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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 July 2018 [1].  

Note that this set of projections has been developed in the shadow of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Given the enormous uncertainty around the impact of the pandemic of 

future migration and fertility patterns this report should be viewed as interim and will 

be updated again in 2021.  

 

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 nineteen 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 2018, 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 

The report contains projected enrolments under a range of scenarios covering 

migration and fertility. In line with previous reports three scenarios for migration and 

two for fertility are used for the primary projections. The high migration scenario 

remains at 1,800 pupils a year while the moderate scenario has been lowered in the 

first two years to 300 and 600 pupils before holding steady at 900 pupils a year. The 

low migration scenario has now been set to zero. This last assumption is presented 

 
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 (42 in 2019) 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.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/projections/projections-of-full-time-enrolment-primary-and-second-level-2018-2036.pdf
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to examine the scenario whereby inward migration comes to a halt as a result of 

COVID-19, both in terms of international restrictions, and changed human behaviour.   

Table 1 Migration assumptions into Primary 

M1     M2    M3     

HIGH MODERATE LOW 

1,800 300 rising to 900 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 average inflow at each 

standard from the previous three years is taken (2017 – 2019) and held steady for 

the lifetime of the model under the M1 migration scenario (see Appendix 1), M2 is set 

at 50 per cent of this rate, while M3 is set at 25 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 

6,752 3,376 1,688 

 

The fertility assumptions reflect those used in the official Population and Labour 

Force Projections published by the CSO in June 2018, whereby F1 assumes fertility 

will remain at 1.8 for the lifetime of the projections, while F2 assumes fertility will fall 

to 1.6 by 2031 and hold steady thereafter. 

Table 3 Fertility assumptions 

F1   F2    

 HIGH LOW 

1.8 1.8 falling to 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/
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Migration in context 

Ireland has experienced positive net inward migration for the past 25 years with the 

exception of the period of the economic downturn 2010-2014. In the year to April 

2020 85,400 persons immigrated into Ireland while 56,500 emigrated, giving a net 

migration figure of 28,900. This continues a recent pattern of strong net inward 

migration with 34,000 persons in 2019 and 34,000 in 2018 [2].  

Projected births are determined not just by fertility rates but also by the number of 

women of child-bearing age, meaning the projected number of females is an 

important input into the projections model. Given the strong inward migration in 

recent years, combined with falling fertility, the projected females used in this report 

are taken from the M1F2 CSO scenario of population projections. M1 indicates net 

inward migration of 30,000 persons per year, while F2 indicates falling fertility (from 

1.8 to 1.6) [3]. This is an important change from the previous report when projected 

females M2F1 (medium migration / high fertility) was used. This change to a higher 

number of females individually having fewer children has resulted in a higher number 

of births, and enrolments, than the 2018 set of projections. Note also that the M1F2 

females as an input to the model is used regardless of the pupil migration scenarios 

described above. 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2020/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-plfp/populationandlabourforceprojections2017-2051/
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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 should migration remain strong, or M2F2 

should migration soften over the coming years. The following tables present results 

for just three of the six scenarios while the full set of tables is presented in Appendix 

2.   

Enrolments in primary schools in Ireland in 2019 stood at 567,716, down slightly on 

2018 (567,772). Enrolments are now projected to fall over the coming years under all 

scenarios, and under the M1F2 scenario will reach a low point of 451,971 by 2034. 

This is 115,745 lower than today’s figure. Enrolments will rise again thereafter and 

are projected to stand at 464,984 by 2038, a rise of some 13,000 over the four years 

2034 to 2038. 

Should migration soften in the immediate future (M2F2) enrolments would be some 

2,500 lower than under M1F2 for the school year 2021 and be 3,700 lower by 2024.  

Should fertility remain at 2019 levels (F1) the low point in enrolments would be 

reached in 2031 and pupil enrolments would begin to climb again from 2032 

onwards. 
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Table 4 Projected enrolments in primary schools (M1F2, M2F2, M1F1), 2020-2038 

 

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 2038. As can be 

seen the sharpest falls will be in the early period and will average 11,000 pupils per 

year between 2022 and 2027.  

Following the low point in 2034 enrolments will rise more slowly in 2035-2036 before 

accelerating in 2038 (+5,302).  

