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CHAPTER 1.  
Introduction 

 

 

In Ireland, vocational education and training (VET) provision is concentrated in 

the further education and training (FET) sector. The main VET programmes 

within the FET sector are apprenticeships and traineeships, although other VET-

related programmes include Specific Skills Training (six-months programme for 

the unemployed) and post Leaving Certificate (PLC) programmes (where many 

courses have a vocational element). Each of these VET programmes are at post-

secondary non-tertiary level and upon successful completion learners can earn 

awards placed at levels 4-6 on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), 

corresponding to levels 3-5 on the European Qualifications Framework (EQF).  

Since 2016, VET provision in Ireland has undergone significant reform. 

Following the publication of a number of policy documents published by the 

Department of Education and Skills in 2016, including Ireland’s National Skills 

Strategy 2025 (NSS) and the Action Plan to Expand Apprenticeship and 

Traineeship in Ireland 2016-2020, Ireland set out to significantly increase the 

participation in work-based learning, specifically through growth in the number of 

learners on apprenticeship and traineeship programmes. The reform also 

included the introduction of apprenticeship programmes at tertiary level as well 

as sectors other than construction and engineering in which apprenticeship had 

previously been concentrated. However, in terms of numbers, participation in 

VET remains strongest at the post-secondary non-tertiary level. 

1.1. Apprenticeship 

There are currently 45 apprenticeship programmes in Ireland, with almost half of 

these having been introduced since 2016. Apprenticeship programmes are 

governed by the 1967 Industrial Training Act and are funded through the National 

Training Fund and from the Exchequer. All apprentices must first secure a 

contract of employment. As such they are considered to be part of the employed 

population. 

There apprenticeship programmes that were established prior to 2016 

(known as craft-apprenticeships) and new apprenticeship programmes (known as 

post-2016 apprenticeships) have a number of features in common: each are 

based on an alternance system, alternating between on- and off-the job phases 
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and they both lead to major awards on the National Framework of Qualifications. 

Still, the two schemes have also several differences.  

Craft apprenticeships are concentrated in the construction and engineering 

sectors. The National Apprenticeship Advisory Committee (NAAC) advises on 

craft-apprenticeship, including apprenticeship curricula. It is comprised of 

representatives from employers, trade unions, FET and tertiary education, the 

Department of Education and Skills, SOLAS (the FET planning and funding 

authority) and the Higher Education Authority (tertiary level funding authority).  

For the newer apprenticeships, the Apprenticeship Council, which was 

established by the Minister for Education and Skills in 2014, oversees the 

expansion of the apprenticeship programme into new economic sectors. Among 

other tasks, the Apprenticeship Council also monitors the development of 

curricula, awarding arrangements, and programme duration. The Apprenticeship 

Council is enterprise-led and is comprised of representatives from business, 

trade unions, the FET sector and the tertiary sector. The post-2016 

apprenticeships span a range of sectors including financial services, ICT, 

logistics, and biopharmaceutical/chemical.   

While almost all pre-2016 apprenticeships are four years in duration, the 

post-2016 apprenticeship vary considerably in the length of time it takes to 

complete them. Some, such as the laboratory technician or geo-driller 

apprenticeships last just two years, while others such as the insurance 

practitioner or the hairdressing apprenticeship last three years, and still others, 

such as the chef de partie apprenticeship, last four years.  

In terms of structure, all pre-2016 apprenticeships involve seven phases; 

phases 1, 3, 5 and 7 are with the employer, while phases 2, 4, and 6 are 

delivered in a training facility. The length of each work-based phase has a pre-

defined minimum duration, while the off-the-job phases may vary slightly between 

each apprenticeship but generally last a combined total of approximately 40 

weeks. In contrast, the structure of the post-2016 apprenticeship programmes, is 

different for each occupation. For example, the cyber security apprenticeship 

requires learners to spend a specified number of days per week on-the-job with 

the remaining days on-the job for most of the duration of the apprenticeship; the 

insurance practitioner apprenticeship requires the learner to spend four days a 

week with the employer and one day a week in training via an online training 

programmed delivered by an institute of technology.  

All pre-2016 apprenticeship lead to an award at level 6 on the NFQ (level 5 

on the EQF); in contrast, the post-2016 apprenticeship programmes can lead to 

awards ranging from level 5- 9 awards on the NFQ (equivalent to levels 4-7 on 
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the EQF. There are also plans to extend the levels of apprenticeship to NFQ level 

10 (EQF level 8) in the future.  

