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The Expert Group on funding Higher Education was established 

by the Government in 2015 to review challenges in funding 

higher education in Ireland.

As part of its stakeholder engagement the expert group tendered 

for qualitative research to be undertake in Quarter 2 2015.  The 

qualitative research programme was to ascertain general 

attitudes to higher education – including parents, students, 

graduate and non graduate members of the general public.

Amárach Research successfully tendered for the project.

Throughout this presentation, the terms third level and higher 

education can be deemed to be interchangeable.  

Background
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Methodology

Dublin

Limerick

Skibbereen

At the outset we proposed a series of ten focus 
groups across the country to  take into account the 
different segments of the population.
– Senior secondary level students.
– Third level students.
– Graduates.
– Parents of students  in third level.
– ‘Non graduate’ parents of younger 

children.
– Non Graduates.
– Graduate parents
– Older parents.

Participants were paid a small gratuity in 
in recognition of their engagement 
with the project.

Caveat: This research only captures the views of 
80 people 
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Focus Group Structure 

Stakeholder Group Characteristics Location Socio 

Economic 

Group

Date Age Further detail 

Group 1 Current Students 1 Living at home Dublin C1/C2 Date 2015 Not first year in third 

level

Mix of subjects and colleges – Its and 

Universities

Group 2 Current Students 2 Living away 

from home

Dublin  BCD 11th May Not first year in third 

level

Mix of subjects and colleges – Its and 

Universities.  Half on grant aid.

Group 3 Parents 1 Graduates 

themselves

Dublin B/C1 11th May Parents of children in 

senior cycle of 

second level 

To discuss how they plan to deal with 

the cost of third level – what would be 

reasonable or fair?

Group 4 Parents 2 Non graduates

At least some 

students in 

receipt of grants 

Skibbereen C1/C2/F 30th April Parents of children in 

third level 

Parents with children away from 

home in college or with a long 

commute home (e.g.  Carlow or 

Waterford).  Particular focus on 

ancillary costs 

Group 5 Second Level 

Students 1

Senior cycle Dublin CDE (male) 14th May Senior cycle Drawn from non-fee paying school 

catchments.  How is the cost of third 

level impacting on their choices?

Group 6 Second Level 

Students 2

Senior cycle Skibbereen C1/C2/D

(female)

19th May Senior cycle Drawn from non-fee paying school 

catchments

Group 7 General Public 1 Non graduates Limerick C1/C2 13th May 35 to 50 Parents of children of national school 

age

Group 8 General Public 2 Graduates / Non 

Graduates

Limerick Retired 13th May 65+ Can be parents – but children will 

have completed education cycle

Group 9 General Public 3 Non graduates Dublin 10 C2/DE 30th April 35 to 50 Parents of children in national or 

secondary school.  

Drawn from postal districts with very 

low third level participation rates 

Group 10 General Public 4 Non graduates Dublin C1/C2/D 19th May 25 to 35 Those who went straight into the 

workforce.  No children 



FindingsFindings
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Across all groups, attitudes to third level education are very 
positive.

It is now seen to be for everyone – regardless of class or 
background.  The reasons why it is now for everyone are complex 
but it evident that both society and the sector has changed.  

The benefits of third level education are seen to be multifaceted.
– Developmental – confidence building/learning – and this is 

across all adult groups 
– Career and opportunities created.  Not tangible – but a generic 

sense that this is a benefit

There is a real pride in the third level sector and its perceived global 
reputation.  ‘It is a real differentiator for Ireland’  - Dublin

Macro Attitudes to Third Level
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Challenges clearly exist in going to third 
level and some have more appetite than 
others for the work involved.

But there is no sense of a them versus us, 
no sense that the children of any group 
will not be afforded the consideration of 
going.

Pride in the presence of the third level 
sector – particularly evident in Limerick 
where it was seen as a counterbalance to 
other aspects of the City’s reputation and 
a key contributor to the economic and 
cultural life of the City.

For those who haven’t gone, there is a 
certain wistfulness of what they have 
missed.  It was surprising how many older 
graduates had gone back to College after 
they had had children.  Many were still 
exploring the possibility of going in the 
future in some shape or form.  

