of work is being done in 
the context of the report relating to this matter at present.  Will the Minister comment on those 
from Ireland who study their entire courses abroad?  The latter has become more prevalent in 
recent times.  Students who cannot obtain entry to particular courses here go to other countries 
to pursue such courses.  As a result of the fact that they are entitled to avail of the same terms 
and conditions as their counterparts in those countries, they are often obliged to pay less for 
their preferred courses than would be the case here.
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At our previous meeting, the subject of the VAT charged on electronic schoolbooks, or e-
books, arose.  At present, VAT is charged on such electronic versions of schoolbooks but it is 
not charged on printed versions.  Reference was made to the fact that a difficulty exists in this 
regard in the European context.  Will the Minister comment on the position in this regard?

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: I thank the Minister for attending and I wish him well at the 
upcoming Council meeting.  Deputy McConalogue has covered most of the issues.  I wish to 
comment on one interesting statistic contained in some of the briefing material in respect of 
nine year olds who are studying in highly digital classroom settings.  The EU average in this 
regard is approximately 40%, whereas only in the region of 25% of nine year olds in this coun-
try study in such environments.  There is a great deal of work to be done.  One of our biggest 
problems relates to broadband provision.  The Minister for Communications, Energy and Natu-
ral Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, recognises that and has made such provision a priority.  Have 
the Minister, Deputy Quinn, and his Cabinet colleague discussed how high quality broadband 
services might be rolled out to schools in rural areas which are badly in need of them?  We will 
not be able to move towards a model whereby e-books and digital education will become more 
prevalent unless high quality broadband services are provided.  What is the Minister’s view of 
the huge disparity between the EU average and the figure which obtains in this regard in this 
country?

senator  mary moran: I was also going to inquire about the roll-out of broadband services.  
Even as recently as two years ago, broadband was not available in certain schools located in 
major towns.  I appreciate the work the Minister and the Minister for Communications, Energy 
and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, have done in this area.  In the context of the increase 
in the number of Brazilian and American students coming here and the recognition of qualifica-
tions, I know a number of individuals who studied abroad and who faced a battle to have the 
qualifications they obtained recognised here.  Will the Minister provide some statistics regard-
ing the uptake in respect of the specific programmes supporting school leadership in Ireland?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: Deputy McConalogue has been obliged to leave but I am sure he 
will consult the transcript in due course to follow up on the replies I am about to provide.  Three 
Education Council meetings are held every year.  Two of these take place in the first semester, 
so those hosted by Ireland were held in February and May.  The final one takes place in Novem-
ber and that is the one to which I referred in my opening contribution.

I understood Deputy McConalogue’s question on internationalisation to relate to Irish stu-
dents travelling abroad.  That was my interpretation about what he had to say.  In yesterday’s 
edition of The Irish Times, the education supplement - which is quite accurate in my experience 
- referred to a trade fair held in the RDS on opportunities to study abroad in Europe, including 
in parts of the United Kingdom.  I have attended this event, which is expanding rapidly, for 
the past three years.  An indication of its growth is that it has had to be held at a larger venue 
each year.  Traditionally, people who wanted to pursue the course in physiotherapy for which 
a high number of points are required and who did not achieve these travelled to Maastricht or 
Utrecht to pursue courses in physiotherapy.  The fee involved is €1,800.  The rules in respect 
of domestic fees are that all students from EU member states pay whatever is the going rate in 
the country in which they intend to study.  The amount which applies here is currently €2,500, 
in Britain it is £9,000 and in Northern Ireland it is approximately £4,500.  All EU students are 
treated as being the same.  In the region of 1,500 courses are available in different universities 
in countries such as France, Spain, Hungary, parts of the Netherlands and Germany, and these 
are all thought through the English language.
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I met an Irish woman at the trade fair to which I refer who originally studied at Trinity Col-
lege, who has been living in the Netherlands for some time and who is now a representative for 
a particular university there.  I asked her why the university is seeking Irish students and she 
informed me that there are many continental students who want to study in English but whose 
first language is not English.  She also stated that the university wants them to become used 
to the English vernacular.  She indicated that while students from England and North America 
attend the university, her experience - rather than any bias - has been that Irish students are an 
attractive addition to the campus.  She characterised the Irish students as being the social glue 
of the university.  This is because they will mix with anyone and do not have hang-ups about 
particular nationalities which others appear to harbour.  She informed me that others tend to 
cluster around the Irish and like to have them in the vicinity.

