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Help keep our schools open – 
lower class sizes

In 2020, an unprecedented pandemic hit the world. 
Here at home, our schools closed as the battle to 
contain the outbreak commenced. For months school 
teachers around the country set up ad hoc workspaces 
from their homes and sought to ensure the continuity 
of learning. 

As work began to reopen our schools, the country 
became aware of a problem the INTO had raised 
repeatedly for many years. Ireland is home to supersized 
classes, the largest in the EU. This hindered our 
ability to reopen and may very well be a reason some 
schools cannot remain open. We have to get our class 
sizes under control, with too many pupils learning in 
cramped classrooms of thirty pupils and more. 

As we practice social distancing and attempt to keep 
pupils apart to contain the virus in our schools, we need 
to reduce our class sizes. 

Why are we the worst in Europe? 
While some previous budgets have lowered the 
numbers in classes pupil to teacher ratio in our schools, 
class sizes in Ireland remain well above the EU and 
OECD averages and there was no overall reduction in 
Budgets 2019 or 2020.

Ireland has the largest class sizes in the EU, with 
the European average class size of 20. Yet one in five 
primary pupils in Ireland is taught in a class of 30 or 
more children. 

Why does this matter? 
Younger children benefit greatly from smaller classes 
– initial education lays the foundations for future 
learning, so smaller class sizes are especially valuable 
for the early years of education when children are 
developing literacy and numeracy skills. Evidence 
shows that children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
do better in smaller classes.

The complexity of the contemporary classroom is 
such that, with larger class sizes, teachers find it difficult 
to meet the broad spectrum of children’s needs. When 
class numbers are of a more reasonable size, modern 
teaching methods work, and teachers can spend the 
time needed with children. The methodologies which 
are recommended are achievable in classes with smaller 
numbers and so the quality of teaching and learning is 
improved.

During a pandemic, which we may have to live with 
well into the future, our supersized classes pose serious 
challenges when it comes to social distancing. Our 
schools may not be able to keep their doors open if this 
is not tackled in the forthcoming budget. 

Why are disadvantaged pupils losing out? 
As part of the extra support package available to schools 
in the DEIS Scheme (Delivering Equality of Opportunity 
in Schools), there is a lower staffing schedule in DEIS 
Band 1 schools of 20:1 in junior schools, 22:1 in vertical 
schools (schools with junior and senior classes) and 
24:1 in senior schools. 

While there was a small reduction in general class size 
in Budgets 2016 and 2018, there was no corresponding 
reduction in our most disadvantaged schools.

The reduction in class size must be passed on to DEIS 
schools to provide supports for our most vulnerable 
children so that they may have the opportunity they 
deserve to achieve their educational potential.

Throughout the pandemic, we have heard time and 
time again that disadvantaged pupils have suffered the 
most from the closure of our schools. It’s time to act. 

It’s time to lower our class sizes 
INTO is calling for a reduction of at least one pupil 
per year in the staffing schedule over the lifetime of 
this government. The government must deliver on 
its commitment to tackle our supersized classes and 
commit to this reduction in the forthcoming budget. 

The cost of lowering primary school class sizes by 
one student is €4.8 million in 2021 and over the course 
of a full year amounts to €13.5 million in an education 
budget of €11 billion.
Source: Dáil Q&A no.170, 16 April 2019, Dáil Q&A no.534, 28 July 
2020.

Add your voice to our campaign and ensure we can 
keep our schools open. 

It’s time to lower our class sizes. 
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Over the last number of months, our school leaders have 
stepped up and ensured each and every primary school in 
the country reopened at the end of August. Their tireless 
work is a credit to the whole profession. 

For many years, the INTO highlighted the supports 
our school leaders need to run their school effectively. 
The government’s own Primary Education Forum has 
recognised the issue of workload as it relates to teaching 
principals, in particular. The INTO, alongside other key 
stakeholders, has called for effective management of the 
pace of change. 

