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The following was compiled from correspondence from students and parents across the country to Rose Conway-Walsh 
TD. In her role as the Sinn Féin spokesperson for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science she 
has made it a priority to engage with people to hear their stories and learn from their experiences. The response was 
overwhelming. It was impossible to publish every submission. This document is only a fraction of the personal accounts 
shared but represents the many experiences of hardship and stress people go through trying to get a third-level 
education. 

I am deeply grateful to everyone who have been in contact 
with my office. We have done our best to give each case the 
time and consideration they deserve.  

This document aims to show the real life worries and fears 
of students and parents as we begin a new academic year. 

As the Sinn Fein spokesperson for further and higher 
education I want everything I do to be guided by the real-life 
experiences of the people I aim to represent. 

I was humbled by the level of response we have received. 
It is undeniable that students and their parents face real 
hardship trying to afford and access third-level education. 

I have heard countless stories of students who could not 
afford to go on to third-level or were forced to drop out 
because of a lack of financial means. Many who make it do 
so at huge cost to themselves and their families. 

These stories have reaffirmed by conviction that our third-
level education needs radical reform and my determination 
to deliver that change. 

Fine Gael and Fianna Fail with the help of Labour and the 
Greens have starved the third level sector of funding. 

Successive Fianna Fail and Fine Gael governments have left 
us with a situation where public funding per student is 50 
percent lower than in 2008. 

In the same time period, fees have gone up from 850 to 
3,000 euro. The highest in the EU. That is the legacy of 
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael on the third-level education in 
Ireland.

These number play out as hardship and stress for many 
students and families across the country. The accounts 
in this document bring to life the struggle faced by many 
because of these failed policies. 

Underfunding and overcharging has been the situation for 
some time. Now we are also living with Covid-19. I commend 

the work done by the staff and management of further 
and higher education institutes to prepare for the return of 
students. That said, it is unfair and unjustifiable to expect 
students and their families to pay the full amount for partial 
access to campuses and facilities.

Sinn Féin believes in a higher and further education system 
that is truly free with financial supports to ensure equality 
of access for all. 

Properly funding education is an investment that we can 
no longer afford to ignore. That means giving people the 
support they need to get the qualifications, training and 
skills to engage fully in all aspects of our society and 
economy.

Sinn Féin is committed to breaking down the barriers faced 
by students when accessing third-level education and a fit-
for-purpose system for financial support. 

For that reform to be effective it must be combined with a 
broader policy response to the direct and indirect cost of 
going on to third-level education.

People are struggling. Now is the time to stand up for them 
and make sure everyone has the chance to reach their full 
potential. 

Rose Conway-Walsh TD
Sinn Féin spokesperson for Further and Higher Education,  
Research, Innovation and Science



"I am concerned about having the financial ability to attend 

college while still being able to keep a roof over my head." 

"I live in a rural area where internet connectivity is not great. 

I don't have the proper facilities or quiet space to study."

"Student nurses pay full fees to work for free half of the year 

and now the other half will be delivered online. This is extremely 

unfair as many student nurses work 40-60 hours a week during 

placement in order to survive and earn money."  

"As my course is technology based I am afraid of the cost of 

buying the technology for doing the course from home." 

"Ability to forge relationships and connections with fellow

classmates will be more difficult in an online setting."
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"Worried I wouldn’t get the points I need due to predicted grades."

"I am scared of going onto third-level because I do not know if I will

have the money for basics like food."

"Costs in Dublin are my biggest fear. The fact I could be spending 

anywhere between 6000-8000 a year on accommodation is a huge 

worry. As a SUSI and HEAR student there is no additional support for 

accommodation. Student accommodation in general is too expensive 

but at the minimum a subsidised program for students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds should be considered. People might 

argue I should’ve went to college closer to home, however my 

degree choice was only available in Dublin."

’"I’m very concerned about the fact that nothing was said about 

college students during the whole covid-19 crisis and we were just 

left to fend for ourselves."
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"I am anxious constantly about being able to afford rent, find a part 

time job that will accommodate my studies, afford food and the odd 

train ride home."

"Being able to afford tuition is a huge issue for my household. My 

parent is already in debt, and due to the HSE not providing adequate 

services we are also trying to save up for essential healthcare 

privately is proving to be yet another financial strain on my family. 

We can barely afford rent. "

"I’m worried about the risk to my health during the ongoing 

pandemic, particularly as I am in my 50's.  The anxiety over the lack of 

communication and some indicators of what to expect in the next 

semester. "

"Colleges in Ireland are not educational institutions, they are 

businesses now."
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"I don't want to do a degree though blended learning as I am paying 

for my tuition out of pocket and do not feel it is worth my money."

"I'm not going to pay ’450+ a month to attend college two days a 

week. Online lectures at the end of last semester were dreadful."

"Less hours less money! Less hours in college yet fees remain the 

same?"

"My course is going to be on line and I don't have a computer or 

laptop."

"I need technology to assist in learning from home."

"Unfair that colleges can charge full fees for online classes."

"Yes, even if college classes due change to online I will still need to 

pay rent so as not to lose my accommodation."
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"As college is now a mixture of face to face and online learning, I 

think college fees should be reduced as a lot of the work is left to 

the students and less demands on the lectures as they are at home."

"My son is in second year studying in the Netherlands. He’s entitled 

to SUSI maintenance grant, but it doesn’t even cover his food bill 

each week. He’s in college for 11 months of the year.  Susi is for 9 

months. The Susi doesn’t cover college fees in the Netherlands. Even 

though they are lower than Ireland and SUSI cover the fees here. We 

have to pay Fees, rent, bills, books, health insurance and flights. He 

won’t be able to come home like students going to college in Ireland. 

