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1. Introduction  
 

"Summer time should be a time spent on the children but instead it is spent worrying 
about having enough for September…education leaves us with nothing left, and 

struggling" (Primary School Parent). 
 
A child’s right to primary education is enshrined in the Irish constitution yet, the substantial 

financial cost of sending a child to primary school means access to education is not free and 

anything but equal1. Since 2005, Barnardos has been highlighting the costs incurred by 

parents in preparing their children to return to school in September. Each year, parents 

describe the substantial costs imposed on them and the impact that this financial burden has 

on them and on their household budget. In doing so, they clearly demonstrate that the 

mantra of free education rings hollow. 

 

“...education in this country is meant to be free but instead it is extremely costly to put a child 
through school. Particularly from secondary school onwards. Other European countries are 
able to offer much cheaper options so that every child has equal opportunity and that is how 
it should be. The way the school system in this country is, creates class division from early 

age” (Secondary School Parent). 
 

In reality Ireland’s education system is heavily subsidised by families. Parents believe that 

the Government’s promise to provide free education for their children is an empty one and 

they want to see change.  

 

“Tackling education costs should be a key part of Budget 2020 and next Programme for 
Government. It's cheap to remedy and benefits will be significant to both the pupil and 

exchequer in the long run” (Secondary School Parent). 
 

Some parents described paying a once off fee at the start of the year for all their school 

costs. But these were isolated comments illustrating the inequity of the current system where 

some parents have one manageable fixed cost while others pay variable amounts for 

different items. 

 

"Our school costs are €180 per year. This covers the book rental scheme, stationery, art, 
swimming, tours etc. It's great because the school never ask for any other money during the 

year" (Primary School Parent). 
 
 

“I can’t fill out the survey accurately because our school contribution, book rental scheme, IT 
subs, violin in schools, etc. are all wrapped up into one fixed cost of €150. We buy our own 

stationery separately (but not copies, etc.). It hasn’t gone up in many years, and we have no 
uniform costs” (Primary School Parent). 

                                                           
1 Bunreacht na hEireann, Article 42.4° 
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Inevitably it is families with the lowest incomes who are disproportionately affected by school 

costs putting children who are already disadvantaged at even greater risk of failing to fulfil 

their potential. For families on low incomes paying for their child’s education often results in 

cutting back on essentials like food or heat.  Many parents are forced into debt in order to 

give their child equal access to what should be a freely available human right and is 

enshrined not only in our own constitution but also in the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child2. 

 

“My son is due to start Secondary School in August…I have to go short in other areas like 
food etc to pay for everything. I usually shop in the reduced section in supermarkets this (is) 

an added stress as I have to be careful that I use the reduced meat etc. quick enough..... 
I am very grateful to receive the Back to School Allowance which I should receive today. 

This money will pay off some of the loans I had to take out in May to buy an iPad, insurance 
etc.” (Secondary School Parent). 

 

2. Methodology / survey design 
Each year Barnardos undertakes an online survey of parents to find out the costs they will 

incur for their child returning to education in September. A link to the survey is shared 

through various social media channels, in the media and amongst our supporters. This year 

the survey was live from the 1st July to 15th July 2019 inclusive. A total of 1,402 responses 

were received. These responses represented the costs associated with 885 primary school 

pupils and 517 secondary school students.  

 

The sample is not intended to be representative of the entire population, however, it provides 

a clear picture of the burden of school costs on some families. The costs examined in the 

survey comprise the basics required such as school books, school uniforms and footwear, 

digital technology and all fees paid to the school including voluntary contributions, classroom 

resources and registration fees.  

3. Profile of respondents 
There were survey respondents from every county in Ireland and ranged from parents with 

children in Junior Infants in primary school to Sixth Year in secondary school.  

• There was a broad geographic spread – 65 % of respondents are from Leinster, 21 

% from Munster, 10 % from Connaught and 4 % from Ulster – which was broadly in 

line with the national population proportions. 

                                                           
2 United Nations, (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child. Geneva: United Nations. 
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• 39% of parents are employed or self-employed full time, 27% are employed or self-

employed part time, 15% are engaged in home duties, 9% are unemployed, 6% are 

either full or part time carers and 2% are full time students. 

• Overall 14% of parents reported their child went to a DEIS school with 86% saying 

their child did not attend a DEIS school.  

