Student Teacher Educational Research e-Journal,
Volume 7, 2026, pp 53-62. ISSN: 2712-0201

STUDENT TEACHER  [www.ster.ie]
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

Student Article

Article 5, Vol 7, 2026

Students' perceptions and knowledge
regarding access to Higher Education in
Ireland and the teaching profession.

Sophie Leach

Professional Masters in education
National University of Ireland, Galway
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ACRONYMS: DEIS - Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools. A scheme whereby schools with high numbers of
students from low socio-economic backgrounds are granted extra resources. OECD - Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development.

INTRODUCTION

This article will introduce my research into how we can address the persistent inequalities in access to higher
education and entry into the teaching profession in Ireland. It investigates post-primary students’ awareness,
perceptions, and understanding of educational pathways, while also identifying key barriers faced in accessing
these opportunities. The research was conducted as part of the broader Access to Post-Primary Teaching
(APT) Project, which is funded under the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH), Strand 1. The
Access to Post-Primary Teaching Project aims to diversify the third level student population and the teaching
workforce by supporting underrepresented groups in both accessing and completing initial teacher education.
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Findings suggest there is a pressing need to improve awareness around funding opportunities, and
alternative entry routes into higher education and teaching as a profession. This study highlights the value of
a diverse teaching workforce in enhancing student outcomes and fostering cultural responsiveness within
Ireland’s increasingly multicultural classrooms. By offering evidence-based insights, this research contributes
to existing literature and provides actionable recommendations for policymakers, educators, and higher
education institutions. It also addresses systemic barriers and promotes inclusivity in an effort to support a
more equitable and representative education system.

Data was gathered from Transition Year students in a non-DEIS, co-educational, multi-denominational
Education and Training Board (ETB) school with over 1000 students. Both qualitative and quantitative data
was collected through anonymised pre- and post-workshop questionnaires to explore the following core
research question and sub-questions:

1. What is the extent of student knowledge and perspectives on access to higher education and the
teaching profession?
a. What do students know about the various routes into higher education?
b. What do students know about the funding options available to them?
c. What are student perceptions on access routes to teaching as a profession?

The rationale for this research is grounded in the well-documented, far-reaching benefits of educational
attainment. For example, graduates experience an increase in income of 72% between the ages of 23 and 31
compared to just 31% among non-graduates (Universities UK, 2024). Higher education is also linked with
better reported health, improved fertility outcomes, and, importantly, a positive intergenerational impact on
educational attainment (Raghupathi and Raghupathi, 2020). In this way, access to education contributes to a
cycle of increasing social and economic well-being.

Despite Ireland’s recognition as the most educated country in the world, with CBRE Ireland (2025) reporting
it having the highest proportion of adults aged 25-64 holding a bachelor's degree or higher, educational
aspirations and outcomes remain disproportionately shaped by social background rather than academic
ability (OECD, 2025). This highlights the urgent need to remove structural barriers and create more equitable
systems of access. Diversifying the teaching profession is therefore a critical step toward promoting social
justice and equity in education while supporting the development of more inclusive learning environments
that serve all students more effectively.

LITERATURE & POLICY CONTEXT

Initial Teacher Education in Ireland

Research has shown that teachers, both nationally and internationally, are predominantly of the majority
ethnic group, and from higher socio-economic backgrounds (Keane, Heinz and Lynch, 2022). While numbers
from the unskilled socio-economic group entering higher education have risen, this group is still
underrepresented in entry to initial teacher training (Keane and Heinz, 2015). Diverse teachers hold higher
expectations of diverse students with regards to behaviour, ability and potential (Villegas and Irvine, 2010),
and can also act as cultural representatives. By intentionally being culturally responsive to all students and
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integrating their own diverse backgrounds, while recognising the diversity within minority groups, teachers
can increase cultural awareness in all of their students (Nevarez, Jouganatos, and Wood, 2019). Teacher
diversity can help to challenge cultural stereotypes as well as expanding student perceptions of potential
future career options, especially for those who rarely see themselves represented in professional roles such as
teaching.

Teachers and student teachers from lower socio-economic backgrounds have reported feeling inferior against
their counterparts and that they did not ‘fit’ in all educational institutions (Keane and Heinz, 2015), potentially
resulting in further standardization of the profession. Diversification of the teaching profession will help to
dilute the negative consequences of sharing minority cultural traditions and social norms, as well as the
‘classed self’ (Keane, 2024) over time, thus benefiting both students and teachers.