Pre-2016 apprenticeships are delivered primarily within the post-secondary 

non-tertiary (ISCED 400) sector of Ireland’s education and training system 

through Education and Training Boards (ETBs) or institutes of technology (IoTs). 

The post-2016 apprenticeships, on the other hand, are provided by other 

providers in addition to the ETBs and IoTs. These additional providers include 

universities, private tertiary education providers, and other industry training 

providers (e.g. Accounting Technicians Ireland).  

Wage provisions: learners on pre-2016 apprenticeship programmes are paid 

by the employer during the on-the-job phases and receive a training allowance 

from the State for the off-the-job phases. In contrast, the employer pays the 

learner for the entire duration of the post-2016 apprenticeships.  

In 2018, there were over 5 600 new registrations on apprenticeship 

programmes in Ireland, representing an increase of 17% on the preceding year. 

The increase is due to growth in the number of learners on the older, craft 

apprenticeship programmes and the introduction of apprenticeship programmes 

for occupations and sectors that had traditionally not formed part of the 

apprenticeship system. Approximately 10% of all new apprenticeship 

registrations in 2018 were for the new post-2016 apprenticeships. Nonetheless, 

the vast majority of young people completing upper secondary education in 

Ireland progress to tertiary education, rather than apprenticeship programmes.  
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CHAPTER 2.  
Exogenous factors influencing mobility 

 

 

2.1. Economic sectors and actors 

As a small open economy, Ireland is highly dependent on international trade and 

is heavily influenced by (and vulnerable to) events in global markets. In terms of 

worldwide rankings, Ireland was ranked sixth highest in the 2019 Index of 

Economic Freedom (1), and the fifth highest in terms of trade-to-GDP ratio (2). 

There is a significant presence of foreign owned enterprises and Irish exports are 

an important source of revenue. In total, foreign-owned enterprises accounted for 

one fifth of persons engaged in the Irish business economy and contributed 

53.5% of total turnover in the Irish non-financial business economy in 2016 (the 

latest year for which data is available) (3). In terms of exports, the EU (primarily 

through the UK, Belgium, and Germany) is a significant trading partner, 

accounting for almost half of total goods exports in April 2019 (4). The USA was 

the largest non-EU destination, making up almost a third of total exports.  In 

terms of imports, the EU accounted for 58% of total goods, with the USA and 

China making up 18% and 6% respectively.  

Approximately 16% of Ireland’s workforce is non-Irish, made up of UK 

(2.4%), EU 15 (2.4%), EU 15-EU 28 (7.2%), and other nationalities (3.5%).  Non-

Irish nationals have higher labour force participation and employment rates than 

Irish nationals (72.8% compared with 60.5% and 70.6% compared with 67.8%) 

(5). 

                                                 
(1) https://www.heritage.org/index/ 

(2) The World Bank world development indicators.  

https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS&c

ountry= 

(3) CSO Business in Ireland 2016 (2018).  

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-

bii/businessinireland2016/multinationalsanirishperspective/ 

(4) CSO Goods Exports and Imports statistics April 2019. 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/gei/goodsexportsandimportsapril20

19/ 

(5) From the National Skills Bulletin 2018 (SOLAS).  

https://www.heritage.org/index/
https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS&country=
https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS&country=
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-bii/businessinireland2016/multinationalsanirishperspective/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-bii/businessinireland2016/multinationalsanirishperspective/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/gei/goodsexportsandimportsapril2019/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/gei/goodsexportsandimportsapril2019/
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The fact that the UK is one of Ireland’s main trading partners and that a 

significant share of the non-Irish population and labour force is made up of UK 

nationals means that the uncertainty surrounding the UK’s withdrawal from the 

EU presents a significant challenge to Ireland’s economy. It is expected that 

economic and employment growth will slow, although the precise nature of the 

impact remains uncertain.   

It is difficult to ascertain the extent to which the above factors impact, if at all, 

on apprenticeship, other than that apprenticeship in Ireland is employer driven: in 

periods of economic, and particularly work force, contraction, there will 

necessarily be a reduction in the demand (and available places) for apprentices. 