• One-fifth (20%) of respondents said their child went to a fee paying school. The 

proportion of secondary school students attending a fee paying school was higher at 

27% versus just 16% of the primary school pupils. 

4. Paying for School Costs 
4.1 Impact of costs on household budget 

Each year, parents tell Barnardos about the tangible impact that the costs of getting their 

child ready to return to school has on their household budget. This causes stress and worry 

for many parents in the run up to September.  
 

In truth, it is not just back to school time that puts pressure on parents. Throughout the 

school year parents are asked to fundraise and contribute to rising costs. Some parents can 

manage this, as many activities are spread out throughout the year, but they are conscious 

that other families may not have the resources to respond. 

 

"The amount of fundraising has increased so much in the past 2 years and the school is 
putting pressure on children to sell tickets and support events.  My kids are ok as I can afford 

to support but there are others who cannot.  It is not right that schools have to source so 
much funds themselves" (Primary School Parent). 

 

Parents also describe a variety of budgeting techniques for managing school costs. 

 

"I have been buying school supplies and uniform pieces since March to ensure I have 
everything for September. The uniform allowance is saved to pay for her schoolbooks in 

September, as the school gets the workbooks and books and then we pay them" (Primary 
School Parent). 

 

For many, however, the costs they must incur means cutting back on household expenses, 

not paying bills on time, taking money out of their savings or borrowing from family or 

friends, a financial institution, credit cards or in some cases a money lender.  

 

“I am not able to budget out of our regular household income to pay for my child going to 
school and will need to borrow money from [named money lending company] and from the 

credit union to help me prepare her for secondary school” (Secondary School Parent). 
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While many parents can manage school costs out of their regular household budget – (41% 

of primary school respondents; 25% of secondary school respondents) – many families must 

forgo paying bills and cut back on other costs (Figure 1). A small proportion of respondents 

took money out of their savings, while more worryingly 8% of primary school parents and 

14% of secondary school parents stated that they borrowed money (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1 – How parents pay for school costs 

  

 

While parents feel pressured by costs imposed by their child’s school, they are nonetheless 

acutely aware that the real issue relates to the fact that the capitation fee provided by the 

department to schools is insufficient, as this primary school parent commented: 

 

"I’ve filled this survey in every year and the only change I’ve seen is an increase in costs. 
DES need to increase the capitation grant as a priority. This year our school has requested 

€980 by 31 August for our two children". 
 
In Budget 2019 capitation rates were increased by 5%, however, in order for the rates to be 

returned to their 2010 level this would have needed to have been tripled. Sustained 

increases in the capitation rates are needed if parents are to truly feel the effects of a better 

resourced education system. 
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4.2 Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance 
The Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection provides support to help with 

the cost of sending children to school through the Back to School Clothing and Footwear 

Allowance (BSCFA). This allowance is available to families on a low income such as those in 

receipt of a social welfare payment (including Working Family Payment) or taking part in 

approved employment schemes and recognised education and training courses. Families on 

a low income and who satisfy a means test are also eligible. The thresholds for the BSCFA 

are outlined in Table 1 below. As can be seen, different income thresholds apply for one and 

two parent families. This means it is more difficult for a one parent family to qualify for the 

allowance.  

 

Table 1 - Income thresholds for the BSCFA 2019 
Family Type 1 child 2 children 3 children 4 children  
Couple  €600.70 €637.70 €674.70 €711.70* 
Lone parent  €435.30 €472.30 €509.30 €546.30* 

* €37 for each extra child 

 

The payment is made automatically to many families in July and general applications are 

open from June until the end of September. The current rate of payment is €150 for primary 

school pupils and €275 for secondary school students - following a €25 increase to both 

payments introduced in Budget 2019. In 2018, the payment was made in respect of 266,000 

children at a cost of €47.3m.   

 

For many parents the BSCFA is a vital support, particularly for those who are on a low 

income and who may need to get a loan to cover school costs.  

 

“Having to buy crested uniform & crested tracksuit is too much. Back to school allowance 
doesn't even cover full cost of books never mind a uniform. Borrowing from a moneylender 
and having to pay for it for 6 months is crazy. I am single parent who earns less than 26k a 

year working full time and driving an hour to work. I am drowning in expenses” (Primary 
School Parent). 

 
In the Barnardos School Costs survey, 45% of respondents applied for the BSCFA (41% of 

respondents to the primary school survey and 53% of respondents to the secondary school 

survey). Of those who applied 76% were successful (similar proportions from each survey).  

