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Education - Pupil Enrolment Projections 

Colm Farrell 

Key Point  

Rising enrolments will increase public spending on education in the next 5 to 10 years. Increases in 

second level enrolments will pose particular challenges.  

Introduction   

The Irish Fiscal Advisory Council 1 has pointed to the need to provide estimates of the cost of 

providing today’s level of public services and benefits in future years, accounting for price and 

demographic pressures. Demographic structure of the population is a key driver of public 

expenditure, as most public spending goes on the young and the old. The projected rise in 

enrolments will lead to higher spending, if we are to maintain the current level of service in 

education. 

Enrolment Projections  

Education expenditure now accounts for 15.6% of gross public expenditure – an increase of 6% since 

2008. 

There are over 1 million full-time students in institutions aided by the Department of Education and 

Skills (DES). Full-time students in 2015/16 were split between: primary (50%), post-primary (non-

PLC) (31%), third level (16%) and post-primary (PLC students) (3%). Just under 4,000 schools are 

financed by the DES currently, and table 1 shows key data related to the 2015/16 academic year.  

Table 1 – First and Second Level Education 2015/16 

 No. of Schools No. of Students No. of Teaching 
Staff* 

Pupil Staff 
Ratio2 

First Level 3,262 553,380 34,576 16.0  

Second Level  
(excluding PLC students) 

583 345,550 25,123 13.8  

Second-level Students in PLC 
Courses 

152 32,453 1,681 19.3 

Total First & Second Level 3,997 1,108,015 61,380  

(Source: DES *Note: only teaching staff paid and schools supported by DES are included in the above)  

Primary enrolments are projected to continue rising to a peak of over 574,000 in 2018. Post-primary 

enrolments are also projected to rise until 2025, at which point enrolments at second level are 

expected to be in excess of 400,000 pupils. See figure 1.  

                                                           
1
 IFAC, Fiscal Assessment Report, November 2016. Available at http://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/FAR_301116_Final.pdf  
2
 The actual pupil-teacher ratio at primary level is 27:1 and 19:1 at secondary level.  

http://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/FAR_301116_Final.pdf
http://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/FAR_301116_Final.pdf
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Figure 1 – Enrolment Projections, 2006 – 2025  

 
(Source: Department of Education and Skills, Central Forecast)  

Between 2016 and 2020, secondary enrolments will increase by 8 per cent, primary by 2.7 per cent, 

and third level by 1.8 per cent. Total enrolments will reach 1.1 million in 2020; an increase of 45,000 

over the next four years.  

Between 2020 and 2025, secondary enrolments will increase by a further 10 per cent, third level by 

6 per cent, while primary level numbers are projected to decrease by 11 per cent. Demographic 

pressure on the third level sector will also continue past 2030.  

Second level enrolments are projected to increase by over 65,000 (19%) between 2016 and 2025. 

During the same period, primary level is expected to contract by 8.5% (-47,000) and tertiary is 

expected to expand by 8% (14,000).  

Increasing pupil numbers means that expenditure on pay will continue to increase until at least 

2022, which is the projected combined peak year for pupil numbers. 

 

 

Primary  Secondary  Tertiary 

2006 457,889 303,821 136,719 

2016 553,380 345,550 176,632 

2020 568,495 372,715 179,873 

2025 506,372 410,756 190,841 
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