To the best of my knowledge, we do not keep a register of the Irish students who travel 
abroad.  For example, the so-called league tables the newspapers publish at the appropriate time 
in respect of the number of students post-primary schools send on to university only capture 
data relating to Irish universities.  The newspapers ask the seven universities and the institutes 
of technology to indicate the number of students they take on in first year and the schools from 
which they came.  A small and very bright cohort of Irish students attend university in Oxford or 
Cambridge.  These individuals do not feature on the league tables to which I refer.  As a result, 
we do not have centralised information in respect of this matter.  If it existed anywhere, it would 
be in the control of the Higher Education Authority.

On the other hand, we have a great deal of information in respect of incoming students.  
Senator Moran referred to this matter.  In the first instance, the value of this business - and it is 
a business - is €1 billion.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: Is that the total figure?  Is the Minister referring to what they 
spend as well?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: It is €700 million in third level academic institutions and it is ap-
proximately €300 million in foreign English language schools.  A note I have, which is fairly 
up to date, states that there are 32,000 students registered in Irish higher education institutions, 
including international students on Irish programmes overseas.  These would include the Royal 
College of Surgeons and colleges in different parts of world where students are taking an Irish 
course outside this country.  The total number of students is 32,000.  This represents a 9% 
increase on 2009-10 figures.  This 9% increase takes account of a number of aspects.  First, 
there has been a significant increase in the number of Erasmus exchanges in short-term student 
courses, including US students on junior years abroad.  I will deal separately with the qualifica-
tions issue raised by Senator Moran.  Second, there is a significant increase in PhD registrations 
and PhD students in Ireland now account for 20% of all full-time international students.  There 
has been a significant growth in offshore study by international students on Irish programmes.  
That total in that respect is 23%.  There is the medical college in Bahrain.  UCD is in the process 
of setting up joint ventures with education providers, universities and third level institutions in 
China.  It, together with the university of agriculture in China, has established a joint venture 
with a local city which has provided the land and infrastructure for a course that will cover two 
years in China and two years in Ireland and it will have a mixture of European and Chinese 
students.

On Senator Moran’s question on the qualifications issue, the vast bulk of our students come 
for short-term courses such as the year abroad programme, which is a classic American pro-
gramme.  They get credit for their period of study here but they are not in a category in respect 
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of which we would have an issue.  However, we have an issue with our colleagues in Northern 
Ireland.  The CAO system evaluates in points terms and accords 100 points to a leaving certifi-
cate honours grade of 90% plus.  The A star, as it is called, subject to clarification, is rated 150 
points.  The people in Northern Ireland and the Minister with responsibility for higher educa-
tion, Stephen Farry, have raised this with us and they would argue that this level of point value 
is less than what an A star should properly be.  We in the Department of Education and Skills, 
or in the Higher Education Authority which is in within the remit of the Department, do not 
score the CAO performance but what we have in the past, through the State Examinations Com-
mission, increased the gradation.  There used to be seven grades of evaluation in the marking 
system.  At their request some eight or ten years ago we have, through the State Examinations 
Commission, increased the grading from seven to 14, which has allowed them to calibrate.  In 
that very tight marking system no student is more than 2.5 points away from either an upgrade 
or a downgrade.  That issue is currently under discussion for reasons the members will under-
stand.