 
Many respondents felt that the threshold for qualifying for the allowance should be increased 

while others noted that the amount awarded does not sufficiently meet the costs of returning 

to school. 
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"I have three children under 9. Total cost for sending them to school is nearing €900... I 
receive €450 back to school allowance and I need to make up the difference. Stressed 

already and they're only out of school" (Primary School Parent). 
 

“School costs are extremely high and very difficult for families to pay, even with back to 
school allowance as it’s only a small part towards it. Costs put families under extreme 

pressure as going to school is a necessity and basic right children should be entitled to” 
(Secondary School Parent). 

 
Others commented that a universal payment should be made to all parents to help with 

school costs.  

"The criteria for applying for the back to school allowance needs to be changed.  An extra 
increase in the children's allowance around this time of the year would be nice to allow for 

purchase of school uniform and books.  I don't qualify for the back to school allowance 
scheme but I work part time I have reduced income and I need that extra money to pay for 

all the costs associated with putting two kids into school" (Primary School Parent). 
 

5. School Costs 
The results of this year’s survey indicate that school costs remain substantial across the 

school life cycle. As will be seen in this section, responses to date from the government 

remain insufficient and a stronger commitment is needed to have the required impact.   

 

5.1 Summary and Snapshot 
Figure 2 provides a snapshot of costs for three different classes. As children go through the 

school system costs increase. For a pupil in Senior Infants the cost is €340 and this rises to 

€380 in fourth class. Secondary school, especially when students are starting off in first year, 

is particularly costly at €735.  

 

The Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance just about covers the cost of clothing 

and shoes but children need far more than just these two items.  

 

Costs not included in our survey include transport, school bags and lunch boxes, trainers 

and extra-curricular activities outside of school time.  
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Figure 2 – Snapshot of basic school cost for 2019 

Average Costs  Senior 
Infants 

Pupil (n=93) 

4th Class 
Pupil 

(n=128) 

1st Year 
Pupil 

(n=137) 
Clothing  €100 €105 €200 

Footwear €45 €50 €70 

School Books €75 €90 €215 

Stationery €20 €30 €60 

Classroom resources €40 €35 €75 

Voluntary contribution  €60 €70 €115 

Total  €340 €380 €735 
 

Total in 2018* €360 €380 €745 

Back to School Clothing 
and Footwear Allowance 

€150 €150 €275 

*Stationery was not included in the total for 2018. 

 
5.2 Clothing and Footwear   

In 2017, the Department of Education3 issued a circular specifically addressing uniform and 

other school costs. The circular recommends that schools should reduce the costs 

associated with uniforms by: 

• Opting for “iron on” or “sew on” crests on school uniforms; 

• Wherever possible, choosing generic rather than branded items, including uniforms. 

 

School uniform policy is set by the school Board of Management so it is up to the Board to 

implement the provisions regarding uniform costs contained in the Department’s circular. Yet 

two years after the circular’s publication the issue of uniform costs continues to be 

controversial and when respondents were asked if they had any additional comments to 

make, many expressed their frustration regarding the cost of crested uniforms.  

 

"The school uniform costs are the largest part of my back to school budget. I would like to 
see a generic uniform being introduced so that these costs can be reduced as, in my 

opinion, the hundreds of euro spent on crested and school specific uniforms does nothing to 
improve my child’s education. I would rather spend that money on something that will benefit 

my child" (Primary School Parent). 
                                                           
3 Department of Education and Skills (2017) Circular 0032/2017. Available: https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-
and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0032_2017.pdf  

https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0032_2017.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0032_2017.pdf
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"I feel there needs to be more standardisation of schooling and the pricing for uniforms. 
Some schools vary between €20 & €150 in the same local area where I am in … just for a 

uniform, there needs to be limits in place to help struggling families. €150 does not cut it in a 
lot of circumstances" (Primary School Parent). 

 
"Generic uniforms with iron on crests if wanted by the school should be enforced. This year 

my daughter's school uniform colour is not available on the high street retailers which means 
I need to buy them from the official uniform retailer - €25 per pinafore is madness plus a 

crested tracksuit, is a whooping €50. Some back to school payment should be available to 
all parents. Pro-rata it by means test if necessary but even €50 extra would help" (Primary 

School Parent). 
 

The majority of respondents stated that their children had a school crested uniform or 

tracksuit – 75% of primary and 95% of secondary. Therefore primary school pupils were 

more likely to have either no uniform (12%) or a plain uniform or tracksuit (12% also).    