Funding and Finances

Despite the introduction of free fees in higher education in Ireland, significant hidden and living costs
continue to deter disadvantaged students from progressing to and succeeding in higher education. While
various funding schemes exist, the limitations of means-tested support reinforce financial inequalities,
particularly for those just above the threshold and for marginalised groups. An Irish Health Report has
revealed that 56% of part-time workers are higher education students (Hope, Dring and Dring, 2005), which
implies that these students are self-reliant on earning money to cover their basic needs. This further highlights
the inequalities faced, as these students could compromise their academic achievements compared to those
who are financially secure.

While there are some financial assistance programmes available in Ireland, such as maintenance grants, the
Back to Education Allowance, scholarships and bursaries, the lack of certainty around eligibility for these until
after a place on a course has been secured can be off putting for many in uncertain financial circumstances.
While efforts have been made to achieve inclusivity within higher education, still more needs to be done to
produce the continuous innovation and commitment to empowering underrepresented groups needed in
order that the system can reflect Ireland’s full diversity.

This study adds to existing research by providing comparative data for the Access to Post-Primary Teaching
Project which primarily focuses on students attending DEIS schools. Adding the responses of non-DEIS
attending students will highlight any disparities between the two school types. As individual research it looks
to discover the knowledge gaps and opinions of these Transition Year students in order to identify and
address barriers preventing current post-primary students from entering higher education and the teaching
profession.

METHODOLOGY

Anonymous questionnaires based on the official Access to Post-Primary Teaching Project templates were used
to gather both qualitative and quantitative data through a one cycle of change action research methodology,
during which the potential outcomes of only one intervention are collected and analysed. Action research is
particularly well suited to practitioner-led studies and to the mix of data types being collected. It has also
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been seen that teachers who participate in action research are more likely to improve the academic outcomes
of their students regardless of their socio-economic background (Henthorn, Lowdon, and McArdle, 2022),
emphasising its suitability for use within this project. Student answers to the pre-intervention questionnaire
were analysed to inform the content of the workshop by highlighting knowledge gaps in areas such as entry
routes into, and financial supports available in higher education and initial teacher education, thereby
enacting a change in student awareness. The research was carried out in the students’ school, using computer
rooms for the completion of questionnaires and a traditional classroom for the workshop intervention to
allow space for movement and group work. There were 15 pre-workshop participants and 12 post-workshop
participants, with the post-intervention questionnaire being completed immediately after the workshop.

The intervention workshop used active methodologies such as debate, discussion and group case studies to
encourage student engagement. Following the workshop, the post-intervention questionnaire assessed the
changes in knowledge and perceptions of the participants. Using comparative analysis with pre-intervention,
the data represents the workshop's impact on the students. Quantitative data from questionnaires was
statistically examined, focusing on changes in awareness levels. Qualitative data from open-ended responses
and teacher reflections underwent thematic coding to capture nuanced shifts in student attitudes.

Ethical approval was sought and granted prior to any contact with school personnel and students. Potential
ethical implications were addressed by ensuring all answers were anonymous, and no personal or identifying
information was collected in order to protect the confidentiality of the participants. School leaders, parents
and students were provided a gatekeeper letter before the research took place containing information about
what the process involved and allowing all stakeholders the chance to opt out via email. Students assented to
participate by filling in the questionnaires, and were informed they could withdraw at any time during the
qguestionnaires and workshop with no negative consequences. Once data was collected however, it would not
be possible to exclude specific participants’ contributions due to the anonymous nature of the questionnaires.

As a practitioner researcher | had to remain aware of my positionality throughout the research process, both
in relation to the student-teacher power dynamic, and in my own responses and biases to the data collected
throughout. One limitation of this study would be to assume that the awareness and understanding of this
small cohort of students reflects those of the wider secondary school student population of Ireland. This is
negated when the data of this individual study is collated with the data of the Access to Post-Primary Teaching
Project. Limitations also exist due to the differing numbers of participants in the pre and post workshop
guestionnaires. This was difficult to eliminate due to the time needed to analyse the pre-intervention data
which consequently informed the content of the workshop. This allowed room for variation in student
attendance and thus varying participant numbers. | have negated these issues somewhat by representing the
data through percentages as well as providing the raw data (n=).

