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Background 
Striking the Balance, the final report of the Technical Working Group on Teacher Supply, chaired by 

Mr. Ciarán Flynn, was published in June of this year. Further to stakeholder engagement on foot of 

this publication, the Teaching Council identified the need to reconvene the Stakeholder Forum on 

Teacher Supply. This was based on the increasing evidence stakeholders are presenting on the 

challenges which schools are facing in recruiting teachers. It appears that these challenges are only 

increasing.  

The Stakeholder Forum was held in Mullingar on 5 October 2017 (World Teachers’ Day) and was 

attended by stakeholders from HEIs, teacher unions, management bodies, the Department of 

Education and Skills, the Higher Education Authority, parent bodies, principals’ associations, and the 

Teaching Council1. The overall goal of this event was to give all stakeholders (including the Teaching 

Council) an opportunity to enhance their understanding of the issues that need to be addressed in 

order to make progress with teacher supply and demand, in the near and medium term future. As 

such, the Council endeavoured to ensure that all attendees would leave with clearly identified actions 

or next steps, which they would have responsibility for progressing, either on their own, or with 

others.  

Format of the Forum 
The event offered attendees an opportunity to hear a summary of the issues, as outlined in the report 

‘Striking the Balance’ followed by brief oral presentations on the current landscape of teacher supply 

from a range of perspectives i.e. parents, principals, teacher unions, Irish medium schools, pupils/ 

students, and HEIs.  Attendees were then invited to engage in a series of facilitated sessions, where 

they could collectively prioritise and add issues for further discussion. The central session saw 

participants discuss the four prioritised issues in greater detail in smaller groups. The prioritised issues 

were2: 

1. Substitution  

2. Regulation of teacher supply 

3. Conditions 

4. Subject shortages 

                                                           
1 Post-primary students also attended, but left prior to the facilitated discussions.  
2 While these are not listed in order of prioritisation, it is worth noting that substitution emerged as the issue 
of highest priority for attendees – see Figure 1.  

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Striking-the-Balance-Teacher-Supply-in-Ireland-Technical-Working-Group-Report.pdf
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Figure 1: Mentimeter word cloud 

For each issue, groups were tasked with:  

 Characterising the exact issue 

 Proposing the definitive action(s) to address the issue, and  

 Assigning responsibility for the proposed action(s). 

Groups were also asked to repeat these steps with one further issue of their choice, which they felt 

deserved discussion, but which had not been collectively prioritised by the entire group.  

The written feedback from these discussions was collected by Teaching Council Associates and 

following the event, analysed using thematic analysis3. The themes and subthemes are explained in 

full below. 

Theme 1: Accessibility, Mobility and Flexibility 
 
A lack of qualified substitute teachers was central here, with groups identifying the need for a 

functional supply panel, which could facilitate the deployment of substitutes countrywide. Groups 

also called for a rethink around the cap on teachers on career break and retired teachers i.e. the 

number of days they are permitted to teach, both in the context of substitution and subject shortages. 

                                                           
3 Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2013) Teaching thematic analysis: Overcoming challenges and developing strategies 
for effective learning. The Psychologist, 26 (2), 120-123. 



4 
 

The employment of retired teachers here also required a need to re-examine the impact on pensions. 

The DES was allocated responsibility for all of these actions. Groups also referenced the potential for 

shared permanent employment between schools, and the possible rotation of teachers and 

principals after a period of time. Groups proposed better deployment of ‘out of field’ teachers where 

shortages exist. Responsibility here was allocated to management bodies.   

In light of a marked shortage of teachers in specific subjects and difficulties accessing qualified 

substituted teachers, the need to avoid over-regulation (by the Teaching Council) of registration was 

highlighted. Proposed actions included increased flexibility around qualifications where applicants 

do not meet the current subject criteria or where their qualification was gained some years ago, and 

re-examining the cost and process of qualifications assessment for overseas applicants. Increased 

flexibility (by the Teaching Council and Higher Education Authority) was also sought for those 

registering with qualifications in languages, which are not currently measured using the ’B2’ standard 

on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). However, while calling for 

greater flexibility and mobility, groups also emphasised the importance of maintaining quality within 

the profession. 