 

The average uniform costs for primary school children was the same as last year at €110, 

with footwear costing €50 (up from €45 in 2018). One third of those responding to the 

primary school survey said that uniform costs had increased this year, with 30% stating that 

costs had risen by between €26 and €50. 

 

The average cost of secondary school uniform had fallen to €170 this year (€200 in 2018), 

but 43% of respondents reported that uniform costs had increased for them. Footwear for 

secondary school pupils was an average of €80 (an increase of €5 on last year).  

 

5.3 School Books and Stationery 
The average cost of school books in 2019 for primary school children is €85 and for 

secondary school is €190; however there is huge variation in the price parents pay across all 

age groups. A large proportion of parents, responding to the primary and secondary school 

surveys, perceived that their children’s book costs had gone up – 51% and 46% 

respectively. Perhaps indicating that parents feel so overburdened with school costs that 

they perceive them as increasing all of the time.  
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Figure 3 – Change in Book Costs this Year 

  
 

The use of workbooks, once more, has caused frustration amongst parents.  

"I feel that using workbooks that cannot be reused is an extremely expensive method rather 
than a copy book to complete questions from a textbook that could be reused by another 

pupil the following year" (Primary School Parent). 
 

Making books free for all pupils is seen as a sensible approach to ensuring education has a 

transformative impact on all children.   

"Textbooks & workbooks should be provided free to all pupils.  This is not a high cost to 
government overall & would have high buying power buying in bulk.  Free text books would 

ensure all children are treated equally reducing the burden on the lowest incomes, education 
is the path out for advancement" (Primary School Parent). 

 
Book Rental Schemes 

“The introduction of the book rental scheme for first year ever (last year) was a significant 
financial support towards the total costs associated with a child starting secondary school, as 

it was a savings of €350 from our initial expected budget” (Secondary School Parent). 
 
Some schools provide book rental schemes for their pupils and students. In 2013, the 

Department for Education published Guidelines for Developing Textbook Rental Schemes in 

Schools4. Funding provided under the School Book Grant Scheme enables schools to run 

such rental schemes or else distribute funding, at their discretion, to those they feel are most 

in need through the provision of book vouchers or cash. In 20175, this amounted to €16.6m 

in funding. However, while this is a welcome support, not all schools run book rental 

                                                           
4 Department of Education and Skills (2012) Guidelines for Developing Textbook Rental Schemes in 
Schools. Available: https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Textbook-Rental-
Schemes-in-Schools/Guidelines-for-Developing-Textbook-Rental-Schemes-in-Schools.pdf  
5 Response to PQs 35620/18; 36000/18; 36007/18; 36008/18 on School Textbooks Rental Scheme. See 
https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2018-09-07a.695&s=%22School+Book+Grant+Scheme%22#g700.r  

46%

51%

3%

Primary School

No change Increased Decreased

46%

46%

8%

Secondary School

No change Increased Decreased

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Textbook-Rental-Schemes-in-Schools/Guidelines-for-Developing-Textbook-Rental-Schemes-in-Schools.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Textbook-Rental-Schemes-in-Schools/Guidelines-for-Developing-Textbook-Rental-Schemes-in-Schools.pdf
https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2018-09-07a.695&s=%22School+Book+Grant+Scheme%22#g700.r
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schemes and for those that do, different items are included (e.g. some include stationery) 

and parents are charged different amounts.  

 

In 2019, 74% of parents of primary school pupils (74% in 2018) and 44% of secondary 

school students had such a scheme in their school (40% in 2018). An analysis of trend data 

from Barnardos annual school costs survey since 2012 indicates that access to book rental 

schemes for primary school has grown (from 50% in 2012) but remained fairly stagnant in 

secondary schools (40% in 2012).  

 

In primary school, 49% of respondents indicate that their contribution for the book rental 

scheme is less than €50 while a further 39% pay between €51 and €100. Just 10% pay more 

than €100. On average parents of primary school pupils were paying roughly €55. 

 

In secondary school the contribution is higher, as expected, given the higher costs of 

secondary school books. Only 6% of respondents pay under €50 with a further 34% paying 

between €51 and €100. Just over a third, 34%, of respondents to the secondary school 

survey said that they paid between €101 and €150 to their School Book Rental Scheme. The 

remaining 22% contribute more than €150. On average parents of secondary school 

students were paying roughly €100. 

