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1. Introduction 

This report provides the latest set of projections of full-time enrolment in primary and 

post-primary schools aided1 by the Department of Education. This report updates the 

previous set of projections published in November 2020 [1].  

Note that this is the second set of projections to be developed in the shadow of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Given the ongoing uncertainty around the impact of the 

pandemic on future migration and fertility patterns this report should be viewed as 

interim and will be updated again in 2022.  

2. Background 

Projections of pupil enrolments are an important input into the planning of the 

education system in Ireland and provide vital information on the likely evolution of 

school attendance over the coming twenty years.  

This report is one of a series of reports published regularly by the Department 

covering projections of enrolments at primary and post-primary level, projections of 

enrolments at third level, and regional projections of enrolments at primary and post-

primary level.  

This report updates the previous report published in 2020, and the regional 

projections report published in 2019. The results in this report will be used in the 

areas of teacher demand and supply modelling, and forward planning of school 

buildings.  

3. Assumptions 

This report has traditionally presented results under two fertility and three migration 

scenarios, giving six sets of tables. This multiple scenario approach is more suited to 

projections models that are run every five years (so that the user can select the 

scenario that is arising in between reports). While this report presents results for all 6 

scenarios the M3 (zero) migration is presented for illustrative purposes (to show the 

impact of migration) while F1 (rising fertility) is thought to be highly unlikely. 

Accordingly this report focusses on M1F2 and M2F2 only and indicates M1F2 as the 

most likely. These M1F2 results will now be taken on board for the next iteration of 

Teacher Demand report.  

                                                 
1 Aided means state-funded. For the primary sector this includes religious schools, non-denominational 
schools, multi-denominational schools and Gaelscoileanna (Irish-medium schools). A small number of 
private primary schools (38 in 2020) are not state-funded and they are excluded from this analysis. In 
the post-primary sector fee charging schools are included but not private ‘grind’ colleges.   
   
 

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/projections/
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Table 1 Migration assumptions into Primary 

M1     M2    M3     

HIGH MODERATE ZERO 

1,500 700  zero 

For post-primary pupils data on inflows is extracted from the post-primary pupil 

database; these inflows comprise inward migration, movers from Northern Ireland, 

and transfers from home tutored and private schools. The current (2020) inflow at 

each programme is taken and held steady for the lifetime of the model under the M2 

migration scenario (see Appendix 1), M1 is set at (+)50 per cent of this rate, while M3 

is set at (-)50 per cent of this rate. Flows out of the system are estimated based on 

the results of the annual retention report.  

Table 2 Migration and other inflow assumptions into Post-Primary 

M1     M2    M3     

HIGH MODERATE LOW 

6,840 4,560 2,280 

 

The fertility assumptions used in the official Population and Labour Force Projections 

published by the CSO in June 2018 set the high fertility assumption, F1, at  1.8 for 

the lifetime of the projections, and set F2 as fertility falling steadily to 1.6 by 2031 [2]. 

These assumptions are now out of date as fertility is falling faster than projected. 

Births in 2020 fell to 55,959 down from 59,796 in 2019, and the TPFR (total period 

fertility rate) in Ireland for 2020 was 1.6 [3]. As 2020 was a ‘COVID year’ and the 

impact of the pandemic on both short-term and long-term fertility is unknown the 

following assumptions have been used in this report; F1 has been set at the average 

of the past three years giving a rate of 1.7 while F2 has been set at 1.6 and held 

steady for lifetime of the model.   

Table 3 Fertility assumptions 

F1   F2    

 HIGH LOW 

1.7 1.6 

 

Further detail on both migration and fertility assumptions can be found in Appendix 1.  

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-plfp/populationandlabourforceprojections2017-2051/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-plfp/populationandlabourforceprojections2017-2051/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-vsys/vitalstatisticsyearlysummary2020/
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Results 

 

 

4.1. Primary level 

 

While the results are presented for all six scenarios the Department believes that the 

M1F2 scenario is the most likely outcome. This assumes slightly higher than current 

rates of migration, and fertility to remain at 1.6. A return to higher fertility, the F1 

assumption, is now thought to be highly unlikely while the low migration assumption, 

M3 (zero net migration) is presented for completeness only.   

The following tables present results for just these two (M1F2 and M2F2) of the six 

scenarios while the full set of tables is presented in Appendix 2.   