Hopefully he’ll get home at Christmas."
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’"Blended learning may not be practical for people who cannot 

commute to college, I am one of those people and will have to pay 

for accommodation and move out even though I won’t be attending 

college on campus the majority of the time. Many of my friends 

aren’t moving down and will likely miss out on face to face learning 

if they can’t find short term accommodation."

"Fees for college should be reduced due to the fact that it is a 

blended learning approach as we shouldn't have to pay 3000 for 

online videos."

"How can 3rd level colleges justify the fees they charge if some 

content is going to be delivered online."

"With social distancing on public transport it will be impossible to 

get to college."
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’"It’s ridiculous that students both undergraduate and postgraduate 

are required to pay FULL college fees if learning is to be blended. It is 

very unfair as it is not the same experience."

"I just wish there was more support for online education."

"If it's blended learning, I'll defer."

"3,000 for fees is a lot of money for average incomes. My father 

earns 39000 and my mom 22000 this isn't a lot once they pay all the 

bills. I was due to work in a job full time over the summer to help 

fund my fees. I hate to feel like such a burden to my parents."

"If the colleges go for a blended learning approach, then tuition fees 

need to be reduced. Also, college accommodation rent needs to be 

massively reduced this year especially."

"Online learning is a big disadvantage."
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’"IT funding for new laptops and better internet broadband is 

required."

"I’m genuinely distraught at the idea of blended learning and having 

another half a year/full year taken from the college experience I’ve 

been waiting for my whole life."

"We need access to regional "study hubs" for students based in 

rural areas."

"Paying for college accommodation that could potentially not be 

required for studies due to blended learning is a real concern."

"Financial assistance for students for laptops was announced in 

July but no details yet as to how students can apply for these 

aids?"
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"Students and parents should not have to pay full fees for ’blended 

learning’ when that entails staring at a zoom lecture in your room for 

the semester without the library facilities and a quiet study area."

"Accommodation is the most expensive cost when paying for college. 

It is at least twice the cost of tuition which is outrageous, and my 

college is too far away for me to commute everyday by bus."

"Student rental accommodation being sky high and goes up every 

year. We are being taken advantage of."

"Buses, with social distancing they can't have half the amount on 

them yet the same demand as always. Might not be able to attend 

college due to no way of getting there."

"Stressed out the burden on my parents - think they may use their 

retirement savings to help me go to college."
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"Scared of catching Covid-19. No idea if my course will be all online 

or bit online and some on campus. Don’t know if I should be renting 

a room near campus or continue living with my parents 3hrs away 

because if it’s all online then there no point being near college."

"My biggest concern is that even though I am on the full maintenance 

grant, it doesn't even cover half of my accommodation let alone 

food, travel and other costs."

"Worried about the stigma related to SUSI and being from a 

working-class family at university."
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"Currently I'll be getting ’366 from SUSI for a year total of 3600. 

My rent for the year is twice that. Then I also have to pay for any 

materials needed and living costs. But I'm barely allowed to work 

any hours as it will affect whether I'll be eligible for any grants 

from SUSI the following year. It's impossible for a person to put 

themselves through college with government grants. How can 

anyone afford it unless they have mammy and daddy paying."

"Doing nursing means I have to travel a lot for placement, having to 

pay for my accommodation, public transport to get to placement 

and possibly having to pay for second accommodation while on 

placement in certain areas leaves me very stressed for money."

"Terrified of getting scammed and treated badly by landlords 

seeking to rip off students."

"There are not enough counselling services for students."
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"I have a sister already at third level and my parents will really 

struggle to pay for both of us without any assistance.  Two lots of 

accommodation in Dublin and two lots of registration fees and two 

lots of living expenses."

"My parents can’t afford to send us to college but according to 

SUSI they can. We have debts that are being repaid and other cost of 

running a house. I want to be able to get to college so I don’t end up 

the same way but there’s no help."

"There is a lack of information provided which brings anxiety 

regarding accommodation and what to expect, also the lack of 

social interaction now takes away from the college experience 

which is essential to coping with the stresses of college work."
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"I am not looking forward to having to commute as accommodation 

is ridiculously expensive. I’m now even more concerned about this 

with less busses running due to covid ."

"I live in rural Wexford, my WiFi is very bad and there were a couple 

of times during Covid that connectivity issues were a problem for 

me."

"Both colleges and lectures are in limbo and there is no clear 

contingency plan being communicated. This causes anxiety amongst 

students, particularly for 1st year students and final year students. "

"As anxiety and stress has increased due to the current pandemic. 

Their needs to be an increase in both physical and mental health 

support for students in coping with the adaptation of hybrid 

learning systems and the new methods being implemented in exams 

and projects. "
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"Education in Ireland is outrageously expensive compared to most 

other countries. None of our Universities rank in the top 100, and yet 

we have among the highest fees in the world."

"Education is a very hard place to get in to if you don’t have 

the funds to support you, stress anxiety caused is high and it’s 

unbelievable that grants are not given to people who actually want 

to better their career and get a good job."

"Education should not be a commodity and whether you attend 

should not be influenced by your parents’ income. Third level 

education is essential in any developed society and should looked 

at as an investment."
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"I am an independent adult who is estranged from my parents. The 

reality  I face is not going to college unless SUSI assesses me as an 

independent adult or on my guardians details. This system could 

really change the course of my life for the better or worse. Only 

time will tell but it's a terrible system and I can't get anyone to listen 

or to me to help."
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