The World has Changed
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For the individual, the rationale for going includes:

– Career.

– Opportunity to specialise.

– Education.

– A venue to grow up in.

Male younger participants (students at second and third level) 

see the career benefits (along with the absence of any attitudes).  

Older people, particularly parents see the personal development 

aspect.

Throughout the older groups there were people who had gone to 

college through their 30’s and 40’s, not straight from school and 

even among those who never went, there was some wistful 

ambition to go.

Third Level has Many Purposes
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Developmental:

– Personal growth development and understanding.

• “My daughter went to Maynooth after a three year plc and 

you’d want to see her now”.  - Dublin Parent.

• “There is nothing else – you have to better yourself”.  

• “Education is the key to life”.  – Limerick.

• “Gives [people] the ability to find answers” - Skibbereen

– There is a definite greater aura of confidence among graduates 

than non-graduates.

• “You are not going to get a job if you don't go to college”.

– There was a real sense that those who hadn't gone felt they'd 

missed

– Economic benefits are also perceived to be very strong

• Careers – it provides options that would not exist otherwise..  

• Opportunities – for the individual and for the country.

• Perception among non graduates that graduates earn more –

perception not universally shown among graduates.

For the Individual Benefits are Understood to be 

Two Fold



10

Huge Pride in Ireland’s Educational 

Achievements

They universally take enormous pride in 
educational achievement – nationally.  Seen 
to be positive for Ireland.

They relish the fact that so many go to 
college – they see it as a positive statement 
of opportunity for the next generation.  

Nationally they see the high participation 
rate as being fundamental to our success at 
FDI and job creation.  They don’t use 
phrases like the knowledge economy – but 
that is clearly where their narrative is 
focussed.  

See it as being positive for Irelands image 
abroad.

When told that 40,000 out of 55,000 go to 
college, the initial reaction is to wonder how 
that number could be got higher.  Not one 
person questioned the use of resources 
involved.
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There is nostalgia for the post second level careers in the banks, 
civil service  and insurance companies but a recognition that those 
days are gone.

Many of those who did not go ‘fell into’ employment and money and 
then  it was too  hard to give it up.  To leave a job to go to college 
was a radical step in times gone by.  Many do regret not being that 
radical now.  

For non-academic children (and adults) the absence of alternatives 
is a real issue.
– “There is no such thing as a spanner nowadays”.  (Dublin 10)
– “The alternative is drawing the dole”.

Educational society (schools, parents, friends, guidance 
counsellors) assume that children are going to third level.
– “He did a course because there was no alternative and when he 

got a job he left”.  (Dublin 10)
– “Not going to college is kind of seen as closing a door”.  

(Student Dublin)
– “Your leaving cert only gets you so far, it doesn't matter when 

you are outside of Ireland”.  (Dublin third level)

There are Very Few Alternatives …
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They do recognise that there are children 
for whom third level is not the right choice, 
evidenced by the numbers dropping out of 
College.  
– ‘if you don’t like school you are hardly 

likely to like College’ – Dublin student

They would like a focus on training as much 
as on education. They feel that the 
apprenticeship system has been closed 
down during the recession and its presents 
the only feasible alternative to the third 
level education.  

They do not see job provision for school 
leavers (other than through an 
apprenticeship scheme) as viable or 
realistic.  

Those who have not been to third level 
would like the option (that many others in 
the Groups had taken up) for life long 
learning.  Many felt that the opportunity 
simply did not exist in the past and they 
would like to redress that balance now.  

… The Alternative that they Feel is Missing
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Desire for college is built on:

– Personal development.

– Parental aspiration.

• “Parents assume you’ll go”.  (Dublin Student).

– Inculcated ambition.

Coupled with:

– No sense of any alternative bar social welfare.

• “far more mature students are coming in which means 

that there are no jobs”.  (Dublin Student)

– No obvious alternative career path.

– A sense of ‘delaying’ growing up or a perception from 

parents that people are not yet mature enough to enter the 

‘outside world’

The Numbers Going will Stay High Regardless of 

the Economic Cycle
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There is a real sense that in the past third level was for the elite

– that has changed.