Enrolments in primary schools in Ireland in 2020 stood at 561,411 down by almost 

6,000 on 2019 (567,716). Enrolments are now projected to fall over the coming years 

under all scenarios, and under the M1F2 scenario will reach a low point of 440,551 

by 2033. This is 120,860 lower than today’s figure. Enrolments will rise again 

thereafter and are projected to stand at 474,888 by 2040, a rise of some 34,300 over 

the seven years 2033 to 2040. 
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Table 4 Projected enrolments in primary schools (M1F2, M2F2), 2021-2040 

 

 

Note:            indicates the low point in the series  
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4.1.1. Annual rises and falls  

Table 5 presents projected annual changes in enrolments out to 2040. As can be 

seen the sharpest falls will be in the early period and will average 12,000 pupils per 

year between 2022 and 2028.  

Following the low point in 2033 enrolments will rise more slowly in 2034-2036 before 

accelerating in 2040 (+6,967).  

 

Table 5 Absolute annual change in primary enrolments (M1F2, M2F2), 2021-2040 

 



 

 

Statistics Section, Department of Education                                                          
9 

 

4.1.2. Projections by standard 

Table 6 shows the projected intake into junior infants and their progression through all standards of 

primary school out to 2040 under the M1F2 scenario. Intake into junior infants is projected to fall 

from the 2020 level of 63,427 down to 52,494 by 2029 before starting to rise again. In 2026 it is 

projected there will be some 8,500 fewer children entering junior infants than in September 2021.    

Table 6 Projected enrolments in primary schools (M1F2), by standard, 2021-2040, (Excel file) 

 

Note:             indicates the low point in the series 

Figure 1 presents projected enrolments under the two scenarios outlined on the previous pages, 

and also includes extended projections out to 2051.  

These longer-term projections sharply illustrate how the projected falls in enrolments will be 

temporary in nature. The graph clearly demonstrates the cyclical nature of the rises and falls in 

projected pupil numbers in Ireland for the coming thirty years.  

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/203729/49b9ba2b-316d-47d9-8a61-88ad4b911abc.xlsx
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Figure 1 Actual and projected enrolments in primary schools, 1989-2051 
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4.2. Post-primary level 

Enrolments in post-primary schools have risen by 26,923 (8%) over the past five years and are 

projected to continue rising over the short term. Under M1F2 they are projected to peak in 2024 with 

408,794 pupils, some 29,610 higher than in 2020.  

Under the M2F2 scenario (whereby inflows are set at a current rate) enrolments will peak with in 

2024 with 401,584 pupils, 7,210 less pupils than under the high migration scenario. This difference 

between the high and medium migration scenarios in post-primary illustrates the importance of 

migration in the model.  

Table 7 Projected enrolments in post-primary schools (M1F2, M2F2), 2021-2040 

 

Note:             indicates the high point in the series 
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4.2.1. Annual rises and falls  

Table 8 presents projected annual rises and falls in enrolments out to 2040.   

Enrolments are projected to rise sharply over the coming years as illustrated in the table; there will 

be 11,133 more pupils in 2021 than in 2020, a further additional 7,520 in 2022 and by the peak year 

of 2024 it is projected there will be 29,600 more pupils in post-primary schools than today.  

The fall in pupil numbers after 2024 will be more gradual with numbers falling by 2,900 in 2026 and 

by 7,700 in 2029.  

Table 8 Absolute annual change in post-primary enrolments (M1F2, M2F2), 2021-2040 
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4.2.2. Projections by programme type 

Table 9 presents projections for each year by programme type. The number of pupils entering first 

year is projected to rise by 996 in 2021, and then will begin to fluctuate slightly in 2022 and 2023 

with a greater fall from 2024. By the end of the projection period there will be 17,000 fewer pupils 

entering first year than in 2021. Looking at LC2, Leaving Certificate, there will be 63,401 pupils 

enrolled in the 2021/22 academic, some 3,227 more than in 2020 while the projected peak year for 

Leaving Certificate sits is 2026 with 70,547 pupils.  

Table 9 Projected enrolments in post-primary schools (M1F2), by standard, 2021-2040, (Excel file) 

 

Note: The            indicates the high point in the series 

The extended (2051) projections for high and moderate migration assumptions are shown in Figure 

2. As with the primary long term projections results, the second level enrolment projection results 

also show a likely increase in future enrolments.  

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/203729/49b9ba2b-316d-47d9-8a61-88ad4b911abc.xlsx
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Figure 2 Actual and projected enrolments in post-primary schools, 1989-2051 
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5. Review of 2020 Projections 

This section presents a short review of the last published projections and outlines the 

updates to the projected figures that have been made for the 2020 iteration.  

