Union: End private school subsidies to avoid staff cuts

By Niall Murray, Education Correspondent 
THE Government could reverse staffing cuts, which will raise class sizes, by withdrawing its €96 million state subsidy of teacher salaries in fee-paying schools, a union claims. 


The figure matches exactly the anticipated saving by the Department of Education of its changes to teacher allocations for primary and second-level schools announced in the budget. 

Tánaiste Mary Coughlan told the Dáil the changes, which will mean more than 100,000 primary children will be in classes of 30 or more next year and will restrict subject choices for second-level students, would save Education Minister Batt O’Keeffe €18m from next September and €96m in a full year. 


The Teachers’ Union of Ireland (TUI) estimated that the State spends €96.5m on the salaries of about 1,450 teachers in more than 50 fee-paying schools, although this will drop to €88m under budget plans to reduce their staffing levels more than in the other 680 second-level schools. 

TUI general secretary Peter MacMenamin said taxpayers’ money is effectively funding these schools, which only the most affluent can afford to attend. 

“In the debate around the medical card for over-70s, the Government argued that the wealthier should pay and the less well off should be protected, but the reverse appears to be the situation in respect of education,” he said. “Education for wealthier members of society is being subsidised while such schools will be virtually unscathed by the brutal cuts aimed against the minority ethnic or Traveller students announced last week.” 

He said the union is not attacking the staff in these schools or the Association of Secondary Teachers Ireland (ASTI) which represents them, but is stressing the Government’s double thinking on budgetary issues and seeking a reversal of the effects on the disadvantaged. 

Fine Gael leader Enda Kenny suggested during leaders’ questions in the Dáil that a pay freeze on teachers earning more than €50,000 would save €128m, allowing the continuation of current pupil-teacher ratios, retention of language support teachers, continued cover for sick leave, Dáil visits and sporting activities. 

Meanwhile, ASTI central executive met last night to consider plans to change the criteria for appointments to middle management posts in secondary schools, which would remove the emphasis placed on seniority.
