
 

 

 
 

 

 

Alternative and Out of School Education Provision 
 
 
Ask: Establish a new model for alternative and out of school education provision. As part of this, 
publish a mapping of what provision currently exists and develop a new policy which recognises and 
strengthens the important role of alternative education and out of school provision.  
 
Problem: Almost nine per cent of young people leave school early.i ii This rises to 15.2 per cent in 
disadvantaged areas.iii Each year 4,500 young people drop out of school before completing their 
Junior Cert.iv  
 
Although patterns of early school leaving continue to differ across EU national contexts and systems 
of education, research consistently shows that a disproportionate number of young people who 
leave school early are from disadvantaged social class backgrounds.v Both national and international 
studies show that early school leavers have common characteristics in that they are more likely to be 
male, have low school attainment, experience behavioural problems, have ongoing social, emotional 
or health issues, have special educational needs, are living in poverty and have ill-health or have 
experienced trauma.vi Students in the lowest streamed class are 13 times more likely to leave school 
early compared to those in mixed ability classes.vii 

 
Alternative education has developed in many jurisdictions as a response to state-provided 
mainstream education.viii International experience indicates that alternative education providers are 
informal, have smaller classes with a student-centred curriculum and a focus on experiential learning 
to support the personal, professional, and emotional development of each student.ix 
 
Internationally there is no one defined purpose of alternative education systems. Broadly, systems 
fall into one of two categories: 
 

1. Supporting young people at risk by way of last chance education focused on providing 
alternative education pathways or focusing on reintegration into mainstream education.x 

2.  Popular innovation models focusing on learning choice.xi 
 

Research has shown that there are many positive outcomes of alternative education for children 
including: 
 

1. Improvements in literacy and numeracy with positive engagement with assessments and 
exams. 

2. Improved engagement with studies and improved rates of attendance and improvements in 
behaviour. 

3. The development of students’ aspirations and future pathways to work and education. 
4. Increased self-esteem, well-being and resilience levels for students and increased positive 

community engagement.xii  
 

The Education Welfare Act 2000 (as amended) provides for children in education, other than a 

recognised school, to register with the Child and Family Agency.xiii The Tusla Education Support 

Service (TESS) works to support young people who are at risk of being out of school and support 

them to remain or re-engage in education.  



 

 

 
Young people who leave school before the age of 16 have limitedxiv state-funded opportunities for 
continuing their education. Except for Youthreach, which is a state-provided programme of ‘second 
chance’ education, the area of alternative education is not explicitly defined and mentioned in the 
Irish education system.xv While Youthreach supports some students in their progression in 
education, it does not cater for all of their needs. In this context some alternative education 
providers have stepped in to provide education at both Junior and Leaving Cert level, however there 
is no funding line to support it and a lack of information on the types and numbers of alternative 
programmes of education in Ireland.  
 
In an evaluation of Rethink Ireland’s Education Fund it was noted that those who leave school early 
are experiencing ‘a high complexity of challenges and needs’ in the area of mental health, wellbeing, 
engagement with work or education, and possible involvement with the judicial system, while also 
being three times more likely to be unemployed than others aged 18-24 who are not early school 
leavers’.xvi Two of the organisations who were part of the evaluation, Cork Life Centrexvii and iScoilxviii 
provide alternative education for children and young people who are not in mainstream education. 
In the evaluation it was reported that: 
 

• 32 per cent of students in Cork Life Centre were continuously suspended from mainstream 
schools. 

• 73 per cent of students in Cork Life Centre were identified with one or more diagnosis or a 
special educational need (e.g., behavioural, social, emotional or learning need).  

• Of the 220 students in iScoil many had mental health issues, general health issues, 
behavioural issues, learning disabilities, and complex family situations.xix  

 
A disproportionate number of young people who have experienced poverty become what is termed 
“early school leavers”.xx One of the main misconceptions about early school leavers is that they are 
academically incapable of completing mainstream education, however, 53 per cent will continue 
their education in facilities such as a voluntary education setting or Youthreach where they can 
receive necessary support and continue a more participant-centre form of education.xxi  
 
Beyond registration with Tusla, there is no formal funding/regulation programme for alternative 
education providers in Ireland.xxii The Alternative Education Assessment and Registration Service 
(AEARS) function in Tusla is responsible for the regulation of provision for education in places other 
than recognised schools.xxiii Current alternative education providers cannot meet the demand for 
their services and have reported having to put young people on waiting lists.  
 
What Alternative Education Provision exists: There is no published definition of what alternative 
education is and or a national mapping of what alternative or out of school education provision 
currently exists. There are a range of different approaches and providers both statutory and 
voluntary working in this area, however there is clear gap in provision for those under the age of 15:   
 
Youthreach: Youthreach is a two-year education, training and work experience programme for early 
school leavers without any qualifications or vocational training who are unemployed and between 
15 and 20 years of age.xxiv There are almost 6,000 places available nationally on Youthreach 
programmes.  Over half of these places are provided by the Education Training Boards which run 
over 100 Youthreach centres. The majority of the remainder of places are provided by FÁS in 
Community Training Centres. Youthreach centres managed by the Education Training Boards, are 
designated as ‘centres of education’ under the Education Act 1998 and are subject to whole centre 
evaluations by the Department of Education’s Inspectorate.xxv 
 