Barriers are there – certainly but can be overcome.

Only reason why people or their children wouldn’t go was 

whether they wanted to go!  In Dublin there was more 

consideration given to children not going than elsewhere.

In Skibbereen in particular parents were put to the pin of their 

collars to fund third level (fees, accommodation and living) at an 

annual cost estimated at €10k per annum per student.  But there 

was a slightly resigned perspective that if they wanted to go they 

would go.

Barriers to Participation have Broken Down 
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No longer a minority aspiration.
– “In 1976 if anyone from Ballyfermot went to College 

there would have been a tickertape parade”(Dublin 10 
resident).

– “I did my Leaving Certificate in 1978, I was working in a 
pub the night before” (Dublin 10) 

Strong sense that it is part of a continuum from primary to 
secondary and on to tertiary education.  They don’t really 
place one on a pedestal over the other.

In Limerick because it is a university city, real pride in the 
difference of and engagement with the city e.g.  owned like 
a public park – it is ours.

With familiarity comes more insight and probably a little 
more contempt.  Graduates in particular 
– want to see more change and reform in the third level 

sector.  They are not really aware of much change to 
date.

– They don’t think the third level sector should be 
immune to the economic threats and trends that swirl 
around the rest of Irish society.

Third Level may have changed …
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In the minds of the participants, the dominant role of universities 

is to teach students.

There is very limited understanding of the research role of the 

Colleges.  

There is an implicit understanding that when College term 

finishes, so too does the serious work.

Academic research seen to be non essential and somewhat self 

indulgent.  

However in other parts of the discussions, the need for Colleges 

to invent and create jobs is seen as an alternative mechanism to 

generate income

– There has to be work undertaken to broaden the 

understanding of the work undertaken in Colleges in its 

totality.  

… But They are Still Seen as Teaching Institutions
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The cost is predominantly borne by parents.  

Parents think about the costs of third level form the time children 
enter secondary school.  
– Only a minority are in a position to financially plan for it.  
– Some simply try to manage out of cash flow and borrowings 

(credit unions mentioned particularly frequently).  

Those who are living in locations where children remain at home 
clearly feel they are at a distinct advantage relative to those living 
elsewhere .  The living costs of being at home are absorbed in the 
general family budget.

For those students who have to travel,  the key burdens are 
accommodation, travel and living expenses.   Some (particular in 
Skibbereen) are managing budgets on a week to 
week basis.  

Accommodation is the huge cost – exacerbated 
by the actual difficulty in getting something in the 
first place.  

All students who are away from home (or  planning 
to be) are in or seeking part time jobs.  

The Costs of Third Level Education …
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While the statistics distributed illustrated that 50% of third level  
students receive some form of grant payment, this was not reflected 
in the discussion.  

The grants system is not understood and they are perceived to be 
very hard to get.

Rules in relation to grants seen to be very absolute and rigid.  

In reality if more money was to be spent in the third sector, it is here 
that it would be most quickly agreed to – they see a funding gap in 
relation to the cost and ancillary costs of College – not anywhere 
else.   

… Grant System is Not Seen to be Straightforward
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Unsurprisingly the students are aware but not stressed by the 
financial burdens placed on their families created by going to 
College.  

Parents bear the burden.
– Cutbacks abound in all aspects of their expenditure, 

holidays, capital expenditure, social life, personal 
expenditure.  

– The weight of the burden is such that they believe that they 
cannot take any more – particularly those where ancillary 
costs are involved.  

There is also a wry understanding that those who bear the 
burden are not reaping the benefits.  

Parents believe that students have it relatively easy in College 
– ‘they live like lords’ – Skibbereen parent.  

Parents believe that their children are completely unaware of the 
burden and cost of them going to College.   

Families Bear the Financial Consequences …
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We described the  funding gap throughout the handout.

Awareness of €3,000 annual registration fee – but limited 

awareness of the amount put in by government. However when it 

was discussed it was accepted.

They do not see that there is a crisis.

– Those who are in College may bemoan the shortage of 

resources but they don’t directly link it to a funding gap.  

– They are more likely to be worried by the cost of 

accommodation.