The employment of PME students (as substitute teachers) during periods of school placement was 

also discussed, with some groups calling for greater flexibility around same, and others proposing that 

this posed an ethical dilemma for schools and HEIs.  

Theme 2: Initial Teacher Education and Teachers’ Learning 
 
The need to provide realistic information for second-level students considering undertaking ITE 

programmes was highlighted, specifically around the career prospects of teachers in certain subjects 

i.e. where an over-supply in these subjects currently exists. Similarly, groups called for a cap on entry 

to ITE programmes offering these subjects (for all HEIs), as well as incentives for those where there is 

a shortage e.g. in the form of funding additional places (by the DES and HEA). In the context of ITE, 

school placement was specifically referenced, with the proposal that all schools should be required 

to facilitate student teachers on placement, and a call for Gaeilge and SEN to feature as areas for 

focus in ITE (by HEIs), in preparation for greater employability in specific settings. 

‘Top up’ programmes were also referenced, where it was suggested that programmes could now be 

offered (by HEIs) in subjects where shortages exist and that these courses would be financed by the 

DES. Similarly, the Teaching Council’s Framework for Teacher’s Learning (Cosán) featured as a 

possible mechanism to address the need for ‘upskilling’. The quality of teachers’ learning (CPD) was 

also referenced; with particular reference to Gaeilge. An increase in the number of post-primary 
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concurrent ITE programmes was proposed and groups also referenced the possibility of recognising 

related programmes from other sectors e.g. early childhood, for registration with the Teaching 

Council. Diversity amongst the profession also featured, where groups recommended more effective 

facilitation of immigrants in entering the profession, with rapid recognition for refugees who are 

qualified teachers and a reduction in the fees for assessing any overseas qualifications by the Teaching 

Council.  

The cost of initial teacher education was also referenced, particularly for those undertaking 

consecutive programmes, who are not eligible for SUSI assistance. Comparisons were drawn with the 

paid placement for those undertaking programmes in nursing. Echoing previous comments regarding 

diversity, groups expressed a concern that this is being impacted by the high costs of ITE and lack of 

financial support. The DES was allocated responsibility here. 

Theme 3: Incentivisation  
 
Groups highlighted workload and career progression as significant factors. They called on the DES for 

the restoration of posts (including middle management) with a fair workload, and an examination of 

the impact of initiative overload. They also noted the need to increase the attractiveness of the 

profession, through increasing opportunities for career progression, attracting graduates in particular 

subjects (e.g. STEM). Groups allocated responsibility for same to the DES. The proposed introduction 

of chartered/expert teacher status by the Teaching Council also featured here.  

Groups referenced the need to explore feasible contracts for substitute teachers, as well as the 

financial incentives and the duration of periods of substitution. These included calls to minimise 

disincentives for substitutes who may travel long distances for short subbing periods or to cover 

partial timetables (at post-primary level), and the need for paid substitution for EPV days at primary 

level. Pay equality for all teachers also featured, with a call for the DES to accelerate pay restoration 

for new entrants, especially in light of concerns around NQTs considering emigration. Pay also 

featured in discussions around enhancing the attractiveness of the profession. Guaranteed 

employment for NQTs was highlighted as necessary not only for overall retention, but also for the 

successful completion of Droichead. Similarly, groups called on the DES to restore allowances (for 

qualifications, Island Teaching, Teaching through Irish etc.), and to possibly introduce further 

allowances, for example; for those in particular geographical locations. Finally, groups highlighted the 

casual nature of the work, in both sectors, and the potential to impact retention. They therefore 

called for the Teaching Council to complete further research on retention.    
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Theme 4: Data 
 
Several groups identified the need for the ‘Standing Committee on Teacher Supply’ to be established 

immediately, as recommended in the ‘Striking the Balance’ report. It was recommended that accurate 

data needed to inform the work of the standing committee be collected and supplied without delay. 