 

The majority of the respondents to both surveys have stated that their contribution to the 

book rental scheme has remained the same - 62% primary and 71% secondary.  

 

Respondents reported a variety of items included in the book rental scheme with the majority 

of respondents saying that they get textbooks only – 54% primary school and 67% 

secondary school (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 4 – Items included in Book Rental Schemes   

  
 

In primary schools, 48% of parents indicated that the teachers run the scheme, 28% state 

the board of management run the scheme while a further 20% are run by the parents 

association. In secondary schools 41% of schemes are run by teachers with 36% run by 

boards of management and 14% by parent associations.  The vast majority of those in both 

surveys who clicked ‘other’ (4% primary school and 9% secondary school) in response to 

this question indicated that they didn’t know who ran their school book rental scheme. 

 

Stationery Costs 
Parents of secondary school students tended to spend more on stationery than those with 

children in primary school. While 85% of parents of primary school pupils spent €50 or less 

on stationery, just 38% of parents of secondary school students were in this cost bracket. 

Just over one-third of parents (34%) of secondary school students spent between €51 and 

€75 on stationery and a further 26% spent between €76 and €100 - the figures for primary 

school parents were 10% and 3% respectively. Some of those who ticked ‘other’ (2% of both 

primary and secondary school respondents) stated that the costs of stationery were included 

in the book rental scheme while a number of respondents in the secondary school survey 

stated that they spent up to €200 on stationery. 

 

 

 

 

54%
23%

11%

11%

Primary School

Textbooks only

Textbooks and workbooks
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Everything - all textbooks, workbooks and
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Figure 5 Stationery Costs 

  
 

 

5.4 Voluntary Contribution  
Voluntary contributions are always a contentious issue with parents. As evident in our survey 

results each year there is no consistent approach in how parents are asked for this 

contribution or guidelines regarding what this contribution is spent on or how much it should 

be. A potential solution to the uncertainty around voluntary contributions is the forthcoming 

requirement of schools to develop a Parent and Student Charter under the Education 

(Parent and Student Charter) Bill 2016. The charters are seen as a way for schools to 

engage more closely with parents and pupils in a more meaningful and transparent way. As 

part of their wide remit, it is proposed that schools will be required to set out a financial 

statement detailing how any voluntary monies contributed are spent. The Bill will also give 

the Minister power to direct to comply with published guidelines governing charters. 

 

Over two thirds of parents are asked for a voluntary contribution from their child’s school – 

67% responding to the primary school survey and 69% to the secondary school survey.   

 

"Voluntary contributions are not in any way voluntary. If not paid your child’s place is not 
secure. This payment needs to be abolished or at the very least renamed as it is not 

voluntary!" (Primary School Parent). 
 

Most schools specify the amount of contribution required (90% primary; 95% secondary). In 

general, schools request an annual payment; however, a small proportion ask for amounts 

each term (6% overall) or paid twice a year (4% overall).  

40%
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In primary school the vast majority of parents are asked for contributions of less than €100 

(79%). However, almost one-fifth (19%) are asked for between €101 and €200 and 2% are 

asked for over €200.  

 

Just under half of respondents (49%) to the secondary school survey said they are asked for 

less than €100. One third, (32%) are asked for between €101 and €200, with 12% asked for 

between €201 and €300 and the final 6% are asked for over €300.  

 

Figure 6 Voluntary Contributions 

  
 

The increase in the capitation fee in Budget 2019 has not had the intended knock on effect 

for parents. Just 2% of respondents to the primary school survey and 1% responding to the 

secondary school survey said that the voluntary contribution has decreased. While the vast 

majority had indicated that the amount requested hasn’t changed, (84% and 87% 

respectively), a number of parents in both surveys said the voluntary contribution had 

increased – 15% and 12% respectively. For those parents indicating the amount had 

increased, 12% of respondents to the primary school survey and 26% responding to the 

secondary school survey said it increased by more than €50. 

 

Just 22% of parents said that schools do not pursue voluntary contributions that went 

unpaid, indicating that in nearly 80% of cases schools pursue parents for this payment. A 

number of different methods are used to pressure parents into paying: 

• Sending general reminder letters, emails and texts to parents (40%). 

• Sending general reminders home with children (12%). 

• Contacting parents directly by letter/email/text or phone if they haven’t paid (10%). 