Graduates and students in particular believe that there is 

substantial waste in the system.

The Funding Gap as outlined is not recognised…
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They are passionate about providing the opportunity for 
their children to go.
– Arguably even more so if they didn’t go themselves.  
They will move heaven and earth financially to get them 

there 
– Borrowing from credit unions frequently mentioned.  

Their own lives are to an extent put on hold while 
children go through third level.  
– Financial focus is on getting them through

No real sense of pressure being placed on children to do 
particular things.  
Huge parental pride in their achievements 
Do wonder about the practicality of some courses and 
where they lead to (or not as the case may be)
They don’t want to burden the students with baggage 
that may limit opportunities – particularly financial.  
There is a wry acknowledgement of the contrast 
between their financial pressure and the life the 
students lead.  
Even though their children were all in non fee paying 
secondary schools, most were paying out for grinds on 
a weekly basis for senior cycle students.  

‘Education is the key to life’ Limerick Parent
‘I need her to get a job and get out!’ Dublin Parent

Parental Perspectives
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They all assume that they are going to go to College in some 
shape or form.  They see the transition to College as no different 
to the transition from 5th to 6th year.  

They have some idea of the subject areas that they would like to 
focus on, but limited idea of what happens after that, ‘but 
fundamentally you are not going to get a job if you don’t go to 
College’ – Skibbereen.

Many already have part time jobs and hope to continue them 
during the academic year in College.  For some in Skibbereen, 
this was one of the stated reasons to go to College in Cork – so 
that they could keep the part-time job.

They were somewhat aware of the financial pressures that their 
parents would be under – but it was not a barring factor in any 
case.  One student in Skibbereen was contemplating taking a 
year out to save for College but stated that her parents and 
friends were dead against the idea.    

Second Level Perspectives
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They felt that there was no real alternative to College .  Those from 

rural areas in particular saw no future in small and medium sized 

towns without qualifications.  Most of their parents didn’t go to 

College, but their parents were particularly keen that they would go.  

Most have a part time job in some shape or form.  Depending on the 

contact hours required in the degree programme, it is perfectly 

possible to work and study.  They would happily skip a lecture if 

required to work.  ‘I work to fund my weekly spend – study comes 

second’ – Dublin.

Many feel that College is a useful place to sit out the recession and 

the growth of mature student numbers underlines that for them.  

Many would be prepared to 

consider part time courses.

They see general investment 

in education as good for their

country.

Third Level Perspectives
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They clearly feel the benefit of going to College 

– Particularly on the personal development side.  

– Less acknowledgement of the financial benefits “None of my 

brothers and sisters went and they are doing as well as I am” 

– Dublin.

They see the opportunities that College afforded them.  They 

want to provide that opportunity for their children.  But they only 

want their children to go to Dublin for College

Third level absolutely delivered on its promise to them – but that 

promise or reward was not always financial.  

Graduates

‘It was for a minority in the 1980s – it is now completely 

different.  Is that why we are so intent on it?’  
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Fundamentally those who didn’t go didn’t go for several reasons: 
– It was never on the radar in their communities in the 1970s and 

1980s.  
– They went and dropped out.
– They got a job and were tempted by the money to stay.  

Many have not ruled out the idea of going in the future (mirroring 
some of the graduate participants experiences).

They all want their children to go.  

Not going is a source of some regret and wistfulness.  

They don’t resent third level or expenditure on it.  They see it in the 
same positive perspective as every other stakeholder group.  

Non Graduates



Funding ModelsFunding Models
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Having outlined the challenges,  participants were 
presented with three broad options.  

– A general increase in taxation to narrow the 
funding gap

– Increase in fees, supported by a student  loan 
structure.

– A graduate contribution – not specifically 
designed but could in effect act along the lines of 
a higher tax immediately after graduation

Participants were given a variety of ways of 
expressing their opinions – best case, more 
appropriate, worst case option etc.

But before the resolution of the funding gap arises, 
participants want to see more done with existing 
resources.  

Funding Options Presented…



28

Among the non-attendees of third level there is huge regard for the 
effort taken to get to lecturer status and education.