This was particularly evident in the most recent recessionary period during the 

late 2000s/early 2010s when the number of new apprentice registrations declined 

by 85% compared to their peak numbers in 2004.  

Although there are many foreign owned companies operating in Ireland, 

apprenticeship regulations stipulate that the apprentice must work in a company 

registered in Ireland, meaning that mobility is not necessarily any easier (or more 

difficult): the approval process for an employer to employ apprentices requires an 

employer tax number as well as site visits to the employer’s premises by an 

authorised officer working on behalf of SOLAS (which has statutory responsibility 

for Ireland’s national apprenticeship system). Therefore, foreign ownership or 

otherwise does not seem to be either a hindrance or an advantage in facilitating 

international mobility of apprentices.  

2.2. Dynamics of skill demand and supply 

In Ireland the Skills and Labour Market Research Unit (SLMRU) is tasked with 

monitoring the supply and demand for skills to identify occupations for which 

skills and labour shortages exist. The work of the SLMRU informs immigration 

policy (i.e. issuing of employment permits) and labour market activation 

measures (e.g. Upskilling Pathways, traineeship programmes), in addition to 

many aspects of education and training provision (e.g. Springboard). The 

National Skills Council (established in 2016) oversees Ireland’s responses to 

current and future skills needs, focusing on how the education and training 

system can meet the needs of a high skilled economy. However, education and 

training may not always be the most appropriate intervention, and other 

possibilities, such as sourcing skills from outside the EU, are also considered at 

Government level. 

Employment policy in Ireland strives to fill vacant positions with skilled labour 

from within the European Economic Area (EEA). In instances where there are no 
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suitable candidates from the EEA, an employment permit may be issued. In 

general, a non-EEA national must hold a valid employment permit to work in 

Ireland. The Employment Permit Act in 2014 introduced nine classes of 

employment permits. In terms of numbers, the two most significant permit types 

are as follows:  

(a) the critical skills permit, designed to attract highly skilled people into the Irish 

labour market and take up residence in the State; a critical skills permit can 

be issued only for occupations on the highly skilled eligible occupations list; 

the list is reviewed on a regular basis, taking into consideration labour 

market trends and the skills shortages identified by the SLMRU and 

published annually in the National Skills Bulletin; 

(b) the general employment permit, designed to attract non-EEA nationals for 

occupations which are experiencing a labour or skills shortage in roles that 

pay at least EUR 30 000 per year (some exceptions apply); unlike the critical 

skills permit, a general employment permit may be issued for a broad range 

of occupations, except those on a list of ineligible categories of employment. 

Employers must first satisfy a labour market needs test, where the job 

vacancy must be advertised for a minimum period of time with the public 

employment services (both Irish and EURES), in a national newspaper and 

a jobs website or local paper.  

There is indeed a class of visa for training purposes, addressed to incoming 

learners who do not have the status of apprentices as they do not have to 

register with SOLAS. They can may stay for a maximum of one year on a non-

renewable permit. Given the duration limit, this option is not a good response to 

skills needs. In any case, the types of skills required from abroad tend to be at 

higher levels than what apprenticeship systems usually develop (e.g. Doctors, 

ICT software developers etc,) and require significant amount of work experience 

in niche areas (e.g. 5 years+, or process engineering in specific industries). 

In sum, immigration policy relevant to the labour market is managed through 

the employment permits system, and is generally regarded as robust in 

addressing skills needs for relatively high paying jobs (EUR 30 000 per annum or 

more).  Nonetheless, economic migration alone is not generally viewed as a long-

term solution to skills and labour shortages, and other key players in the 

dynamics of skills demand and supply are the employers and education and 

training providers. It is partly in response to meeting the skills needs of the 

economy in the longer term that the Department of Education and Skills has 

made expanding the apprenticeships one of the priorities outlined in its National 

Skill Strategy 2025. No plans for international mobility for apprenticeships (either 

for or against) are articulated in the strategy, mostly due to the fact that 
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apprenticeship training in Ireland can only begin once the learner has first 

secured a contract of employment. Apprentices are part of the workforce, and 

placements abroad may be difficult to facilitate since employers recruit 

apprentices to address their organisational needs and placement abroad is likely 

to create manpower difficulties for the employer.  