• Sending specific reminders home with children of parents who haven’t paid (5%). 

38%

41%

19%

2%

Primary School 

<€50 €50-€100 €101-€200 >€200

15%

34%32%

12% 6%

Secondary School 
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The lack of standardised practice is once more evident in how parents are pursued in 

relation to voluntary contributions and indicates how they are not in fact voluntary. 

Furthermore, some parents responded and highlighted the following practices: 

 

“… the kids whose parents do not pay cannot go into school camps and extra classes” 
(Primary School Parent).  

 
“There is a ‘red letter day’ where all children can hand in a red envelope. No reminders after 

‘red letter day’. Parents are told children can give empty envelope, so classmates aren’t 
aware whether there is any parental contribution” (Primary School Parent). 

 
“They withhold lockers and have gotten away with this for years…” (Secondary School 

Parent). 
 

“Our school denies children their school journal unless voluntary contribution is paid and 
makes a show of sending the child to the office to explain why it hasn't been paid yet others 
are let away with never paying it. (I forgot it the first three days)” (Primary School Parent). 

 

 

5.5 Additional Costs  
"I would also like the government to look at the costs the schools have associated with 

extra-curricular activities that are compulsory. The additional costs can cost over 
100euro which means that other household expenses must go the way side.  

 
I believe that any activities that are compulsory should be funded as otherwise it is an 

added cost for families that are already struggling and the last thing we want as parents 
is for our children to be aware of this, along with their classmates.  

 
This can lead to bullying in classrooms which is not what our children's educational 

experience should be about" (Primary School Parent). 
 

Many schools offer a range of extra-curricular activities such as swimming lessons, music 

lessons, drama classes etc. In primary school, the vast majority of respondents, 71%, pay 

€100 or less for these activities. However, 25% pay over €100 and one parent noted they 

paid €280. In secondary school, 85% of parents stated that extra-curricular activities cost 

€100 or less. However, for those who ticked the other category, it was clear that there are 

huge variances across the country with many parents stating they paid €500 and others 

unsure of what the cost of extra-curricular activities would be. 

 

The proportion of parents being asked to fund resources for the classroom such as 

photocopying, art supplies and stationery remains high although it continues to fall for the 

past two years. 
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• 65% of primary school parents indicated that they pay classroom resources fees 

(down from 76% in 2018). The average amount sought is €35. 

• 78% of secondary school parents pay classroom resources fees (down from 84%). 

The average amount sought is €80.  

 

Parents were also asked if they had to pay a registration fee. The Education (Admission to 

School) Act 2018 prohibits charging such a fee. In particular the Minister for Education’s 

Press Release on the Commencement Order for the Act states – “(f)inancial contributions 

may be sought from parents only on the basis that a child’s place in a school is not 

dependent on making a contribution”6.  Despite this, respondents to both surveys indicated 

that they were required to pay a registration fee – this included pupils and students attending 

non-fee paying as well as fee-paying schools. Secondary schools were more likely to ask for 

such fees (44%) versus primary schools (14%). In primary school the average registration 

fee is €70 and it rises to €120 for secondary school. Over half (53%) of those responding to 

the primary school survey said this registration fee was not refunded while a further 32% 

stated that it was put towards the voluntary contribution. The figures for those responding to 

the secondary school survey were 72% and 22% respectively. 

 
5.6 Digital Devices 

Similar to previous years, the use of digital devices is more prevalent in secondary schools 

compared to primary. The proportion of primary school parents reporting their child used a 

tablet remained similar to previous years at 14% (15% in 2018; 14% in 2017). However, 

there was a jump in the proportion of secondary school students using digital devices at 32% 

compared to 25% in 2018 and 23% in the previous two years.  

 

In primary school, 93% of respondents said the device is provided by the school compared 

to just 23% in secondary school. Half of parents (50%) responding to the secondary school 

survey said that while the school organises the device parents pay (this occurred for just 5% 

of primary school parents).  Just over a quarter (27%) of parents in secondary school said 

that they provide the digital device (2% of primary school).  

 

Another cost associated with digital devices is software. The vast majority of parents in 

primary school, 89% stated the school provides the software with the remaining 11% saying 

the school instructs what is needed but parents pay. In the secondary school survey 51% of 

                                                           
6 Department of Education (2018) Minister Bruton commences key provisions in Education (Admission to 
Schools) Act, 2018. Available:  
 https://www.education.ie/en/Press-Events/Press-Releases/2018-press-releases/PR18-10-03.html  

https://www.education.ie/en/Press-Events/Press-Releases/2018-press-releases/PR18-10-03.html
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parents said the school provides this and 49% said parents pay for this based on the 

school’s instruction.  