There is a sense that the respect begins to tail off at that point.

They want more productivity out of the third level system.  They 
want more done with existing resources.  Among alternatives they 
wanted included:
– More intense programmes – “Why not over two years?” (Dublin 

Parent).
– Waste reduction programmes – “Every time I walk into UCD at 

the weekend all the lights are on” (Dublin graduate).
– “The universities should create more businesses and job 

opportunities” – (Limerick)
– “There is a huge difference between the older and younger 

lecturers, the older ones are set in their ways and could do way 
more” – (non- graduate – Limerick who actually works in 
administration in the  University of Limerick). the third level 
sector

One key findings is that graduates and third level students are more 
passionate than any other stakeholder groups about the need and 
opportunity for productivity and reform.

Any attempt to deal with the gap will have to 

include reform of the sector
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For a country getting used to the idea of water charges the idea 
of any further increase in taxation or expenditure has very 
limited appeal.
– Unfair to those who never attended college or who have 

nothing to do with a college currently.
– People are punch drunk from taxes and appear genuinely to 

have nothing left to give – the prospect of increased 
expenditure or taxation does little for them.

– Fundamentally they are not convinced of the need for 
additional expenditure .  

Its not just about third level  - there is a limited desire for 
expenditure increases  spread across these areas – it wasn’t a 
case of don’t spend it on third level spend it on primary or 
secondary.
– If more money was to go into third level, it could go into the 

grant system – which may relieve the burden on them.  
– Such a move would also support their desire for more people 

to go to College.

Taxation Increase was not popular
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They compared the cost of third level here (positively) with the cost 

of third level in the United States or the United Kingdom.

They know where debt will start but (like water rates) are unsure of 

where it will stop. There was an assumption in their analysis that it 

would escalate out of control.

They believe that there are fundamental flaws in any debt structure.

– What happens if you don’t get a job (or if you get a low paid 

one?).

– Would it encourage people to emigrate and how would that be 

handled.

– “Students are too young to apply for loans” (Skibbereen Parent)

– “What about people who want to get married and buy a house”.

– “I want to be paid back first” (Dublin Mother).

Wary of Debt
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Some parents were keener on graduate contributions than 
others – simply because they couldn’t themselves countenance 
paying any more in any shape or form.  

The principle is understood but the logistics throw up a series of 
unresolved issues: 
– How would it impact on graduate travel? 
– How would it be collected if one emigrated? 

• Would it encourage people to go – some students 
thought it would.  

– What about if one didn’t get a job – or if you got a lower 
paying job?  

– What would be its impact on other life events, settling down, 
house purchase, arrival of children etc.  

– Would it apply to people who graduated elsewhere and then 
moved here? 

Some also take the view that the graduate contribution will be 
reflected in increased income tax receipts (consequent of higher 
salaries).  

Graduate Contributions Raised Positives and 

Negatives



Insights and Implications
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Despite all the explanation that took place, they take a measured 

view of the challenges facing the third level sector.  

They don’t really understand the resourcing challenges.  

They believe that our education system is top tier internationally.  

They delight in the fact that so many people go to College –

intuitively it feels right to them.  

They probably believe that there are other areas for change and 

investment first

– The creation of structured alternatives for those who don’t 

want to go to third level – apprenticeships, training 

programmes etc.  

All this in the context of a real understanding of the importance 

of the sector. 

Before the problem is solved it has to be 

recognised
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After seven years of austerity they are both weary and wary of 

additional costs.  

They fundamentally want other people rather than them to pay 

for any crisis.  

They need to see change before cost.  

– And the incremental change that was described in the hand-

out is simply not enough.  

In addition to a desire not to increase costs or taxes, they have a 

fundamental belief (regardless of their occupation or education) 

that tax rates and charges are extremely high and should only go 

one way.    

They are tired of additional costs 
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They see Colleges as teaching institutions – everything else is 
discretionary and somewhat of a luxury.  

They have huge pride in the sector – but in Limerick in particular 
where the pride was greatest the passion for change and reform was 
strongest.  