2.3. Attitude of employers towards training 

At almost 13% in 2019, the lifelong learning rate amongst adults in Ireland 

was slightly above the EU 28 average, although still short of the EU 2020 

Education and Training target of 15%. Results from the Adult Education Survey 

show that the top three reasons Irish workers engage in learning activities relate 

to their jobs (CSO 2018) (6).   

Employer engagement in employee training has been fostered, in particular, 

by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and its agencies. The DES 

provides funding, through the National Training Fund, to Skillnets, the national 

agency tasked with facilitating workforce learning in Ireland. Skillnets was 

established in 1999 and works with employers to address their current and future 

skills needs (7).  In 2017, the number of in-employment training days increased by 

11% compared to 2016, and by more than 80% when compared to 2012; while 

this increase is a reflection in part of Ireland’s economic recovery and increased 

employment overall, it is also a reflection of increasing engagement by employers 

in re-skilling and up-skilling the workforce.  

In addition, many of the initiatives arising as a result of the implementation of 

the targets in the National Skills Strategy 2025 require, and have garnered, 

significant employer input. Such initiatives include the following:  

(a) the expansion of the apprenticeship and traineeship systems, where new 

programmes are generally led by employers or consortia of employers; 

increased engagement by employers may help enhance the standing of 

further education and training (including VET and apprenticeships) in Ireland 

which, until very recently at least, is very much seen as a second choice for 

learners; the first choice for most learners (and their parents) remains entry 

to university or other tertiary education. While this does not directly impact 

on attitudes towards international mobility, greater participation in 

                                                 
(6) Adult Education Survey 2017 (CSO 2018). 

(7) https://www.skillnetireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Evaluation-of-Skillnet-

Ireland-2017-Indecon-Final-Report-11-Oct-2018.pdf 

https://www.skillnetireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Evaluation-of-Skillnet-Ireland-2017-Indecon-Final-Report-11-Oct-2018.pdf
https://www.skillnetireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Evaluation-of-Skillnet-Ireland-2017-Indecon-Final-Report-11-Oct-2018.pdf
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apprenticeship, may, at some point in the future, lead to an expansion of the 

types of learning options considered (mobility being one such type of 

learning option).   

(b) the introduction of the Skills to Advance programme involving collaboration 

between education/training providers and employers to ensure that 

vulnerable workers (i.e. with lower education, working in low skills sectors, 

etc.) have access to training.  While this programme in itself is not an 

enabler for mobility, it has the potential to increase awareness of the 

possibility of combining work and learning, which traditionally in Ireland is 

relatively low (although improving).  

(c) the inclusion of employed persons in the eligibility criteria for certain types of 

part-time courses at tertiary level; these are known as SpringBoard courses 

and funding depends in part on evidence of employer collaboration as well 

as evidence of skills needs (from the National Skills Bulletin 2018). 

Apprenticeships are not part of the SpringBoard provision, but given that 

SpringBoard courses are delivered through tertiary level colleges, where 

international student mobility is most likely to occur, it has the potential to 

expose adult learners to the idea of long term mobility abroad.  

While none of the above employer engagement initiatives can be viewed as 

enabling the long-term international mobility of apprentices abroad, they go a 

some way in raising the profile of apprenticeship in general, which in turn, may 

lead to an interest, even if small, on the part of employers and learners to look at 

mobility options in the future. 

2.4. International qualifications existence 

In Ireland, the majority of formal qualifications, for either general learning or VET, 

are made by one of four awarding bodies:  

(a) Quality and Qualifications Ireland (most FET and VET awards are made by 

QQI); 

(b) Universities, of which there are eight (including the new Dublin 

Technological University); 

(c) Institutes of Technology (which make awards under delegated authority from 

QQI); 

(d) State Examinations Commission (awards for successful completion of state 

exams in lower and upper secondary). 

In 2018, in the FET sector, two thirds of learners were on programmes 

leading to awards made by QQI; other awarding bodies in the FET sector were 
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mostly international awarding bodies with the highest shares for City & Guilds 

(2%) and ICS Skills (2%).  Almost all awards made by QQI, the universities and 

the State Examinations Commission have been placed on the National 

Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), which in 2009 was referenced to the 

European Qualifications Framework (EQF). As such, most awards gained by 

learners in Ireland can be considered internationally recognisable awards. This 

could be seen as an enabler for international mobility, in that the eligibility criteria 

in terms of formal education attainment can be translated across borders easily 

with reference to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). Nonetheless, to 

date, international mobility by learners in Ireland is almost non-existent.  