We have called on the Department of Education and 
Skills (DES) to initiate a comprehensive review of school 
leaders’ terms and conditions of employment. Teaching 
principals have seen their conditions of employment 
change considerably and workload increase exponentially 
in recent years. Increased paperwork and initiatives have 
seen school leaders overwhelmed and under-resourced. 
Time and time again, our teaching principals have shared 
the growing levels of stress and worry felt by post holders, 
who are grossly overworked and underpaid.

How can we help our school leaders? 
The INTO is calling for one leadership and management 
day per week for teaching principals who are over-
burdened and over-stretched with an ever-increasing 
administrative workload in addition to their teaching 
duties.

In response to the challenges posed in reopening our 
schools, the government has introduced a weekly release 
day for our teaching principals. However, we need to 
ensure this is retained and becomes a permanent fixture. 

How might this work in practice? 
The INTO is currently supporting a DES ‘cluster’ model 
whereby a number of schools with teaching principals may 
pool their administrative days to hire one teacher to cover 
all leadership days in the cluster. This is advantageous to all 
parties, including pupils who benefit from the continuity 
of the same teacher covering for their class teacher.

€10.2m has recently been allocated to support 
principals and deputy principals who also undertake 
teaching duties in primary schools. This funding will 
provide each teaching principal with one release day per 
week. It also provides release days for deputy principals 
in those schools that have an existing administrative 
principal. 
Source: Dáil Q&A no. 659, 30 July 2020

We need to provide in-school support to our 
school leaders 
During the recession period, a moratorium on promotion 
in schools was imposed. Over 5,000 ‘posts of responsibility’ 
(PORs) were lost, meaning an inability at the school 
level to meet the growing challenges in curricular and 
regulatory changes. These middle management posts 
were also positive steps on the career ladder for teachers. 
Such posts, referred to as ‘assistant principals’, involved a 
teacher taking on particular responsibility for activities 
or a curricular area (for example choir/music, sport 
and physical education, science etc.) in return for a 
responsibility allowance (€3,769 or €8,520). As a result of 
the ban, no assistant principal posts in schools could be 
filled, and even when the moratorium was relaxed slightly, 
there remained very tight restrictions on the appointment 
of assistant principals.

The cutting of these posts left schools without supports 
in a range of curricular and other areas and abolished 
career progression for many teachers. Coupled with the 
issue of pay inequality for post-2011 entrants, for younger 
teachers this served as a factor which fuelled their interest 
in travelling abroad to teach overseas, enabling them to 
avail of opportunities denied in Ireland.

2017 saw the first, and to date, the only, structured 
restoration of assistant principal posts to schools since 
the moratorium was first introduced in March 2009.  
Though acknowledging some movement on this issue, the 
filling of these posts is merely a start. While 1,300 posts 
were restored in 2017, there were no further restorations 
in Budget 2018, Budget 2019 or Budget 2020. The INTO 
demands full restoration.

Why are primary school leaders paid less? 
A burning injustice in the primary education system is the 
ongoing pay disparity between school leaders in primary 
schools and those in secondary schools. This simply isn’t 
fair. School leaders of similar-sized schools do the same 
job and they should be paid the same. 

Thirteen years ago, in 2007, a public service pay review 
recommended an award for primary school leaders to 
align their pay more closely with those at second level. 
This followed an exhaustive review. Why has this still not 
been paid? Governments repeatedly acknowledge this is 
an outstanding debt which will be paid. When? 

We are in danger of losing great school leaders who 
simply won’t stay in the post unless we get this sorted 
quickly. Our schools will lose out. Our pupils will lose out. 
Society will lose out. 

It’s time to pay our school leaders fairly. 

Help keep our schools open – 
support school leaders 
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As the COVID-19 crisis has shown, our primary schools 
are victims of chronic under-investment. The crisis has 
highlighted the lack of handwashing facilities, a hot water 
supply as the exception in schools, minimal provision 
for cleaning and cramped and inadequate facilities for 
learning and play commonplace. 