 

Table 5 Absolute annual change in primary enrolments (M1F2, M2F2, M1F1), 2020-2038 
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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 2038 under the M1F2 scenario. Intake into junior infants is projected to fall 

from the 2019 level of 66,110 down to 53,816 by 2031 before starting to rise again. In 2026 it is 

projected there will be some 8,000 fewer children entering junior infants than in September 2020.    

Table 6 Projected enrolments in primary schools (M1F2), by standard, 2020-2038, (Excel file) 

 

Note:             indicates the low point in the series 

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

and also includes extended projections out to 2051.  

These longer-term projections, while somewhat less reliable that those that cover the initial period, 

sharply illustrate how the projected falls in enrolments will be temporary in nature. The graph also 

shows 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/94998/ae652cc5-d2c9-4900-8f66-c14e8ce96945.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 have risen by 27,558 (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 410,415 

pupils, some 39,000 higher than in 2019.  

Under the M2F2 scenario (whereby inflows are set at 50 per cent of the higher rate) enrolments will 

peak with in 2024 with 397,580 pupils, 12,835 fewer 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, M1F1), 2020-2038 

 

 

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 2038.   

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

be 10,035 more pupils in 2020 than in 2019, a further additional 9,894 in 2021 and by the peak year 

of 2024 it is projected there will be 39,000 more pupils in post-primary schools than today.  

The fall in pupil numbers after 2024 will be more gradual with numbers falling by 3,000 in 2026 and 

by 7,500 in 2029.  

Table 8 Absolute annual change in post-primary enrolments (M1F2, M2F2, M1F1), 2020-2038 
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4.2.2. Projections by class 

Table 9 presents projections for each class year. The number of pupils entering first year is 

projected to rise by 3,000 in 2020, by a further 1,500 in 2021 and then to remain fairly steady in 

2022 and 2023. In 2024 numbers entering post-primary school will begin to fall and by the end of 

the projection period there will be 16,000 fewer pupils entering first year than in 2020.  

Looking at LC2, Leaving Certificate, there will be 60,955 pupils enrolled in the 2020/21 academic, 

some 1,350 more than in 2019 while the projected peak year for Leaving Certificate sits is 2026 with 

69,935 pupils.  

Table 9 Projected enrolments in post-primary schools (M1F2), by standard, 2020-2038, (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/94998/ae652cc5-d2c9-4900-8f66-c14e8ce96945.xlsx
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Figure 2 Actual and projected enrolments in post-primary schools, 1989-2051 
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5. Review of 2018 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 2018 iteration.  

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

                                            
|𝑃𝑟𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒−𝐴𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑎𝑙 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒|

𝐴𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑎𝑙 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒
∗ 100 

Table 10 shows the actual enrolment for 2018 and 2019 at primary and second level 

compared to the projected enrolments under the most likely scenario (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.  

Table 10 Comparisons with 2018 projections 

Year Education level 
Most likely 

scenario (M2F2) 
Actual 

enrolment 
Difference 

Percent 
error  

2018 
Primary Level 567,819 567,772 47 0.01% 

Second Level 363,495 362,899 596 0.16% 

2019 
Primary Level 566,220 567,716 -1,496 0.26% 

Second Level 369,673 371,450 -1,777 0.48% 

 

There was very little difference between the projected and the actual figure in 2018, 

i.e., an over-projection of 47 pupils at primary level and of 596 pupils at second level. 

At primary level this difference is due to the combination of two factors: the outward 

migration of 0-4 year olds was slightly lower 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 0.48 in 2017 to 0.46 in 2018) [4]. 

As a result, the actual enrolment figures were lower compared to the projected ones. 

The model has been updated accordingly. 

For 2019 the projection results for both levels under-projected the number of pupils, 

by 1,496 at primary level and by 1,777 at second level. At post-primary level there is 

an increasing number of pupils choosing to do Transition Year; in 2018/19, almost 

69% of Junior Cycle Year 3 pupils went on to do Transition Year, compared to 67% 

and 68% in 2016/17 and 2017/18, respectively. In 2019/20 this figure reached almost 

70%. This higher proportion has been carried through the model, increasing the 

numbers expected to remain in the system over time.  

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2459ee-early-childhood-care-and-education-programme-ecce/
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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 28,900 in the year to April 2020, down from 33,700 in April 2019 [2]. This 

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

of outward migration between 2010 and 2014.  