Apprentices must be employed by an employer registered in Ireland and with 

SOLAS, and must undergo training by the relevant education and training 

provider in Ireland.  

2.5. Other factors (e.g. interest in foreign language) 

Compared to most other EU countries, foreign language learning in Ireland is 

low: just under half the population stated they could not speak a foreign language 

(compared to an EU average of 35%). The foreign language learning rates for 

Ireland mask the fact that, unless exempt (e.g. for learners whose primary 

education up to the age of 11 years was outside the Republic of Ireland), Irish is 

a compulsory subject for all pupils at primary and second level (because Irish is 

Ireland’s official first language, it is not considered a foreign language, but a 

second language).   

Therefore, foreign languages do not form part of the curriculum at primary 

education level; while most secondary (both lower and upper secondary) pupils 

study at least one foreign language (with French, German and Spanish being the 

most popular), the motivation to continue this study is limited since there are no 

foreign language requirements for entry to VET programmes at post-secondary 

non-tertiary level; furthermore, matriculation requirements at most tertiary 

education institutions do not require foreign a language for entry and of those 

institutions that do require foreign languages (four out of 26 universities or 

institutes of technology), this requirement is frequently waived for those wishing 

to pursue studies in ICT, science and engineering.   

In terms of foreign language provision in VET programmes (which are mostly 

at post-secondary non-tertiary level), the lack of foreign language entry 

requirements combined with the relatively short duration of courses at this 
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level (8) means that fostering proficiency in a foreign language is a challenge. 

Therefore, should it ever be possible to undertake part of the apprenticeship 

programme in another country, apprentices in Ireland will find their choice of 

destination country restricted to ones where the work environment or the 

education and training institutions operate in English. While the English language 

may make Ireland an attractive destination for learners from other countries, the 

requirement first secure a contract of employment in Ireland (when the learner 

may already have an employment contract in their own country) hampers this 

option for non-Ireland based workers. In 2017, there were over 5 000 inwardly 

mobile students to Ireland; this compares with almost 3 500 outgoing students, 

demonstrating the attractiveness of Ireland as a destination for education, due 

partly to the English language medium of instruction (9). 

  

                                                 
(8) Apprenticeship programmes may be up to four years in duration, but these combine 

on- and off-the-job phases. The off-the-job phases, which are classroom based, 

range in duration from 10 to 22 weeks.   

(9) HEA (2018). Higher Education Factsheet: Internationalisation  

http://eurireland.ie/assets/uploads/2018/02/INT-Factsheet-Final-PDF-version.pdf 

http://eurireland.ie/assets/uploads/2018/02/INT-Factsheet-Final-PDF-version.pdf
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CHAPTER 3.  
Link between apprenticeship scheme and 
mobility 

 

 

Although there is currently very little, if any, long term mobility apprentices in 

Ireland, a number of features of the apprenticeships system that could be 

compatible with long term cross country mobility are outlined in sections 3.1 to 

3.3 below; this is followed by an identification of features that may prevent or 

discourage apprentices from pursuing stays abroad as part of their 

apprenticeship programme (Sections 3.4 to 3.6).   

3.1. System (level at which apprenticeship is 

delivered) 

On the one hand, the fact that apprenticeship in Ireland is delivered within the 

post-secondary and tertiary sectors of the education system, rather than at upper 

secondary level, means apprentices in Ireland are typically of adult age, more 

mature with greater independence (legally, financially and socially) than their 

secondary level counterparts; this means that in theory travel abroad for the 

purposes of work or study is relatively straightforward. Factors such as 

compulsory attendance at school, parental permission, and legal authority to act 

on one’s own behalf, which apply to most secondary school pupils, are not 

obstacles faced by the majority of those enrolling in apprenticeship programmes 

in Ireland. 

3.2. Central oversight (governance, standards, health 

& safety)  

A second feature that may facilitate mobility is the fact that all apprenticeship 

programmes are centrally organised and overseen by national agencies (i.e. 

