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A Aire Hildegarde Naughton, a chairde, a thoscairí, a aoianna uaisle, a chomhghleacaithe agus a bhaill den TUI, tá fáilte romhaibh go Comhdháil Bhliantúil an Aontais Mhúinteoirí Éireann. Minister, thank you for being here. Your presence matters because there is value in direct dialogue, in hearing from the Minister of the day and  in the minister hearing directly from the profession, not through a briefing note, not through a press release, not through a consultation summary, but directly from those who live the consequences of policy every day in schools across this country. And let me say this from the outset: this is not a gathering of nay-sayers, and it is not a gathering of casual bystanders. This is a gathering of experts, of practitioners, of people who hold together one of the most important public institutions in the State. If Ireland’s second-level system continues to function, and continues in many ways to excel, it does so because of the commitment, professionalism and sheer stamina of the people in this room and of the teachers, from Principal teachers to PMEs, they represent. A Aire, mol an obair agus tiocfaidh an neart.
Minister, the delegates before you have spent this morning and yesterday dealing with the realities that define second-level education in 2026: investment, workload, infrastructure, Senior Cycle, wider educational priorities, artificial intelligence and additional educational needs. Guided by our ethic of public service, equity and care, our commitment to the social contract and our professional knowledge, the discussion of these realities has been robust, focussed and practical. We have clearly identified the pressure points in the system, and there are many, and reached considered conclusions as to as to what remedies and alleviations are required.
So let me be plain. because the issues facing second-level teaching are far too serious for euphemism and coy diplomacy. Schools, and teachers, are at breaking point; the strains unsustainable; the gap between what is asked of the profession and what is provided to it too wide. And your Department, Minister, bears much, if not all, of the responsibility for this sorry state of affairs, Reform layered upon insupportable reform, initiative layered upon unsupported initiative, expectation layered upon unrealistic expectation – such a frenzy of demand does not improve educational quality. It destabilises it.
That is the central truth I want to put to you today. The Irish second-level system is being held together by teacher goodwill, and teacher goodwill is being abused. The State has come to rely on the professionalism, patience and commitment of teachers as though these were inexhaustible public resources. They are not. They are human resources. They have limits. Once exhausted, they are not easily restored. Minister, the ship is heading towards the reef. On behalf of our members, the teachers of this country, on behalf of our students, I ask you Minister, please adjust course before it is too late.
Excessive, unsustainable, often pointless, workload is now the great disfiguring fact of second-level teaching. It stalks every facet of the job. It distorts the school day, colonises the evening and night, hollows out the weekend and haunts the holiday. This morning Congress passed resolutions asserting the right to disconnect, opposing the encroachment of work into personal time, condemning the ever-expanding, inequitable burden on post holders.. The fact is that the “always on” culture is becoming normalised in schools and that should alarm you, Minister. A profession that is denied a defensible boundary between work and private life is a profession being worn down in plain sight.
It is not simply that teachers are busy - we have always been busy. It is that the work has become swollen with demands that are often tangential to the core, professional act of teaching. The teacher is increasingly expected to spend valuable time – waste it, most would say – on bureaucratic and procedural workload that serves no useful educational purpose. De-professionalising demands abound  - to document, record, monitor, upload, attend, complete, report, plan, review, align, evidence and, of course, to account for every one of those things to those who understand little of schools in a system increasingly distrustful of professional judgement. The profession is not merely being asked to teach. It is being asked to continuously prove that it is teaching.
And so what happens? The school day ends, but the work does not. The copies, as was ever the case, come home and the lesson preparation is done. However, now, the emails continue and instantaneous responses are expected the online systems wait, the forms have to be filled. The  
Next day, the student who is struggling still needs the empathetic conversation. The parent still needs the call back. The SEN documentation still needs attention. The meeting still runs over. The in-school committee still requires a report. The new initiative still needs to be embedded. And through all of that, what gets squeezed is the very thing the system claims to value most – and certainly needs most: good teaching.