 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 
It is not just parents that are outraged by the ‘phenomenon of ever increasing school costs’, 

the Joint Committee on Education and Skills recently examined the issue of school costs 

and published a report on this and other related educational matters7. In particular the report 

makes a number of recommendations to the Minister for Education and Skills which would 

‘ease this burden’8 on parents. These reflect many of the recommendations Barnardos have 

been calling on the government to implement over the past fourteen years.  

 

By investing in our education system and tackling school costs we can ensure that all 

children start off with the same resources, which will increase their ability to reach their full 

potential.  

 

Investing in education, especially at pre-primary and primary levels, unlocks a child’s 

potential, offsets the impact of poverty and creates a level playing field. Every child should 

be supported to realise their right to education, enabling them to reach their full potential. 

 

Barnardos’ vision is a genuinely free school system for all children. We have calculated the 

cost of funding those items essential for sending a child to school in Ireland today (school 

books, classroom resources, voluntary contribution, the School Transport Scheme fee and 

increasing capitation rates to schools).  

 

Our analysis, first published in 2015 and updated at the end of 2017, used data from 

Department of Education, findings from our School Costs Survey and estimated population 

projection9. We calculate it would cost just an extra €103 million annually to deliver free 

primary education and an extra €127 million in secondary education. An additional €103 

million in primary education equates to around €185 per pupil per year. To put this into 

context, the Department of Education’s overall budget exceeds €10bn annually.   

 

                                                           
7 Joint Committee on Education and Skills (2019) Report on Committee’s Examination of School Costs, School 
Facilities and Teaching Principals – p. 6. Available: 
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/report
s/2019/2019-07-04_report-on-committee-s-examination-of-school-costs-school-facilities-and-teaching-
principals_en.pdf  
8 Ibid. 
9 Barnardos (2015) Free Education for All School Children. Dublin: Barnardos 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2019/2019-07-04_report-on-committee-s-examination-of-school-costs-school-facilities-and-teaching-principals_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2019/2019-07-04_report-on-committee-s-examination-of-school-costs-school-facilities-and-teaching-principals_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2019/2019-07-04_report-on-committee-s-examination-of-school-costs-school-facilities-and-teaching-principals_en.pdf
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Figure 7 Cost of Free Education  

 Free 
School 
Books 

Removing 
Voluntary 

Contribution 

Free 
Classroom 
Resources 

Free 
School 

Transport 

Restoring 
Capitation 

Grant 
Level 

Total 

Current 
Exchequer 

Funding 
 

 
€20m 

 
€0 

 
€0 

 
€163.5m 

 
€287m 

 
€470.5m 

Additional cost to 
make Primary 
Education free 

 
€20m 

 
€42m 

 
€19.5m 

 
€5m 

 
€16.7m 

 
€103.2m 

Additional cost to 
make Secondary 

Education 
free 

 
€20m 

 
€47m 

 
€19m 

 
€22.4m 

 
€18.5 

 
€126.9m 

Additional cost to 
make education 

free for all 
children 

 
€40m 

 
€89m 

 
€38.5m 

 
 €27.4m 

 
€35.2m 

 
€230.1m 

 
Barnardos recommendations 

• Uphold a child’s constitutional right to free primary education by committing to invest 

an extra €103.2 million annually to make it a reality for all children. This can be 

phased in over a three year period beginning with investing the €20 million to provide 

free school books for all in Budget 2020.  

• Commit to investing €126.9 million annually to make secondary education free for all 

children once free primary education has been achieved.  

• Ensure school’s Board of Managements adherence to the Department of Education 

circular regarding school uniform policy to take tangible measures to reduce the 

costs on parents.  

• Restore the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance back to the 2010 level 

by increasing the primary and secondary school rates by €25 per child in Budget 

2020 to €175 and €300 respectively.  

• Equalise the income thresholds for the Back to School Clothing and Footwear 

Allowance for one and two parent families.   

• Increase capitation fees by 10% in order to begin to offset the need for voluntary 

contributions and return the rates to 2010 levels.  

• Fully implement the recommendations from the recent report of Joint Committee on 

Education and Skills in relation to school costs. 
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