SOLAS, the HEA, the NAAC, and the Apprenticeship Council). Education and 

training providers must adhere to set curricula where apprentices must reach 

uniform, pre-specified standards which have been agreed by key stakeholders 

(e.g. industry, social partners, education and training providers). All employers 

engaging an apprentice must be registered with SOLAS and have standard 

procedures in place to mentor, supervise and assess the work of apprentices. 
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Therefore, regardless of the individual employer or education/training provider, 

the standard reached by all apprentices is expected to be similar. Such a 

standard-based approach to apprenticeship training could mean that provided the 

same standards are reached, the work-based and classroom-based settings 

could be extended beyond national boundaries, particularly if there are 

agreements at institutional level (e.g. education/training providers, foreign 

branches of the same company or consortia of companies).  

The apprenticeship code of practice sets out participating employers' and 

apprentices' duties and responsibilities. All apprentices and employers must sign 

up to the Code of Practice as part of the statutory apprenticeship process. The 

obligations of employers and are set out, which include matters relating to health 

and safety. Employers are required to comply with The Safety, Health and 

Welfare at Work Act, 2005. Apprentices must undergo a Safety Awareness 

Training Programme where applicable. This Code of Practice is applicable to all 

apprentices and their employers and as such the transparency and consistency 

of health and safety standards could enable mobility projects provided the 

receiving agency has similar health and safety procedures.  

3.3. Use of validation in apprenticeship 

The awards attained on successful completion of an apprenticeship programme 

are validated by Quality and Qualifications Ireland. They are nationally 

recognised awards, and since they have all been placed on the NFQ (referenced 

to the EQF since 2009), those completing apprenticeships hold qualifications that 

are recognised on a ladder system that has the potential to offer progression 

opportunities, particularly within the tertiary level system. The transparency of 

qualifications in terms of NFQ level and type, both nationally and internationally, 

is a feature that if fully exploited could lead to mobility opportunities for learners.   

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) procedures also exist: any programme (not 

just apprenticeship programmes) leading to an award on Ireland’s National 

Framework of Qualifications must include details of, among other factors, 

recognition of prior learning by prospective applicants. The details of RPL 

arrangements, if any, vary according to the apprenticeship. For example, for the 

auctioneering and property services apprenticeship, a structured interview 

process will allow for prior experiential learning to be taken into consideration; for 

the plumbing apprenticeship, RPL is based on the number of years’ work 

experience gained in a relevant industrial activity. Although not specified, it is 

possible that work experience abroad would be taken into consideration.  

http://www.apprenticeship.ie/Documents/ApprenticeshipCodeOfPractice.pdf
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3.4. Alternance structure and delivery 

The alternance structure and delivery that applies to all apprenticeship 

programmes in Ireland, be they the pre-2016 craft or the new post-2016 

apprenticeship programmes, does not readily lend itself to long term cross 

country mobility of learners for two main reasons. First, employers require their 

apprentices, who form part of the work force, to be present in the workplace 

during the on-the-job phases of work. Almost all the post-2016 apprenticeship 

alternance models require learners to be present in the workplace three to four 

days a week, with the off-the-job phase occurring on one or two days a week 

during the academic year; outside of the academic semester, apprentices must 

be in the workplace. The specification in relation to the structure of the on- and 

off-the job phases of the apprenticeship is outlined during the validation process 

for the programme, including, if relevant the opportunities for international study 

(to date, none of the apprenticeship programmes refer to international study 

abroad components of the programmes). This would therefore make long term 

mobility during the off-the-job phase difficult. In relation to the on-the-job phases 

of the apprenticeship programme, a learner must be registered with an employer 

in the Republic of Ireland, thus making long term mobility during the on-the-job 

phases difficult.  

Second, the off the job phases are rarely long enough to facilitate a 

placement abroad: the longest off-the-job phase, which for most of the pre-2016 

craft and a very limited number of the post-2016 programmes, is about six 

months (usually up to 22 weeks) and which occurs in the first of the off-the-job 

phases. Although 22 weeks could be considered sufficient for long-term 

placement abroad, the lack of experience and the fact that the longest period 

occurs at the beginning of the programmes, means long term placement abroad 

is likely to be impractical, although not impossible. This is particularly the case in 

terms of language ability, as there are no foreign language requirements for entry 

to programmes, and 22 weeks (and in most cases shorter periods) may not allow 

an ab-initio learner to acquire sufficient competence in the language to be able to 

function and complete apprenticeship training adequately once abroad.  