That is why excessive, unsustainable workload is not an industrial footnote. It is a profound educational problem. A teacher who is overloaded is not merely a worker under strain; that is a professional whose capacity to serve students is being steadily diminished by the very structures that claim to support learning. Teachers cannot give their best when every part of their day, and night, is already spoken for. They cannot sustain the hidden labour, the transformative interactions of school life when every formal minute is claimed in advance. They cannot continue to run on adrenaline and obligation while official Ireland pretends commitment to their wellbeing and resilience.
And what is especially corrosive is that much of this overload comes wrapped in the language of improvement. Every new demand arrives wearing the borrowed clothes of best practice. Every fresh layer of bureaucracy is justified in the name of quality, inclusion, accountability or reform. The teacher is told that the new burden is not really a burden, that the additional expectation is not really additional, that the profession must move with the times. But this is precisely how exhaustion is normalised. Teachers are not resisting modernity when they say enough is enough. They are defending the conditions in which actual education can happen.
As well as being extremified, the work of teachers is being relentlessly intensified.
One of the main engines of this intensification, is the ever-increasing volume of, instructions, updates, compliance demands and guidelines emanating from the Department of Education and Youth and associated agencies. Every such demand may look modest in isolation. Every instruction may appear manageable on paper. But nothing in a school exists in isolation. Everything lands somewhere, becomes somebody’s additional workload. Everything has to be read, interpreted, explained, timetabled, actioned, monitored and absorbed. And where does it all ultimately land? It lands on principals, on deputy principals, on assistant principals, on class teachers. It lands on year heads, on SEN coordinators. It lands on those whose actual working  days, and nights, are already full before the next demand even arrives.
An instruction issues from the centre; that’s the easy part. The cost is paid in time and energy - more time and frenetic energy - in every staffroom in the country. A new expectation is announced centrally; the burden is carried locally. That is how workload intensifies in real life. Not always through one dramatic event, but through the cumulative weight of constant departmental output that eventually distils down into school-level labour.
And because schools are serious places filled with conscientious people, teachers and school leaders do not shrug and ignore these demands. They do their level best to absorb them. They try to protect students from the added pressure. They try to keep the school moving. And so the burden grows and the crisis deepens, silently.
The result is a profession that is now burnt out and at breaking point. That is the undeniable truth. Teachers are exhausted. Posts of responsibility are being handed back. People are stepping away from leadership roles because the load has become intolerable. Others are actively considering whether they can remain in the profession at all and many fine teachers choose to leave. There is compelling evidence that this is so. We in TUI, are working both to protect our members against the oppression of overload and to save our profession from colonisation by bureaucracy.   For example, this Congress has asserted the need for greater alleviation for AP1 and AP2 post holders and a fairer allocation of duties because members are telling the union that the current structure is not sustainable.
The public education system cannot be run on the finite fuel of volunteerism. It must not be built on an assumption of the, unpaid, unmeasured, unending willingness of teachers to go beyond the formal call of duty just to keep the institution functioning. Volunteerism enriches school life when it is freely given. It becomes exploitation when it is casually assumed. The hidden curriculum — the clubs, the teams, the rehearsals, the trips, the mentoring, the extra support, the quiet acts of care, kindness and leadership that make schools humane places — cannot survive if teachers are already exhausted before the day is half done. A burnt-out profession cannot sustain a vibrant, enriching school culture. A profession at breaking point cannot endlessly absorb more. The profession deserves better than this; so do the students we serve. 
I now must speak directly to teacher supply; because workload and teacher supply are not separate problems. They are inextricably connected. If a profession becomes harder to endure, it becomes harder to sustain. If it becomes harder to enter, fewer will enter. If it becomes impossible to build a life around, people will leave. The teacher supply problem is not a mystery. It is the logical consequence of policy choices.