Youthreach allows students to gain an academic certification. These can include QQI certifications, 
Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate programmes, and Leaving Cert Applied programmes. 
Courses usually run for two years and are full-time, although there may be an option of a part-time 
course depending on the circumstances.xxvi Youthreach is co-funded by the Irish Government, the 
European Social Fund (ESF), and the Youth Employment Initiative as part of the ESF Programme for 
Employability Inclusion and Learning 2014-2020.xxvii  



 

 

 
Community Training Centres CTC): Community Training Centres are a part of Youthreach. They 
provide a range of training and other supports that help young people find the job of their choice. 
There are 32 CTCs located around the country operating outside of the schooling system. CTCs are 
independent community-based organisations which look after the training and employment needs 
of early school leavers, primarily aged between 16 and 21.xxviii 
 
Youth Encounter Projects: Youth Encounter Projects (YEP) provide non-residential educational 
facilities for children who have either become involved in less serious youth crime, or are at risk of 
becoming involved. A studentmay be referred to one of these schools by a number of agencies or by 
the court system. YEPs provide these children with a lower pupil-teacher ratio and a personalised 
education plan.xxix 
 
Cork Life Centre: Cork Life Centre is a voluntary organization offering an alternative learning 
environment to marginalized young people. The Centre and its staff offer students 1:1 tuition in 
Junior and Leaving Cert subjects and support them in their preparation for these State Exams. The 
approach to education is a holistic one. Value is placed on the social education of young people as 
much as on the academic. The Cork Life Centre is an educational service catering for children 
between the ages of 12-18 years who for various reasons have not thrived or coped in a mainstream 
educational setting. The Centre is not officially recognized as an alternative educational setting by 
the government. 
 
Turas Centre: The Turas Centre is an alternative education setting in Galway which provides 
programmes for young people aged 12 to 15 whose mainstream school placement has broken down 
or who find themselves out of school as a result of disengagement, expulsion, school refusal or other 
circumstances.xxx The centre identifies four student outcomes which indicate success. These include 
pathways and qualifications, engagement, social skills, and student agency.xxxi The evaluation of the 
Centre found that it has a high impact for the young people who are enrolled and is effective in 
enabling them to continue their education.xxxii Parents and other stakeholders were of the opinion 
that, if it were not for the Turas Centre, the young people in question would likely have remained 
out of education and the students themselves unanimously agreed that their experience in the 
Centre was positive.xxxiii  
 
iScoil Report: iScoil provides an online learning service for disengaged young people, offering an 
alternative pathway back to education, learning and qualifications. They offer a tailored programme 
and deal with a small number of students at any given time.xxxiv In an evaluation report of the 
programme it was found that all had a difficult experience with the education system. However, 
during their time in iScoil, almost all students attended for almost all scheduled days and almost half 
had obtained their Certificate in General Learning within a single school year.xxxv 
 
The Right to Education: The Irish Constitution enshrines the right to free primary education.xxxvi  The 
Education Welfare Act 2000 (as amended) provides for compulsory second level education to age 
16.xxxvii  The right to education is also supported by the First Protocol to the European Convention on 
Human Rights.xxxviii  
 
Under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which Ireland ratified in 1992, every 
child has a right to education and the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child is clear that the 
overall objective of this right is to maximise the child’s ability and opportunity to participate fully in 
their society.xxxix Article 28 of the UNCRC provides that States should: 
 

[…] encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, including general 
and vocational education, make them available and accessible to every child, and take 
appropriate measures such as the introduction of free education and offering financial 
assistance in case of need.xl  

 
Article 29 of the UNCRC clarifies that the right to education encompasses more than academic 
achievement and sets out a number of aims including the ‘development of the child’s personality, 



 

 

talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential’.xli The UN Committee on the Rights 
of the Child has provided guidance to address early school leaving stating that ‘to develop the fullest 
potential of adolescents, consideration must be given to the design of learning environments which 
capitalise on their capacity for learning, motivation to work with peers, and focus on experiential 
learning, exploration and limit testing’.xlii  
 
The UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted in 2015 by 150 countries, setting a 
15-year plan to achieve the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The education goal, SDG 4, 
aims ‘to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all’. 
 
Policy Context: In March 2018, the Department of Education launched a welcome review on current 
and future provision of Out of School Education. The Review is intended to ‘identify the needs of the 
cohort of children who have disengaged with the mainstream education system or are at risk of 
doing so’.xliii  It provides an opportunity to consider the availability of alternative forms of education 
provision for young people who leave school without a qualification and to provide financial support 
to them and ensure they are seen as a vital pathway of second level education. However, the results 
of this review have not yet been published. 
 
Solutions: 
The State should consider how to grow and expand upon and fund out-of-school education provision 
to ensure a child-centred approach to education by providing alternatives best suited to the 
individual child. It is recommended that the State: 
 

• Publish a mapping of what alternative and out of school education provision currently exists 
provision currently exists across the country and examine the drivers for children leaving the 
education system. 

• Develop a national policy and approach to providing out of school provision for young 
people who fall out of mainstream education. The goal of the policy should be to work 
towards supporting young people to return to mainstream education or provide alternative 
pathways for learning and accreditation. 

• Introduce local plans for the provision of education. 

• Establish a registration system with the Department of Education for Alternative Education 
Providers to be recognised as centres of education. 

• Consider extending the State Inspectorate to Alternative Education centres. 

• Provide formal funding for Alternative Education centres. 

• Consider how providers could be measured on the basis of outcomes achieved while also 
maintain flexibility of approach.  
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