  This would extend to the whole of Britain, but there are different systems in terms of 
marking in place in the United Kingdom as the Secretary of State, Mr. Gove, has introduced a 
variety of different ways of marking in respect of the GCSE subjects and superior exams.  In 
terms of students in the North in particular, the concern is that some of the students who might 
want to come to the South will not come because they are not getting the full award that they 
would get for a similar qualification in the United Kingdom.  The understanding is that most of 
the interest would be in areas such as medicine, which would attract that kind of student.  Nev-
ertheless, there has been an increase in the number of students from Northern Ireland studying 
in the South.  It is a relatively significant percentage increase but on a very small numbers base.    

On the leadership courses, in terms of participants, I can give the members more details of 
on that if they would like.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: The Minister might address the EU average with regard to a 
recent study of nine year olds being taught in digitally equipped classrooms.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: The Deputy asked a question about access to broadband.  The 
Minister, Deputy Rabbitte, and myself have a programme, which will be completed this year, to 
provide a rollout of a 100 megabytes infrastructure to all post-primary schools in the country, 
which number approximately 730.  We are considering the primary sector but we do not have 
the same clear picture in that respect.  There is a wide spectrum of primary schools that are 
much more digitally turned on and that is a function of the size of the school.  Schools range 
in size from 50 to 60 pupils to 700 pupils.  We are talking informally to some of the primary 
school principals to examine how we can prioritise access to broadband in those schools.  A 
note I have on this area states that the Department is currently embarking on the development 
of a new digital strategy for schools.  It also states that consultation with all the stakeholders is 
a key part of the strategy and this will inform the Department in planning for the exploitation 
of the full potential for ICT in education at primary and post-primary levels.  There is the in-
house equipment and then there is access to the wider area which requires access to broadband.  
While we make no distinction at post-primary level between all 730 schools, it would not be 
physically or financially possible to adopt a similar approach for all 3,200 primary schools.  We 
are examining how we might link that infrastructure.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: This is an important issue.  I can give the Minister an example 
of a school in Cork that is located 100 yds from a housing estate which has broadband access, 
yet the school does not have such access.  The school authorities have spoken to the engineers 
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who are dealing with the issue.  It would not be cost prohibitive to extend broadband access to 
that school but there does not seem to be any joined-up thinking.  How can we overcome that?  
It is crazy that this school does not have broadband access when it is located 100 yds from a 
housing estate that has such access.  All the students who attend the school have broadband at 
home but they do not have it in the school environment.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: The note I have states that in relation to primary schools, that 
all contracts under the schools’ broadband access programme are regularly reviewed so that 
schools can have access to the best quality connectivity solutions affordable within the avail-
able resources.  That would be from area to area.  If the Deputy has a set of areas that is of inter-
est to him in this regard, I would be happy to explore that with him.

deputy  Jonathan o’Brien: I will come back to the Minister on that.

Chairman: I call Deputy Daly to be followed by Deputy Griffin.

deputy  Jim daly: I welcome the Minister to the meeting.  He mentioned a number of 
courses, including Misneach, Tánaiste and Tóraíocht, some of which are very worthwhile.  I 
availed of the Misneach course and found it superb.  It was one of better courses I ever attended.  
I want to put on record my support for that course and I hope it continues to be funded.

On the broader aspect of leadership of the primary school sector in particular, has the Min-
ister concerns?  There is a difficulty in filling many of the vacancies.  Are there examples of 
best practice the Minister has picked up from his European colleagues about dealing with the 
challenges of leadership in the primary education sector.

deputy  Brendan Griffin: I thank the Minister for coming to the meeting.  On a related 
matter, I commend the Minister on his work on addressing the cost of school expenses for par-
ents.  I heard his interview on George Hook’s programme on Monday evening, and as I said to 
the committee earlier, his proposal is a positive step forward.