3.5. Contract and status of apprentices 

Ireland’s apprentices are first and foremost considered to be part of the workforce 

rather than part of the student population. Prior to enrolling on an apprenticeship 

programme, prospective apprentices must first secure a contract of employment. 

As such Ireland’s apprenticeship system is employer driven, with fluctuations in 
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demand for apprentices being a reflection of the performance of the economy or 

of subsectors of the economy. Therefore, when apprentices are engaged, it is 

typically to fulfil employer demand for skills. Without a mechanism to replace the 

apprentice, it is difficult to envisage how an apprentice could be released for long 

term mobility opportunities during the on-the-job phase, particularly in instances 

where the apprentice is engaged in a small or medium enterprise.  

3.6. Remuneration 

For the pre-2016 craft apprenticeships, the employer pays the apprentice a 

nationally agreed wage rate for the on-the-job phases, with wages increasing as 

the learner progresses through his/her apprenticeship. During off-the-job training, 

all apprentices are paid an apprentice allowance by the State. For the post-2016 

apprenticeships, the employer and apprentice agree on a wage, and the 

employer pays the apprentice for the duration of the apprenticeships.  As wages 

in Ireland tend to be higher than in most other European countries, and 

regulations around remuneration may be different, it could be argued that there is 

little financial incentive to learners, particularly for those on the pre-2016 craft 

apprenticeships, who are guaranteed a minimum amount of money, to seek 

employment in other countries.   

On the other hand, all learners must pay a student contribution for the class-

room based phases where they occur in institutes of technology (i.e. tertiary 

level). This cost can range from EUR 700 to EUR 1 500 per year, depending on 

the phase and on the apprenticeship occupation.  
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CHAPTER 4.  
Conclusion 

 

 

Despite several obstacles to participation in long term mobility placements, there 

are, nonetheless, a number of features of the apprenticeship system in Ireland 

that could foster long term mobility. These features centre on the fact that 

apprenticeship is organised nationally, is standards based, and leads to 

nationally and internationally recognised qualifications.  

On the other hand, features that make mobility impractical for apprentices 

include remuneration, the status of apprentices as employees, and the fact that 

the off-the-job phases tend to be very short (one to two days a week for the post-

2016 apprenticeships and at the very most 22 weeks for the pre-2016 craft 

apprenticeships). A particular difficulty relates to the apprentices as employees 

where they often make up an essential part of workforce of individual small or 

medium enterprises.  

Finally, the lack of foreign language competence training both prior to and 

during apprenticeship training means that the range of programmes suitable for 

Irish apprentices abroad is necessarily limited to those where English is the 

working language.  
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Abbreviations 
 

 

EQF European Qualifications Framework 

ETB Education and Training Board 

FET Further education and Training 

IoT Institute of technology 

NAAC National Apprenticeship Advisory Council 

NFQ National Framework of Qualifications 

QQI Quality and Qualifications Ireland 

SOLAS An tSeirbhís Oideachais Leanúnaigh agus Scileanna 



Annex: additional information on traineeship 
 

 

Traineeship programmes are co-funded by the Irish Government and the 

European Social Fund as part of the ESF Programme for Employability, Inclusion 

and Learning 2014-2020. Unlike apprenticeship, traineeship programmes are not 

governed directly by legislation. Traditionally, traineeship programmes are for the 

unemployed, but since 2016 they are also open to young people leaving school 

and to those in employment. Therefore, depending on their status prior to 

commencing a traineeship programme, learners may be considered part of the 

unemployed or the employed.  

There are currently over 50 traineeship programmes, spanning a range of 

sectors and occupations (business, care, construction, engineering, beauty, 

finance, hospitality, ICT, retail, sports/leisure, among others). Traineeships are 

developed by Education and Training Boards (FET providers) working in 

collaboration with employers and industry representatives. They are developed in 

response to a skills need in a specific economic sector, identified on the basis of 

input from industry representatives and national or regional data on current and 

future skills shortages. Traineeships are shorter in duration than apprenticeships 

(between six and 20 months), with a minimum of 30% work-based learning.  

In 2018, there were almost 4 500 learners on traineeship programmes; of 

these fewer than 5% were in employment. Of the remainder, almost two thirds 

were aged 25 years or more, indicating that while school leavers may avail of 

traineeship programmes, most trainees are either unemployed or re-entrants to 

the education and training system.  




