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INFORMATION SHEET
THE EDUCATION SYSTEM IN IRELAND
INTRODUCTION

Since 1992 nationals of one EU Member State have had the right to live, work and study in any other Member State.  This right has now been extended to include the EEA (European Economic Area) states.  This article has been written to provide an overview of the Irish educational system.  It should be of interest to the parents of school aged children who may be considering moving to Ireland.  It should also be of interest to anyone who needs to find out, for advisory or professional purposes, about the Irish educational system, or the equivalency of qualifications of those who have studied in the Irish system.

GENERAL INFORMATION

The Department of Education and Science is responsible for education in Ireland.  At present children must attend school from the age period of six to fifteen years.  First level education covers the years from six to twelve years old and second level education lasts from twelve to seventeen/eighteen.  All children must study Irish as a subject throughout all these years.

First Level Education

First level schools are known as National/Primary Schools. National schools are mainly state aided and include religious schools, nondenominational schools, and Gaelscoileana. Although children are not obliged to attend school until the age of six, most four and five-year-olds are enrolled in primary schools.  Schools can accept pupils on or after their fourth birthday.  Flexible teaching methods are used during the first eight years of education (four to twelve years of age) to teach a broad range of subjects.  There are no formal exams at the end of first level education.

Second Level Education

There are four types of schools in second level education.  These are secondary, vocational, comprehensive and community schools. The origins and management of each type of school differ, but they all provide a common compulsory curriculum and a broad range of academic and vocational subjects.

Second-level education consists of a three-year junior cycle followed by a two - or three-year senior cycle. A national Junior Certificate examination is taken at the end of the three-year junior cycle. 

In senior cycle there is an optional one-year Transition Year Programme (TYP) which is interdisciplinary and emphasises interpersonal development and experiential learning rather than academic learning. There are three two-year Leaving Certificate programmes.

The Leaving Certificate

The Leaving Certificate examination is held at the end of the senior cycle in second-level schools when students are usually 17/18 years old.  It is the terminal examination of second-level education and is the basis for entry into higher education and training. Students following the established Leaving Certificate Programme must take at least five subjects.  These normally include English, Maths and Irish.  The majority of students in Ireland take the established Leaving Certificate.

The Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) is a vocationally orientated variant of the established Leaving Certificate Programme with a concentration on technical subjects and some additions.  Students must take two Leaving Certificate subjects from one of the subject groupings; a Leaving Certificate Continental Language or Vocational Language Module; and three link modules on – Enterprise Education, Preparation for Work, and Work Experience.

In total, LCVP students must take at least five Leaving Certificate subjects.  One of those subjects must be Irish.  Currently, LCVP students take between five and seven Leaving Certificate subjects plus the Link Modules.

A link module can be described as a self-contained unit of study on a particular topic or theme.  The recommended time allocation to the three LCVP Link Modules is 2-3 classes per week in total.  Each module covers an area of experience that is important in preparing students for life after post-primary schooling.
The Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) is a two-year student-centred programme involving a cross curricular approach rather than a subject based structure. It aims to prepare students for adult and working life. It consists of a number of modules grouped under three general headings:

· General Education (at least 30% of the time)

· Vocational Education (at least 30% of the time)

· Vocational Preparation (at least 25% of the time)

The Leaving Certificate Applied is intended to meet the needs of those students who either chose not to opt for other Leaving Certificate Programmes or who are not adequately catered for by other Leaving Certificate Programmes.  It does not establish direct entry to higher education.  However, students who successfully complete the programme will be able to proceed to allocated places on Post-Leaving Certificate courses.  

QUALIFICATIONS

Irish Qualifications

The Junior Certificate is taken at approximately fifteen years old and covers a broad range of academic and vocational subjects.  It is offered at two levels of ability: Ordinary and Higher.  English, Irish and Mathematics are offered at three ability levels: Foundation, Ordinary and Higher.

The Leaving Certificate must include at least five subjects.  Most students take seven subjects.  Subjects are grouped as follows: languages, sciences, business studies, applied sciences and social studies (including practical subjects) but students may pick and mix.  The Certificate is used to gain a place in Higher Education and is a requirement for a range of careers.  

Comparability of Qualifications

Information on the equivalence of Irish academic qualifications to academic qualifications in your own country can be obtained from the NARIC (Higher Education Authority) centre in your own country.  Similarly, information on the comparability of academic qualifications obtained in other countries to those of Ireland and their acceptability in the Irish education system can be obtained from the Irish NARIC centre (address below).  

FINANCING EDUCATION

The State provides free first level education, schools charging fees are not entitled to receive state support.  Second-level education is free in all but about five percent of second-level schools.  EU students attending approved third level courses do not have to pay fees but do have to pay a registration fee to the third-level institution each year.  A maintenance allowance, which is means tested, is dependent on residency.  

USEFUL ADDRESSES
Department of Education and Science
Marlborough Street

DUBLIN 1

Tel: +353 1 8896400
Fax: +353 1 872 9553
Web: http://www.education.ie
National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE)
1st Floor

42/43 Prussia St.

DUBLIN 7

Tel: +353 1 8690715/6

Fax: +353 1 8823817
Email: info@ncge.ie
Web: www.ncge.ie
International Education Board Ireland (IEBI)
IPC House 
35-Shelbourne Road

Dublin 4

Tel: +353 1 6144836

Fax: +353 1 6144839

Email: info@educationireland.ie
Web: http://www.educationireland.ie/
National Reference Point on Vocational Qualifications (NRP)/ 
National Academic Recognition Information Centre. (NARIC)

National Qualifications Authority of Ireland
5th Floor 
Jervis House

Jervis Street
DUBLIN 1
Tel: 353 1 887 1500

Fax: 353 1 887 1595
Email: info@nqai.ie / recognition@nqai.ie
Web: http://www.nqai.ie/
Information correct at time of update July 2004
	The National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) is an agency of the Irish Department of Education and Science, with responsibility to support and develop guidance provision and practice in all areas of education and to inform the policy of this Department in the field of guidance. 

1st Floor, 42/43 Prussia Street, Dublin 7.

Tel: 01 8690715/6

Fax: 018690717

Email: info@ncge.ie
Web: http://www.ncge.ie
NCGE is a member of the Leonardo da Vinci Euroguidance Network of National Resource Centres for Guidance which aims to support guidance counsellors in promoting European Mobility and the European Dimension within education and training.  NCGE acknowledges the assistance of the Leonardo da Vinci programme in the production of this series of leaflets.  
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