The Greeks are finalising their Presidency programme for the next six months.  There is of-
ten insufficient long-term thinking or planning in the area of education.  Much of the approach 
is of the fire fighting type. Since the Minister has taken office he has unfortunately been tasked 
with the huge challenge of dealing with a much-reduced budget.  We need to consider where we 
want to be in ten years time in terms of our class sizes and pupil-teacher ratios.  Could a pan-
European approach in this respect be included for the Greek Presidency?  We could examine 
this aspect and set ourselves targets.  We need to grasp this issue once and for all for the future.  
Unfortunately, at every budget time we have a discussion on whether the pupil-teacher ratio 
would have to be increased by one or even two pupils.  We had a discussion on whether the 
pupil-teacher ratio could be increased by one or two.  We must examine how we can reduce the 
pupil-teacher ratio and have it more or less set in stone so that one can say, this is where we are 
as a country and this is what we want to achieve and maintain for the future.  Does the Minister 
believe that could be factored in for the next Presidency?  Would he be willing to champion 
such an initiative?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: It really is the prerogative of each member state to set out its own 
priorities for the Presidency.  That is done in consultation with the Commission and the three 
countries that form a cluster.  In the case of the Irish Presidency, I shared our perspective on 
the future with both the lithuanians and the Greeks.  The Greeks were the third group of three 
countries.  Ultimately, it is for each country to decide what it wants to prioritise.  What we have 
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succeeded in doing is maintaining a continuity in the format of communication.

The discussion to which I referred was as boring as hell.  We could have all stayed at home 
and e-mailed and faxed information.  People read out their scripts and walked away.  There 
were bilateral meetings.  We might as well have been at Ballinasloe horse fair as at the meeting 
as there was no engagement.  What took place was not engagement.  We brought two outside 
speakers, David Puttnam and Andreas Schleicher on one occasion and Christine Blower who 
was the representative of all the teachers’ unions in Europe.

I will come back to the issue of principal leadership.  On the long-term strategy for educa-
tion, the junior cycle is being radically transformed and it will not be complete until 2020.  The 
first cohort to start second year will start next September.  They will do English under a new 
regime in 2017.  The next cohort starting first year in 2015 will take on five subjects includ-
ing English, and so on until we have all of the full menu across the line.  In the meantime the 
change will inevitably have an impact on the senior cycle, including the future of transition year 
because it is seen as an antidote to the rigid scholastic rote learning that currently characterises 
the junior certificate examination.

We are currently discussing a change in the points system with the universities.  There is a 
good paper from September 2011, which is available on the Internet from a retired professor, 
Áine Hyland, about the transition process and the multiplicity of courses at levels 7 and 8 in 
institutions.  They have increased from just over 400 to 970.  Those members who are educa-
tionalists will have a better knowledge of the matter than many.  less than 20% of students have 
any idea of what they would like to study.  They are faced with a baffling menu.  One could do 
computers with art, or art with computers and ICT or computers with a bit of art and a bit of 
ICT.  Universities and colleges are like premier league clubs.  They just want the best players, 
in this case, students.  The courses are hooks with a bit of bait on them to try to get students to 
do them.  We are trying to move to a simplified system where there will be less choice and better 
quality.  At the end of first year in college a student can then decide, as they can currently with 
engineering.  There is a foundation course in all of the engineering schools in year one and then 
at the age of 19, as distinct from the age of 17, which is currently the case or sometimes even 
younger, one can choose to become a mechanical engineer or structural engineer.  That leads 
to a better fit.

On the landscape of third level education, the institutes of technology go back to the re-
gional technical colleges of the 1970s.  They were the last project to be financed by the World 
Bank in this country before we joined the European Union.  That landscape is going to be un-
recognisable in two years’ time, as will the universities.  There will be seven regional clusters of 
education across the country centred on the seven universities where there will be co-ordination 
in the delivery and supply of courses, the elimination of duplication and a fit between them.  
Given that we have a national qualifications framework one will be able to go from a level 8 
course – an honours undergraduate course – to another, but other access programmes will bring 
people into the system and one will be able to move around the third level system.  That will 
take us up to 2050 in terms of an educational landscape.  There is long-term strategic thinking.  
By the end of this calendar year we will have a response from the higher education sector on 
the alignments and mergers of some of the current institutes of technology.  One would not set 
out today to build 14 regional colleges of technology across the country.  Our investment in the 
road network, communications, telecommunications and other changes have transformed the 
physical geography of this country in terms of time, travel and distance.