And yes, the Government will point to measures taken. There have been some but, as the TUI has consistently stated, they are pitifully and predictably inadequate, ineffectual, sometimes ill-judged – the application of dock leaves to third degree burns. A school with an unfilled vacancy cannot timetable a statistic. A principal cannot fill the vacancy with a national average. A student without a physics teacher cannot be taught by a Departmental press release proclaiming all to be well. The “Crisis! What crisis?” charade must stop.  . The real question is brutally simple: can schools get the qualified teachers they need, in the subjects they need, where and when they need them? Too often, the answer remains no.
And where that answer is no, the damage to students is immediate and potentially profound. Subjects become vulnerable, are lost. Timetables become contorted. Existing staff absorb extra classes – yet more workload. Support hours are cannibalised. Students lose options and continuity. Small schools lose breadth. DEIS schools lose stability. Rural schools lose choice. Sometimes, communities lose schools – and hope. 
Congress has identified the critical need for class-size reduction, especially in practical subjects and in DEIS schools, because members know that shortages and overcrowding hit hardest where students need the most.
And why would a young person who is considering teaching as a career not hesitate? They see a long and expensive route into teaching. They see fragmented first contracts, often on low hours and low income, distant from home. They see themselves falling victim to the housing crisis - a crisis, a scandal, that successive governments have abjectly failed to address, much less resolve. They see a profession whose social value is loudly proclaimed but whose practical conditions are neglected. They see teachers – often siblings, family - leaving, or planning to leave, or calculating how soon they can leave. And they make a rational judgement 
This is why the teacher supply crisis cannot be solved by public relations soundbites and slogans. It cannot be solved by stretching the existing teaching workforce further, by patching gaps with emergency measures, or by pretending that the problem is chiefly one of communication. When the house is cold, you do not warm it by praising central heating. You fix the boiler. In the same way, when the profession is struggling to attract and retain teachers, you do not solve it with displacement activity. You solve it by making the profession more liveable, more sustainable and more attractive.
That, Minister, is the current professional context, but even then, just part of it. Because schools are not only being asked to survive a supply crisis. They are also being asked to absorb one of the most significant programmes of curricular and assessment reform in a generation while supply remains fragile and workload grotesquely swollen. 

Minister, our schools do not exist apart from the world; they reflect it, absorb it and carry its grief. Students come into classrooms shaped by what they see on their phones, on their screens and in their communities, and right now that includes the horror of Palestine and the fear of wider escalation involving Iran and the region beyond. Ireland has called for an immediate and permanent ceasefire in Gaza, for humanitarian access at scale, and for restraint and diplomacy in relation to Iran. I am asking you to use your ministerial office to speak clearly for peace, for humanitarian solidarity and for the primacy of civilian life, because education must stand for humanity, for truth and for the belief that conflict cannot be allowed to become normal.   We here today detest that schools and young children are being indiscriminately targeted as a consequence of war, as educators we call out this grotesque action and call for it to stop immediately.
And alongside these words must come political follow-through. The Government promised action on the Occupied Territories Bill, and that commitment remains on the record. At a time when Ireland is rightly speaking about international law, human rights and the protection of civilians, that promise cannot be allowed to fade into procedural delay. I am asking you, as Minister for Education and Youth, to add your voice within Government to the call for that commitment to be honoured. Young people notice the gap between what states say and what they do. If we want them to believe in democratic politics, in international law and in the value of moral courage, then Ireland must now act accordingly.
Another Elephant in the room here today is Senior Cycle redevelopment.
Let me say, clearly and without qualification, the TUI is not opposed to meaningful reform. We know there are real pressures around the points race. We know students need a broader and more humane experience. We know assessment should recognise more than performance under terminal examination pressure. We know curriculum must evolve. But reform that is educationally well intentioned can still be practically unsound. Reform that looks persuasive on a slide deck can still be chaotic in a school. Reform that promises equity can still deepen inequality if delivered into an unevenly resourced system.