To inform this process, baseline data is required, and any other gaps in data need to be addressed 

through collaborative means i.e. between the DES, Teaching Council, schools, and management 

bodies. An online database that could inform planning for teacher supply was proposed as a viable 

solution here. 

Proposed Actions 
 
Following the facilitated discussion session during the Forum, attendees were asked to note one action 

they would address prior to the next meeting (spring 2018). They were invited to voluntarily add these 

items to a Mentimeter slide. These actions are grouped thematically below: 

Attractiveness 
 Talk up the attractiveness of the profession. 

 Market and promote teaching as an attractive profession in Ireland while improving overall 

employment and progression conditions. 

Qualifications (including funding) 
 Investigate possibility of undergrad concurrent ITE qualifications in subjects where there are 

shortages. 

 Launch new concurrent B.Ed. Programmes for second level and recruit PME on subject rather 

than general entry. 

 Review potential subject combinations for study at PME level - move away from the traditional 

bands. 

 At HEI level look to structure top-up courses for internationally qualified and out-of-field 

teachers. 

 Continue to develop ITE programmes of quality for primary and SEN. 

 Review potential for top-up qualifications for out-of-field teachers.   

 New concurrent programme development in subject shortage – need financial aid. 

 Consult regarding offering a second ‘in demand’ subject. 

 Explore possibility of public funding for PME students in specified subject areas where 

shortages exist (and they have relevant undergrad). 
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Collaboration  
 Look at meeting relevant stakeholders to address issues. 

 Push for a national conference on education. 

Mobility and flexibility   
 Promote mobility of teachers on an all-island basis. 

 Talk with DES on removing cap on hours of teaching allowed to those on career break. 

 Meet with DES regarding permanent supply panel with all partners. Survey members 

regarding scale of problem. 

 Extend time allowed for second level teachers on career breaks to work as teachers in the 

system. 

 Supply panel. 

Leadership 
 Communicate new alleviation measures quickly to our schools. Support and guide our 

principals and chairpersons in implementation. 

 Speak to line manager about issues raised. 

Recruitment 
 Highlight the job prospects at open days. 

 Focus on recruitment strategies. 

 Collect data from schools - bring to DES for Supply Panel. Contact NI institutions to promote 

vacancies here. 

 Provide data from schools on the recruitment process. Focus on subject shortages and supply 

of substitutes, collate experience of managers. 

 Survey schools to ascertain where the most acute subject shortages have been at the start of 

this academic year. 

 Progress data collection model. 

Pay equality 
 Secure a plan to complete journey to pay equality for new entrants to teaching (NQTs). 

 Demand equal pay scales for all teachers. Teacher Unions working together with parent 

bodies and other stakeholders. 

 Pursue and highlight further the impact of pay inequality on teaching and learning. 
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Next Steps 
 
Having compiled this report and forwarded to all attendees, the Teaching Council is committed to 

exploring the varying themes in greater detail with all stakeholders.  

On 5 October, the Council Director indicated that the next meeting of the Forum would be in April/ 

May 2018. Given the increasing level of concern which is being expressed by a number of 

stakeholders, and mindful of our own interest in the matter, it has been decided to bring the next 

meeting of the Stakeholder Forum on Teacher Supply forward to 7 February 2018.  

It will be important that this meeting progresses from the point where the discussions on 5 October 

concluded. Therefore, it is our intention that the agenda will focus on 4 – 5 key actions which are 

based on the Forum’s discussions to date and the Council’s own reflections on them. The Forum will 

explore how each of these actions could be moved forward, and propose timelines for same.  

In short, whereas the meeting of 5 October was largely exploratory in nature, and facilitated 

stakeholders in working towards a shared understanding of the issues, the meeting of 7 February will 

focus on drafting a clear plan of action which all stakeholders can support in whole or in part.  

 