In order to buy into a changed financial model they will need to be 
convinced of the following: 
– All waste in the system has been eliminated.  
– The Colleges will have to be seen to take some of the pain.  
– Productivity in its totality has increased (teaching research etc.).  

Many believe that third level lecturers are very well paid for what 
they deliver.  There needs to be evidence of tangible change.  

Bear in mind that some views of the sector may be old and out of 
date.  That merely places the onus on those who want society  to 
contribute more to explain that change.  

There needs to be some reference to international pressures and 
comparisons.

Communications will have to be at the heart of 

change.
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The fundamental ancillary cost is accommodation

– The are two interrelated challenges – cost and availability.  

The largest choice of third level courses is available in the 

Greater Dublin Area.  

The huge rise in student accommodation costs (which is clearly 

linked to the general market) is effectively locking many students 

out of Dublin as an education venue.  For students in 

Skibbereen, the costs of accommodation in Cork City relative to 

Dublin mean that Cork is the obvious choice.  There was some 

evidence in Dublin of accommodation being rented in a year 

round basis to secure it for the following academic year.  

Ancillary Costs will also have to be dealt with 
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The grant system remains a mystery to most – it may have been 

coyness on their part, but they claim not to understand it.  

There isn’t an intuitive understanding of the grants system in the 

way that one might expect.  

There is no sense that 50% of people are eligible or receive grant 

assistance.  

Rules are perceived to be cumbersome and inflexible.  Because 

they are based on last year’s income, they are believed not to 

take account of changed circumstances.  

There is a willingness to invest more in the grant system if it 

created more opportunities for participation.  

Grant System remains a mystery to most
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The number of graduates and parents who went back and 
studied was high across the Groups.  
– May simply be a recruitment factor. 

The number who had never gone to College but who remained 
interested was also striking.  
– Wanted to go for personal development. 
– Felt they had missed out on something. 
– Wanted to upgrade their skills.  

The promotion of life long learning opportunities will play well 
for the sector.  It will: 
– Broaden the experience base.  
– It will share the opportunity across the broadest possible 

group in society.  
– Give a second chance for those who can’t or won’t go at the 

stage of leaving school.  

By tangibly spreading the benefits, it may also create a broader 
opportunity or understanding for increased investment and 
resources.  

Life Long Learning is explored constantly
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Fundamentally gaining acceptance for changing or altering the 

funding model comes down to whether one thinks there is an 

issue.  

It is absolutely certain that before the focus groups, there was no 

understanding about the funding challenges and pressure in the 

sector within the groups.  

It is also absolutely certain that even after sharing a range of 

background information, that many participants did not buy into 

the seriousness of the funding issues – they did not see it as an 

absolute priority or that there was only one solution.  

They have serious concerns about where various funding 

models could end up – they cite examples of student loans in the 

United States and the United Kingdom – where costs and 

legacies are perceived to be prohibitive.  

Much explanation needs to be done before the 

funding model is addressed.  
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If the increase in contribution by students or their parents is 
likely to be a percentage of the current contribution, it is 
probable that a straightforward solution will be the most efficient 
and most acceptable.  
– But it would have to be accompanied by tangible and 

meaningful cost cutting and productivity increases in 
expenditure.  

– It would also have to be accompanied by a serious 
communications campaign focussing on what Colleges 
actually do and should be doing.  

A student loan scheme may gain some traction as a fail safe 
access enabler.  It will have to limit the amount of indebtedness 
that students leave college with.

It must also take account of some specific market realities: 
– The role that emigration plays.
– The role of parent as guarantor.
– The role of the credit union movement – mentioned more 

frequently than any other financial services providers as a 
source of fee finance by participants.   

The solution is likely to be hybrid…
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They want to see more reform  - even if there was no funding 

issue they would want to see it.  

Many don’t really understand what goes on in Colleges – and the 

reality is that those who do are less than convinced on output 

and productivity.  

They are tax exhausted.  The narrative that we are a high tax 

Country really shines through.  

They want as many people as possible to go to College.  The 

creation of a scaled alternative system focussed on 

apprenticeships and training may present an opportunity to 

reduce the desired intake to more manageable levels.  

They believe that the education system is good and on a par with 

anything internationally.      

Some key defining issues