That is why Senior Cycle redevelopment must be judged not by aspiration alone but by deliverability. Congress this morning debated the SCRISM framework - voted on and accepted as a collective agreement by our members - and the pressing need for full and timely delivery of its commitments. We also identified the need to promote subject class contact time, the acute concerns around AAC authentication, the very significant implications of AI, the excessive burden of project-type AACs, timetable pressures associated with one-hour classes, and the need for a national timetabling framework that protects instructional time for students. Those are not side issues. They are the practical test of whether reform is real or merely rhetorical.
On behalf of teachers, we in TUI legitimately ask whether schools have the specialist rooms they need, the laboratory capacity, workshop space, PE halls, ICT, and adequate teacher allocation, whether the SCR comes with sufficient, high quality professional learning opportunities and realistic implementation timelines. Teachers are entitled to ask whether what is piloted or supported in one setting can fairly be expected of every school in the country. These are not the questions of people resistant to change; they are the questions of committed professionals who actually have to make change work.
As you know Minister, our teachers, members of the TUI, voted on the Senior Cycle Redevelopment Implementation Support Measures and accepted their obligations under SCRISM in good faith. We now expect every element of that collective agreement to be delivered upon, fully, faithfully and without drift, delay or dilution. This is what Congress demands it, what honour demands and, Minister, what you should command.
We also expect and demand written assurance that the promised local bargaining payments under the Public Service pay agreement will be applied as agreed with your Department, as communicated to our members and not altered, paused or clawed back. That is not an extravagant demand. It is the bare minimum required to sustain trust. If trust is broken by the Department, all bets are off.
We want the 3% pay increase promised and agreed for delivering on Senior Cycle redevelopment. We want our money. Our members need it. They live in a world where bills must be paid, on time.  It was due from last September. Teachers have delivered. Teachers have cooperated. Teachers have moved. The Department must move now, not eventually. Not after more process, another futile round of administrative choreography. Now.
Congress, noting that the 1% due since 1 September 2025 has not been paid, regards this failure as a breach by your Department of our collective agreement. That failure is not good, not wise, not a technicality. That is a major question of credibility.
Because what happens too often is that teachers are asked to frontload the good faith and the delivery while the system backloads, or offloads, the resourcing and the payment. We know that pattern. We have lived that pattern. We are told to cooperate first, to trust the process, to engage constructively, to keep the show on the road, and then somehow, when it comes to the State honouring its side of the bargain, there is delay, hesitation, reinterpretation and drift. Ní ghlacfaimid le sin níos mó. Your Department has its “quo”; we want our “quid”. Quid pro Quo, as they might say in Ballybay mart in County Monaghan.
And if Senior Cycle redevelopment is to have any chance of credibility, then this point matters enormously. A reform process built on delayed delivery becomes a trust-destroying machine.
Now, I want to acknowledge what the Government might say in response - that investment is happening, that capital funding for school infrastructure has increased, with new school places coming onstream, projects underway, ICT funding prioritised  and long-term strategies being developed. That is all welcome. But if we are to be honest with one another, we must also say that headline investment does not by itself resolve daily operational strain experienced in the present. Congress this morning debated infrastructure and facilities because members know that in too many schools the reality falls very far short of the ideal: inadequate science infrastructure, weak IT provision for project-based work, and reform timelines running ahead of the buildings and facilities needed to sustain them.
Teachers know the distinction between headline investment and lived capacity. They know what it is to be told that education is a priority while making do with rooms that do not fit the ambition of the curriculum. They know what it is to be told that inclusion matters while trying to support students with additional needs in a system still missing key, basic supports. They know what it is to be told by officialdom and the commentariat that reform is exciting while wondering who exactly will teach the extra classes, who will cover the absences, where the subject will actually be delivered, and when the planning for all of this is supposed to happen.
And inclusion brings me to another matter debated this morning: additional educational needs. Congress has already stressed the need for more trained teachers in AEN, more opportunities for specialist upskilling, and real consultation on timely supports rather than after-the-fact adjustments. That, too, is part of the pressure map. Schools are being asked to do more, for more students, with more diverse and complex needs, while too often still waiting for the training places, structures and supports, not to mention lower class sizes,  that genuine inclusion requires.