FINDINGS

| first looked to gauge the students’ perceptions of higher education, including whether they intended to
continue education after post-primary school, and what benefits and barriers exist in accessing higher
education.
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Q3. Do you plan on progressing to Higher

Education?
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FIGURE 1: Plans to Progress to HE

When asked of their intention to continue to higher education the number of students stating they intend to
continue rose from 86.6% (n=13/15) in the pre-workshop questionnaire, to 91.6% (n=11/12) in the post-
workshop questionnaire, see Figure 1. This increase suggests that some students changed their perspective on
whether higher education was a feasible option for them during the intervening time. All students answered
either Yes or Unsure in both the pre and post-questionnaires, which could be indicative of the socio-economic
status of the students included in the study, and also of attitudes toward higher education generally. In
Ireland 55% of the population holds a third level education, compared to the EU average of 35% (Central
Statistics Office, 2024), with Brooks et al (2020) stating that the higher education students they surveyed felt
that continuing education was the natural progression after completing post-primary school. In contrast to
this however the OECD (2025) found that many 15 year olds intended to pursue careers that require degrees
but without attending third level education, highlighting the disconnect between student expectations and
the realities of their chosen career pathways.

This disparity exists around the realities of attending higher education also. When asked about barriers,
finances was the most frequently cited in both pre and post questionnaires. Despite the workshop
highlighting the many financial supports available, the number of those stating finances as a barrier actually
increased from 53.3% (n=8/15) to 83.3% (n=10/12). This was an unexpected finding after the discussion about
the numerous financial supports available during the workshop. This could be due to many of the alternative
entry routes having attendance at a DEIS school as one of the eligibility criteria, which my non-DEIS attending
students are not likely to satisfy. However, it could also be that the students had not considered the barriers
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previously, and that the workshop actually highlighted the costs that can be involved in attending third level
education. In the post-questionnaire when answering the question ‘Has your thinking changed at all about
higher education, careers, including teaching, since the workshop?’, one participant wrote ‘It has as | didn’t
know that it would cost that much’ [post-workshop questionnaire participant]. The same student stated ‘Well
some including financial may be an issue’ when asked about barriers relevant to them. It is unfortunate if the
intervention left participants with a negative view of higher education. However, the same student indicated a
positive intention on progressing to higher education in the post-questionnaire, and also later stated ‘There is
always other ways to get around issues with college’ suggesting that the workshop highlighted the vast array
of supports and alternative access routes available to those looking to continue their education.

Participants stating an awareness of DARE rose 76.7% from 1/15 to 10/12 between the pre and post-
questionnaires, see Figure 2, while positive answers based on HEAR increased from 4/15 to 8/12, representing
a 40% change. Those aware of Access Programmes decreased from 9/15 to 7/12 respondents which, upon
discussion, could be due to having heard of Access Offices and confusing the two.

Benefit Pre Post
Data (n=15) % Data (n=12) %
Finances 6 40% 7 58.3%
Knowledge 5 33.3% 3 25%
Better job 6 40% 3 25%
More opportunities 1 6.6% - -
Security - - 1 8.3%
Insights - - 1 8.3%
Life experiences - - 1 8.3%
Health - - 1 8.3%

FIGURE 2: Awareness of DARE

The benefits of higher education mentioned in the pre-workshop questionnaire were: ‘improved finances and
knowledge’, ‘better job prospects’ and ‘increased opportunities’, see Figure 2. It is interesting to note that all
participants stated at least one benefit, even those who stated they were unsure about their future third level
attendance. Four new benefits were mentioned in the post-questionnaire: ‘Good health’, ‘more life
experiences’, ‘more security’ and ‘It gives you a better insight of what roll you have in the world’. These align
with those mentioned by McMahon (2009) who estimates the non-career related benefits to individuals, such
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as own and family health, longevity, fertility and happiness are over 100% more beneficial than financial
increases.

The question ‘Do you think teaching is an important job?’ was only asked in the pre-workshop questionnaire
with 14/15 participants answering Yes. The number of respondents who stated they were considering
teaching as a future career remained at 4 in both the pre and post-questionnaires. | then explored whether
students felt they could identify with their teachers, see Figure 4.