How are our schools currently funded? 
The main funding for primary schools comes through a 
capitation payment (per pupil) paid by the DES into the 
school account each year. 

While the recent additional COVID-19 payment to 
schools is essential, this has done little more than restore 
the level of capitation funding of €200 per pupil which 
was in place in 2010 before severe cuts were made. 

The standard capitation funding for 2020/2021 
stands at €183. This has been augmented by a COVID-
related €25 per pupil to help schools meet extra bills 
related to the pandemic. But, even at €208, our schools 
must continue to fundraise for basic costs like heating, 
cleaning and insurance. 

 Post-primary schools are funded at a rate above 
€300 per pupil. This is a glaring, unacceptable and 
unreasonable disparity.

The Education at a Glance 2020 (OECD Report) 
shows Ireland as 14th of 23 EU countries in per-pupil 
spending at the primary school level. This leaves us 
behind countries such as Austria, the UK, Belgium, 
Denmark, Italy, Portugal, Germany and Slovenia.

And research by school management shows that 
parents raise some €46 million per annum simply to help 
schools meet their basic needs.

How can we fix this? 
We must at a minimum maintain the current funding 
(€208 per pupil including COVID capitation payment) 
for the 2021/22 school year. 

Cost: To restore annual funding to pre-2010 levels 
would cost €3.3 million in 2021 (Dáil Question number 
684, 30 July 2020), while €4.8 million is the 2021 cost 
of retaining funding including the COVID capitation 
payment. 

Why are some of our teachers still paid less 
than their colleagues? 
The scandal of unequal pay continues to affect those who 
entered teaching from 2011 to 2014. While the INTO 
has, through successive pay agreements, managed to 
restore equal pay for more recent entrants, the 2011-
2014 cohort are still short-changed. 

We have a government statement of intent to resolve 
this issue since April 2019, and increment skips are in 
place which are achieving equal pay for many newer 
entrants. 

But more is needed to resolve this issue for the 2011-
2014 cohort. 

It is deeply unfair and offensive to breach the ‘equal 
pay for equal work’ principle at any time, but doubly so 
for teachers who have worked hard to reopen and keep 
open our schools in the Pandemic. 

How can we end this practice? 
The further increment skip needed to achieve pay 
equality for the 2011-2014 cohort must commence in 
2021. 

Cost: Various estimates of cost have been provided 
by the DES. Information from the Department indicates 
that, in total, less than 3,000 primary teachers, and below 
5,000 teachers between primary and post-primary, are 
in the 2011-2014 cohort. This indicates a cost of under 
€6 million at primary and post-primary combined in a 
full year (and just a portion of this in year one as those 
entrants would skip a specified increment only when 
this was reached). 

It is time to invest in our schools and our 
teachers.

Help keep our schools open – 
time to Invest 
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i. Table D2.1 (p.387) from The OECD Education at a Glance 2019 – this shows EU average class size as 20 and 
Ireland’s as 25.  https://bit.ly/2GOF6D1.

Appendix 1 -
class sizes compared

D2. WHAT IS THE STUDENT-TEACHER RATIO AND HOW BIG ARE CLASSES? __ 387 

EDUCATION AT A GLANCE 2019 © OECD 2019 
  

Table D2.1. Average class size, by type of institution (2017) and index of change between 2005 and 2017 
By level of education, calculations based on number of students and number of classes 

 
1. Primary education includes pre-primary programmes. 

Source: OECD/UIS/Eurostat (2019). See Source section for more information and Annex 3 for notes (https://doi.org/10.1787/f8d7880d-en).  

Please refer to the Reader's Guide for information concerning symbols for missing data and abbreviations. 
Statlink2 https://doi.org/10.1787/888933979747  4



ii. Table C1.1  (p.280) from The OECD Education at a Glance 2020 – this shows per pupil funding in Irish primary 
schools to be 11.4% below the EU average and places us in the bottom half of EU countries (14th of 23) when it 
comes to funding. https://bit.ly/2FzO9Hz.
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