The same applies to artificial intelligence. Congress has already debated the reality that schools are not ready, that teachers are not adequately trained or resourced, and that AI has the potential to intensify workload, undermine assessment integrity and widen inequalities unless it is approached with seriousness, prudence and investment. Again, that is not a separate problem. It is another example of a system being asked to absorb a major change without the time, space and resourcing needed to do so well. 
Where AI is concerned, we, as a country, and, with respect, you as Minister for Education and Youth must protect national competence in relation to education, must not be harried or herded into hasty procurement, must prevent curricular capture by Tech companies that do not share our values, culture or social contract, voracious companies that are - indeed have to be, profit-driven. We must have in place regulatory structures that authorise the use in education settings (which, after all, are defined as “high-risk”) only of such AI enabled-technologies as are designed and customised to meet the genuine needs of our students, our teachers our country, that are purged of biases and recommender algorithms, that are subject to our oversight and compliant with our ethical guidelines.   
TUI’s primary demand in regard to the deployment of AI in education settings is simple – we, the teachers, through the Union, must be involved in all decision-making structures related to AI-enabled technologies in education settings. AI, if used, must subserve the teacher and students, not dominate them; should be used only if, when and as decided by the teacher, whose professional judgement must be respected. 
AI, after all, does not teach. Teaching and learning exist, have always existed, entirely independently of AI, the human relationship at the heart of things. We are therefore most concerned, Minister, by Government’s ill-conceived, dangerous, support at EU level for de-regulation of AI. The Digital Omnibus, if the brakes of that banger are released, could roll over us all. It is our students, our children, who will suffer most harm if this is allowed to happen. History will judge harshly those who allow it to happen. 
And here we come to the most uncomfortable truth of all. The Irish second-level system is one of the highest performing in Europe not because it is overfunded, or even adequately funded, but because teachers have been carrying it. The profession has made an inadequately supported system perform beyond what could reasonably be expected. That is admirable. It is also politically dangerous. Because overachievement under strain can produce a fatal illusion: that the system is more robust than it really is. It allows government to mistake sacrifice for sustainability.
We must break that illusion.
Schools are not endlessly elastic. Teacher capacity is not infinitely expandable. Goodwill is not a permanent substitute for resourcing. And if the State continues to operate as though the profession will simply keep finding a way, then one day it will discover, too late, that there is no way left to find.
So what must happen? Workload reduction must become a declared policy objective, leading, as a matter of urgency, to substantive practical measures . Teacher supply must be addressed structurally. Senior Cycle redevelopment must proceed only on the basis of genuine consultation, real flexibility and serious honesty about capacity. Every element of SCRISM must be delivered, and the promised 3% must be paid. Resourcing and investment must be judged not by their announcement value but by whether they measurably change school life: smaller classes, better facilities, adequate specialist rooms, proper SEN supports, restored pastoral and leadership structures, proper, customised ICT, time for planning and actual capacity for implementation.
And finally, the Department must decide what kind of relationship it wants with teachers. One built on endless extraction, on flattery followed by fresh demands, on the assumption that professionalism means permanent compliance? Or one built on trust, respect, consultation and the recognition that teachers are not a delivery mechanism for policy but the essential co-authors of educational reality? One built, moreover, on explicit, practical and structural acknowledgement that teachers speak and act most effectively, with greatest clarity and direct effect, with optimal impact on the quality of service to our students and communities, through their Union, the TUI, the voice of the professional and for the profession.
Because here is the political truth, Minister: if teachers do not trust the direction of reform, reform will stumble. If teachers feel overloaded, undervalued and unheard, even good ideas will struggle. If teachers are treated as an afterthought in the implementation of policy, implementation will suffer. Not because teachers are reactionary. Not because unions are difficult. But because you cannot run a serious education system against the grain of the profession that animates it.