The percent error of a prediction can be defined as follows: 

                                            
|��������� ������������ �����|

������ �����
∗ 100 

Table 10 shows the actual enrolment for 2020 at primary and second level compared 

to the projected enrolments under both scenarios (M1F2 and M2F2), and gives the 

percentage error for each level. As can be seen, the error is less than 0.5% per year 

for each level by M2F2 scenario. It is less than 0.5% for primary by M1F2 but slightly 

higher for second level by same scenario. Note that previous set of projections also 

had been developed in the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the enormous 

uncertainty around migration during pandemic period results of both scenarios should 

be considered. These errors were mainly due to migration assumptions set-up being 

too low and too high for corresponding scenarios, where the real migration fell 

between both values. In order to incorporate the latest available migration data the 

new model has been updated accordingly.    

Table 10 Comparisons with 2020 projections 

Year 2020 

Education level Primary Level Second Level 

Actual enrolment 561,411 379,184 

Most likely scenario (M1F2) 562,589 381,485 

Difference 1,178 2,301 

Percent error 0.21% 0.61% 

Most likely scenario (M2F2) 561,047 378,109 

Difference -364 -1,075 

Percent error -0.06% -0.28% 

 

There was very little difference between the projected and the actual figure in 2020 

by M2F2, i.e., an under-projection of 364 pupils at primary level and of 1,075 pupils 

at second level. At primary level this difference is mainly due to the combination of 

two factors: the inward migration of 0-4 year olds was higher than projected, while 

the number of children participating in the ECCE scheme increased leading to a fall 

in the enrolment rate of 4 year olds in school (down from 0.46 in 2018 to 0.44 in 

2019) [4]. As a result, the actual enrolment figures were slightly higher compared to 

the projected ones. The model has been updated accordingly. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2459ee-early-childhood-care-and-education-programme-ecce/


 

 

 
Statistics Section, Department of Education                                                          

16 

 

At post-primary level there is an increasing number of pupils choosing to do 

Transition Year; in 2019/20, almost 70% of Junior Cycle Year 3 pupils went on to do 

Transition Year, compared to 68% and 69% in 2017/18 and 2018/19, respectively. In 

2020/21 this figure reached almost 71%. This higher proportion has been carried 

through the model, increasing the numbers expected to remain in the system over 

time.  

However, as shown in Table 10, the migration assumptions by M2F2 scenario under-

projected the enrolments for both levels, where the opposite happened by M1F2 

scenario. As a result, the M1F2 has been lowered from 1,800 to 1,500 and M2F2 has 

been increased from 300 to 700 in the current model.     
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Appendix 1 

Methodology and assumptions 

Migration 

The most recent estimates of migration published by the CSO2 show net inward 

migration of 11,200 in the year to April 2021, down from 28,900 in April 2020 [5]. 

Notwithstanding this recent dip in migration, no doubt arising from the pandemic, this 

is the seventh consecutive year to show strong net inward migration and follows a 

period of outward migration between 2010 and 2014.  

The 2020 report had two migration assumptions, M1 at 1,800 and M2 at 300/600/900. 

The most recent data shows that in the year to the end of June 2021 net migration was 

1,137, in June 2020 it was 1,995 and in June 2019 it was 1,191 (pre-pandemic). For 

the 2021 report the M1 scenario has been set at 1,500 (slightly higher than recent 

levels to allow for some contingency) and M2 at 700. Inward migration is fed into pupil 

enrolments evenly across all standards. 

 

Table A.1.1 Projected net migration at primary level under each migration assumption 

M1 1,500 Representing steady inward migration for the lifetime of the model   

M2 700 
Representing moderate inward migration following the COVID-19 

pandemic 

M3 zero Representing the scenario of no inward or outward migration  

 

At post-primary level, it is difficult to determine the true number of immigrants and 

emigrants from the education system based on the data available, given the higher 

numbers of departures from the second-level system compared to those from first 

level, particularly after the ending of compulsory school age.  

At post-primary level therefore data on inflows is extracted from the post-primary 

pupil database; these inflows comprise inward migration, movers from Northern 

Ireland, and transfers from home tutored and private schools. Under M2 the current 

inflow from the year 2020 (4,560) is taken and held steady for the lifetime of the 

model, and fed into each programme type as appropriate (See Table A.1.2). Under 

M1 the rate is increased by 50 per cent of the M2, where M3 rate is decreased by 50 

                                                 
2 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2021/mainresults/  

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2021/mainresults/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2021/mainresults/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2021/mainresults/
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per cent of the M2 rate. Inward migration is by far the most important component of 

these inflows and the report presents three scenarios for post-primary inflows.  Note 

that this is a change on the previous methodology when the most recent inflows were 

converted to an inflow-rate and this rate was applied into the future under all 

scenarios. (The effect of this was to increase and decrease inflows depending on 

demographics rather than hold it as a fixed amount regardless of rising and falling 

pupils’ numbers).  