Do you feel you are simi-  If you ticked 'yes' or 'in some ways', please describe the ways you feel you
lar to your teachers? are similar to your teachers: [Direct quotes of pre-participants]

Yes ‘

Yes ‘i like be organised and help ppl and being in charge’

In some ways ‘Like certain things, laid back’

In some ways ‘i want the job to be done but also have fun’

In some ways ‘i’'m nice but fair’

In some ways ‘some teachers are easy to have a conversation with’

In some ways ‘caring’

FIGURE 3—Similarity to Teachers

When asked if they felt similar to their teachers, 8/15 (53.3%) stated No, compared to only 2/15 (13.3%) who
stated Yes. When describing similarities with their teachers, most students focused on personality traits, such
as ‘laid back’, ‘caring’, and ‘I’'m nice but fair’ rather than any cultural characteristics. This could be due to both
the lack of diversity in teaching being so endemic that students do not expect to feel any similarities in that
way, and also the cultural profile of the participants, for which data was not collected.

DISCUSSION

This research highlights important insights for government, teachers, and higher education institutions to
consider. The data suggests that information workshops can positively boost students' knowledge about and
motivation to pursue higher education. If we are looking to increase diversification of the student population
at third level, and within the teaching profession, then surely increasing post-primary student awareness is a
vital first step.
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The pre-workshop findings showed a lack of awareness of alternative entry routes such as the Higher
Education and Access Route (HEAR), Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) and Access programmes, and
of the financial burden and supports available to those attending higher education. Indecon International
Research Economists (2019) state that 62% of students begin to think about future careers before starting
their senior cycle years, supporting the need for earlier career guidance intervention. This would increase
awareness of the realities of higher education and the supports available to counter any potential barriers.
While introducing this as a Transition Year module would be the simplest solution due to its transitory nature,
we must be aware that not all students complete this optional year, and thus would not benefit from the
intervention.

The quality of career guidance is vitally important also, with research finding that some students feel funneled
into higher education with little information of alternative pathways, and conversely those from DEIS schools
being pushed into applying for Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) courses and apprenticeships (McCoy, Ye and
Carroll, 2025). This supports the need for individualised career guidance to allow students to make informed
decisions based on their academic ability and personal circumstances. The financial barrier data increasing
suggests that those who do not attend DEIS schools or live in a disadvantaged area are still affected by the
financial burdens of college. | would suggest research that looks at those with lower middle incomes that
render them ineligible for financial supports, but are still affected by the costs associated with higher
education, such as fees, student contributions, accommodation and travel costs etc. Does their reliance on
part time work affect their academic outcomes in a similar way to those in the underrepresented, lower socio-
economic groups who do qualify for financial supports, but may still also rely on working to manage higher
education attendance?

The means tests for financial supports could look at income after certain essential outgoings, such as
mortgages/rent and travel costs - similar to the Working Family Payment where some housing costs are
considered (Citizens Information, 2024). This could portray a more realistic picture of the ‘Squeezed
Middle’ (Meade and Kiely, 2020) and their disposable income, while also benefiting those on lower incomes
who are the most directly and overtly affected.

Research shows the benefits of a diverse teaching population, for both teachers and students (Nevarez,
Jouganatos and Wood, 2019). With just 7% of teaching professionals being under 25 years old, and the mean
age sitting at 41.1 years (TUI, 2018), it is understandable that only small numbers cited feeling similar to their
teachers. This, compounded with the teaching population in Ireland being predominantly white and Irish,
highlights the need for heterogeneity. By increasing teacher diversity, and therefore the likelihood students
will encounter a teacher they can identify with, we can increase the chances of students choosing to
undertake initial teacher training and consequently further increasing teacher diversity.
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this practitioner research project explored student perspectives and awareness of progression
to higher education and the teaching profession. Through a workshop and the use of pre and post-workshop
guestionnaires, we were able to gather valuable insights into the attitudes of these Transition Year students.
Research states that socio-economic factors play a major role in shaping students’ academic outcomes.
Beyond financial barriers, many students from lower-income backgrounds also face psychological challenges,
and in some cases additional responsibilities such as caring roles, that can make continuing in education more
difficult. A lack of relatable role models within the teaching profession is another significant obstacle for those
considering a teaching career.

The workshop proved to be moderately effective in raising student awareness of the supports and alternative
pathways available in accessing higher education. This research reinforces the importance of providing earlier
individual career guidance within schools, to help students make informed choices about their futures.
Government policy also has a key role to play in ensuring that students from disadvantaged backgrounds
continue to receive the support they need. More broadly, there must be a sustained effort to ensure that all
young people, regardless of background, have access to the information and support necessary to plan and
complete their educational journey in the way that best suits their personal circumstances.
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