Minister, as President of the TUI, I am honoured to speak to you today on behalf of the delegates present in this hall and the thousands of members they represent in schools across the length and breadth of this country.  My address is for us, all of us. Because we need to be clear what moment we are in. We are not in a passing storm. We are in a sustained contest over the future shape of second-level education in Ireland, indeed of public education as an intrinsic part of the social contract. Will we have a system that values teachers as professionals and gives them the conditions to teach well? Or will we regress to a system that keeps asking for more while investing too little in the means of delivery? Will we craft a system that reduces inequality, or one that merely curates inequality while bluffing about excellence? Will ours be a system shaped and co-created with teachers, or one increasingly imposed on them?
Those are the real questions before Congress.
And we must not be timid in asking or answering them.
Teachers want their profession back. They want the time to teach. They want the space to think. They want schools to be more than administratively efficient, exam-processing centres. They want young people to encounter challenge, culture, care, knowledge, curiosity and fairness. They want a system where reform is credible because it is resourced, where expectations are realistic because they are grounded in school life, and where the burden of holding everything together is no longer dumped so casually on the shoulders of the profession.
There is a phrase often used in speeches about education: that teachers are at the heart of the system. It is repeated so often it risks becoming decorative. But if it means anything, then it must now mean something material. It must mean time. It must mean staffing. It must mean investment. It must mean trust. It must mean that when teachers say the burden is too great, the answer is not another appeal to resilience. That the answer is relief, alleviation, understanding.
Minister, you are still relatively new in office. That gives you a clear and valuable opportunity. You can decide that this Union and our profession will be heard differently. You can decide that teacher workload will be taken seriously. You can decide that supply will be addressed at the root rather than endlessly patched at the edges. You can decide that Senior Cycle redevelopment will proceed only when and where schools can genuinely sustain it. You can decide that every element of SCRISM will be delivered. You can decide that the promised 3% will be paid. You can decide that the return on investment in schools will be measured by what teachers and students actually feel in their daily lives.
But opportunities narrow if they are not seized when the time is ripe. And this hall has heard enough over the years to know the difference between sympathetic language and decisive action. So let me finish with this. The TUI does not ask for indulgence. It asks for seriousness. It asks for a profession treated as central, not peripheral. It asks for schools funded for what the State says it wants them to do. It asks for reform that can actually be delivered. It asks for a system in which teachers are not driven to exhaustion in the act of sustaining excellence. It asks, in the most straightforward terms, for the conditions under which public education and our students can truly flourish..
There is something worth fighting for here. A second-level system worthy of the young people it serves. A profession worthy of the commitment teachers pour into it. A public education service that does not merely survive because teachers compensate for its weaknesses, but succeeds because the State finally decides to match their commitment. A public education system that fosters, champions and sustains democratic ethic, impulse and action in a world where that is under evident and increasing threat. 
Mar fhocal scoir, a Aire, ní leor focail mhaithe ná dea-intinn. Ní leor fís gan acmhainní, ná gealltanais gan cur i gcrích. Tá múinteoirí na tíre seo ag coinneáil an chórais ina sheasamh gach uile lá, ach tá siad traochta agus tá siad i dteideal níos fearr. Caithfear an t-ualach oibre a laghdú, an ghéarchéim earcaíochta agus coinneála a réiteach, gach gealltanas faoin SCRISM a chomhlíonadh, an t-ardú pá 1% a íocadh ó Mheán Fómhair seo caite a thabhairt do mhúinteoirí, an tSraith Shinsearach a mhaoiniú i gceart, agus infheistíocht fhíor a dhéanamh inár scoileanna. 
That is the task.
Reduce workload. Fix teacher supply. Deliver every element of SCRISM. Pay the promised 3%. Resource Senior Cycle honestly. Invest in schools seriously. Trust the profession. Listen to the union. And stop asking teachers to carry the future of Irish education on goodwill alone.
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