Looking at pupil enrolments the most recent data available from the POD databases 

show strong net inward migration in recent years, with an average of 1,400 pupils a 

year between 2014 and 2018. When accounting for inward migration an allowance is 

made for 280 migrants aged 0 to 4 to be fed into junior infants (on the assumption 

they are recent immigrants) and the balance of total migration (1,800 less 280) is fed 

into the pupils enrolments evenly across the ages 5 to 11. Note that in the zero 

migration assumption, this cohort of 280 children must still be allowed for. 

Accordingly the migration scenarios used for the model are as follows: 

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

M1 1,800 
Representing strong inward migration for the 

lifetime of the model  

M2 

300 in 2020 

Representing a slow return to moderate inward 
migration following the COVID-19 pandemic 

600 in 2021 

900 from 2022 onwards 

M3 zero 
Representing the scenario of no inward or outward 
migration for the foreseeable future as a result of 

COVID-19 

 

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 M1 the average 

inflow from the previous three years is taken (2017 – 2019) and held steady for the 

lifetime of the model, and fed into each standard as appropriate (See Table A.1.2). 

Under M2 the rate is halved, and under M3 25 per cent of the M1 rate is used. Inward 

 
2 https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/population/populationandmigrationestimates/ 

https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/population/populationandmigrationestimates/
https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/population/populationandmigrationestimates/


 

 

 

Statistics Section, Department of Education                                                          
18 

 

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 standard [5].  

Table A.1.2 Actual and average inflows, by standard, 2017-2019  

Standard 2017 2018 2019 
Avg. inflow 

 
 M1 

Avg. inflow  
 

M2 

Avg. inflow  
 

M3 

JC1 1,099 1,135 1,294 1,176 588 294 

JC2 1,093 1,009 1,067 1,056 528 264 

JC3 640 599 594 611 306 153 

TY 2,003 2,138 2,334 2,158 1,079 540 

LC1 1,587 1,619 1,686 1,631 815 408 

LC2 (including 
repeats) 

121 115 124 120 60 30 

Total  6,543 6,615 7,099 6,752 3,376 1,688 

 

Fertility 

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

of 2.09 to 1.8 in 2017. Estimated TPFR for 2019 sits at just below 1.8 at 1.77 [6].  

The following fertility scenarios are used: 

F1: TPFR to remain at the 2019 level of 1.77 for the lifetime of the projections.  

F2: TPFR will decline to 1.6 by 2031 in line with CSO projections and remain steady 

thereafter. 

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.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/retention/retention-rates-of-pupils-in-second-level-schools-2012-entry-cohort.pdf
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-vsys/vitalstatisticsyearlysummary2019/
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Table A.1.3 shows the projected births under each fertility assumption for the period 

2020 to 2038 where the lowest values per each assumption are outlined accordingly. 

 

Table A.1.3 Projected births under each fertility assumption, 2020-2038 

 

Note:            indicates the low point in the series  

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.  

https://www.cso.ie/en/databases/


 

 

 

Statistics Section, Department of Education                                                          
20 

 

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 previous 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, 

the percentage of special pupils is slowly increased from the current rate of 2.67% in 

2019 to 3.00% in 2024 and then held steady for the remainder of the model. 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, 2015-2019 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Special classes & schools 12,425 12,950 13,780 14,453 15,173 

Ordinary classes 540,955 545,364 549,679 553,319 552,543 

Total  553,380 558,314 563,459 567,772 567,716 

Special Education as % of 
total enrolment 

2.25% 2.32% 2.45% 2.55% 2.67% 

 

Table A.1.5 Projected enrolments in Special Education, 2020-2028 

 

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, 2020-2038, (Excel file) 

 

Note:            indicates the low point in the series  

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/94998/ae652cc5-d2c9-4900-8f66-c14e8ce96945.xlsx
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Table A.2.2 Absolute annual change in primary enrolments, 2020-2038 
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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, 2020-2038, (Excel file) 

 

Note:            indicates the high point in the series  

 

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/94998/ae652cc5-d2c9-4900-8f66-c14e8ce96945.xlsx
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Table A.2.4 Absolute annual change in post-primary enrolments, 2020-2038 
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