In response to Deputy Daly’s question about leadership and national school principals, there 
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is a debate and a variance in practice across Europe.  For example, in Lithuania, there is a 
national competition for principals and one applies to become a principal by virtue of one’s 
qualifications and then one is assigned a school.  We are at a tentative stage of taking some of 
those principles – no pun intended – and applying them.  One could ask whether there should 
be a maximum limit for holding the position of principal.  Ten years has been suggested.  Frank 
Feely, who was manager of Dublin City Council, was manager for 19 years.  Nobody can be 
on top of their game for 19 years, no matter how good they are.  Even bishops have term limits 
and cannot hold the position after the age of 72.  The question is whether there should be a time 
limit, if someone should be a principal in the school in which they were deputy principal or if 
they should move around.  They are purely questions.  lest anyone in the Gallery or anywhere 
else think I am enunciating policy, I am not; I am simply giving a description.

Everyone comes from the perspective of their own background and place.  They say this 
is the way it has been done here and this is the way it has always been done and we have not 
challenged it.  The great virtue of the European experience is that with 27 other Ministers for 
education one hears how things are done differently or they have a different way of doing the 
same thing.  That exposes one to considering different options and how they would work.  One 
could ask what is the role of a principal in a school that has 750 children with special needs 
classes and perhaps a naíonra as well, as distinct from one third of our schools that have less 
than 100 pupils.  Could one equate the role of a principal in a school of one size with another of 
a different size?  These are all questions that we are now asking ourselves.  We will look at best 
practice.  Of course we will have consultations with all of the players who are directly involved.  
Both the Irish Primary Principals’ Network, IPPN, and its post-primary counterpart are talk-
ing more and more in such terms and looking at the programmes to which I referred, including 
Misneach, as Deputy Daly outlined, and how one takes them a stage further.

Chairman: That is great.  There is just one issue to raise with the Minister in case it is rel-
evant.  One of the issues that came up in the part of the meeting that dealt with back-to-school 
costs was e-books and the EU obstacle to dealing with the issue of lower VAT.  Could that be 
raised at the meeting?

deputy  ruairí Quinn: It is a very good point and it has been brought to my attention pre-
viously.  It was raised by both Deputy McConalogue and you, Chairman, and Deputy Jonathan 
O’Brien also raised it.  There was a time in the mid-1980s when the then labour-Fine Gael 
coalition fell out of favour with Croke Park because we could not remove VAT from hurley 
sticks and Ministers were effectively banned from attending games there as a result.  One will 
be pleased to hear that VAT is still on hurley sticks and notwithstanding the ostracisation that 
occurred we are still allowed to go to Croke Park.  It was a long difficult journey to reconcile 
the different VAT regimes of 12 member states, or even nine of them.  One got a chance to put 
VAT on goods but the decision could not then be altered.  On foot of the issue being raised, I 
am prepared to explore the possibility of having the matter raised at Council level.  There will 
be a price distortion in the marketplace if there is VAT on one component of what is in effect 
the same product but there is not on the other.  I do not know the VAT rate on books.  It might 
be 23%.

Chairman: Yes.

deputy  ruairí Quinn: It is one fifth, which is a large amount.  All the indications are that 
electronic format is the way to go and that will affect all of my educational colleagues.  We will 
take up the matter, in some shape or form, and report back to the committee.



30

EDUCATION, YOUTH AND CULTURE COUNCIL: DISCUSSION WITH MINISTER FOR EDUCATION AND SKILLS

Chairman: That is brilliant.  I thank the Minister.  I also thank all the members for their 
contributions.

The joint committee adjourned at 3.40 p.m. until 1 p.m. on Wednesday, 20 November 2013.  