For outflows the retention rate, as published by the Department annually, is used; it is 

not possible to separate emigrants out from other leavers and so a single retention 

rate is applied, by programme [6].  

Table A.1.2 Actual 2020 and projected inflows, by programme  

Programme 2020  M1 M2 (as 2020) M3 

JC1 768 1,152 768 384 

JC2 492 738 492 246 

JC3 303 454 303 151 

TY 1,401 2,101 1,401 700 

LC1 1,469 2,204 1,469 735 

LC2 (including 
repeats) 

127 191 127 64 

Total  4,560 6,840 4,560 2,280 

 

Fertility 

The most recent evidence shows the TPFR in Ireland fell sharply from the 2010 level 

of 2.09 to 1.6 in 2020 [3].  

The following fertility scenarios are used: 

F1: TPFR to remain at the average of 2017-2019 level of 1.7 for the lifetime of the 

projections.  

F2: TPFR as 1.6 is used for the lifetime of the projections in line with the latest CSO 

data. 

Note: The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on births is unknown and has not been 

factored into this iteration of the model.  

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/retention/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-vsys/vitalstatisticsyearlysummary2020/
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Table A.1.3 shows the projected births under each fertility assumption for the period 

2021 to 2040 where the lowest values per each assumption are outlined accordingly. 

Table A.1.3 Projected births under each fertility assumption, 2021-2040 

 

Note:            indicates the low point in the series  
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Deaths 

Assumptions on deaths are taken directly from the CSO projections for each single 

year of age [7]. The effect of deaths on the overall projections is negligible given the 

small number of deaths (about 110 every year) involved. 

Primary Level Other Factors 

A number of other factors which have a smaller impact on overall figures at primary 

level are included in the model, including transfers to and from the private sector and 

special education, as well as repeat rates in junior infants and 6th class in primary 

school.  

Special pupils in both mainstream and special schools 

Special pupils, being a sub-set of the total demographics, are estimated as a 

percentage of projected total enrolments. In earlier reports this percentage was held 

steady at the most recent level. In effect, the real percentage of special pupils has 

been steadily increasing in recent years (see Table A.1.4) meaning there has been a 

tendency to under-estimate this cohort in previous reports. To correct for this, and in 

line with the 2020 report, the percentage of special pupils is slowly increased from 

the current rate of 2.84% in 2020 to 3.00% in 2024 and then held steady for the 

remainder of the model. The rising trend in this cohort is being kept under close 

appraisal and will be reviewed again in next year’s report. The impact on numbers of 

special pupils for all scenarios is shown in Table A.1.5.  

Table A.1.4 Enrolments in primary schools and Special Education as % of total, 2016-2020 

Year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Special classes & schools 12,950 13,780 14,453 15,173 15,918 

Ordinary classes 545,364 549,679 553,319 552,543 545,493 

Total  558,314 563,459 567,772 567,716 561,411 

Special Education as % of 
total enrolment 

2.32% 2.45% 2.55% 2.67% 2.84% 

 

 

 

 

https://data.cso.ie/
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Table A.1.5 Projected enrolments in Special Education, 2021-2030 

 

 

PLC 

The projected enrolments refer to the school-based enrolments up to Leaving 

Certificate only and do not include PLC (Post Leaving Certificate) students.  
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Appendix 2 

Detailed results at Primary level 

The projected enrolments for all scenarios are shown in Table A.2.1, where the 

lowest values for each scenario are outlined accordingly. The annual changes for all 

scenarios are shown in Table A.2.2.    

Table A.2.1 Projected enrolments in primary schools, 2021-2040, (Excel file) 

 

Note:            indicates the low point in the series  

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/203729/49b9ba2b-316d-47d9-8a61-88ad4b911abc.xlsx
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Table A.2.2 Absolute annual change in primary enrolments, 2021-2040 
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Detailed results at Post-primary level 

The projected enrolments for all scenarios are shown in Table A.2.3, where the 

highest enrolments are outlined accordingly. The annual changes for all scenarios 

are shown in Table A.2.4.    

   Table A.2.3 Projected enrolments in post-primary schools, 2021-2040, (Excel file) 

 

Note:            indicates the high point in the series  

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/203729/49b9ba2b-316d-47d9-8a61-88ad4b911abc.xlsx
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Table A.2.4 Absolute annual change in post-primary enrolments, 2021-2040 
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