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Now 

Stephen Stewart is an Award Winning third year Media Studies and Celtic 
Studies, Double Honours BA, Mature Student at NUI Maynooth. 

 
Stephen has lobbied for positive change in this area since finding himself in 
this situation in first year 2005. He has borrowed ú5,000 per year to help 

towards living costs and keep up his studies. 
 

Stephen will graduate this year 2008 with a ú20,000 loan (ú15,000+ú5,000 
interest) to pay back starting the week after exams finish in June. 

 
This will severely hamper Stephenôs future plans of doing his Masters in 
Advocacy and Public Policy using Digital Media in the NUI Galway Film 

School.  
This would not have happened if Stephen had not taken up the offer of 

temporary work and continued to sign on in 2004. 
 

When Stephen gets a job, the government will take 41% of profits in tax. 
They will not pay 42% of the investment to make this profit yet they want the 

rewards of this investment. Stephen thinks this is most unfair. 
 

 He really does not want this to happen to anyone else. 

Stephen Stewart receiving the 2008 Digital 
Media Award from Minister Eamon Ryan. 
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Parity of  Esteem for Social Welfare Clients  
And  

Low -Paid / Temporarily Workers  
In Essential  Second Chance Education  Supports.  

 
 

In 2008;  

 The Minimum Wage (MW) is     ú17,992 per year                ú346 per week.1 

 The Social Welfare ceiling is    ú18,055 per year;                ú347 per week.2 

 
This ú1.21 per week difference in income creates a ú63,489 disparity in Educational Support 
over a full-time 3 year degree course between two otherwise equal citizens. 

 
Problem/ Opportunity; 

 
The Mature Student from a Low-Paid (MW) Background is entitled to;       ú4,103 per year 
The Mature Student from a Social Welfare Background is entitled to;       ú25,266 per year 
 

Over a 3 year degree course this leads to a ú63,489 disparity in essential support. 
People who want to escape the low-pay trap are being penalised for working. 
 
Action to be taken; 
 

The pages below set out this problem in more detail.  
 

 They show how this anomaly has developed to create this vast gulf in funding. 

 They then suggest a mechanism for positive change which can happen today. 
 
The recommendation it suggests is that Independent Mature Students from low-paid  
backgrounds (ú18,055 or less) be allowed qualify for the Special Rate of Maintenance  
Grant (Top-Up Grant ú3,270 per year). 
 

Phone / write to the Student Support Unit (0506) 21363 or (01) 8734700, and 
recommending that the 4 words óExcept Independent Mature Studentsô, should be 
inserted into clause 4; 6; 6 in the Accompanying notes to the Maintenance Grant. 
 

These notes are amended every year and do not need any statutory permission.  
There are no new laws to pass, no new departments to set up. 
 
The above will act as a first step towards parity of esteem between long-term social welfare 
 clients and long-term low-paid workers, when it comes to eligibility for Student Supports. 
 
Follow-up Action; 
The Combat Poverty Agency has recommended this Parity of Esteem to prevent Social 
 Exclusion, people on the same income, no matter what the source, should be treated the same. 

                                                
1
 http://www.citizensinformation.ie/categories/employment/employment-rights-and-conditions ú8.65 per hour x 40 = ú346. 

2 (Jobseekers Allowance ú197.80 per week; ú10,286 per year. Rent Supplement of 130pw/ ú6,760pa = ú17,046, plus medical 
card and other benefits eg Christmas bonus, fuel allowance, bringing you to a total ceiling ú18,055 / ú347 per week. 

Overview  
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Mature Student Support 2008 
 

 
The Mature Student who qualifies for (BTEA) Back to Education Allowance; Social Welfare Client.  
 

 
 
The Mature Student who does NOT qualify for (BTEA), Minimum Wage Worker/ Unemployed less than 1 yr. 
 

Maintenance Grant    (Dept Education)           (HEG)          ú 3420 per year 3420 

European Social Fund                                  (ESF)           ú350 per year 350 

Student Support Fund                                   (SSF)        ú1000 per degree 333 

Per week (ú78) every week for 3 years, guaranteed. ú78pw 
 

  

Total per year;   ú4,103pa 
 

 
The Difference every year is ú21,163 and over the Degree Course of 3 years totals; 

 
 

; 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

. 
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 Christmas Bonus. 

The Back to Education Allowance(BTEA)(53 weeks)3 ú197.80 per week,  10483 

Rent Support;     (Dept Health)                                     ú130.00 per week 6760 

The Maintenance Grant (HEG); (Dept Edu)             ú3,420.00 per year 3420 

The Special Rate of Maintenance Grant (Top-Up)   ú3,270.00  per year 3270 

Cost of Education Grant (Dept Social Welfare)            ú500.00 per year. 500 

European Social fund (ESF)                                        ú500.00 per year 500 

Student Support Fund, (SSF) (loan) per degree.   ú1,000.00 per degree 333 

Per Week (ú485) every week, for 3 years, guaranteed. ú485pw 
 

Total per year; ú25,266 pa 

The average Irish industrial wage in 2008 is:    ú32,000pa;  ú495 per week after tax.
1
  

The Social Welfare Student is entitled to:         ú25,266pa;  ú485 per week, no tax, insurance paid. 

Summary 

óEnsure that the funding model rewards collaboration 
Structure the allocation of grants to institutions in such a way as 

to encourage greater collaboration with external partners and 
with other higher education institutions.  

TOWARDS THE BEST EDUCATION FOR ALL: 

If you have a relationship with social welfare 
for 1 full year, you may be able to claim Back 

to Education Allowance to return to 
education. 

 
You are disqualified from BTEA if you 

worked in the year before taking a college 
place, no matter what the income level. 

 
If you earned equal to or below minimum 

wage which is the same amount as the social 
welfare ceiling, you are disqualified from 

BTEA and loose out on vital support through 
your degree. 

 
If you do not qualify for BTEA you do not 

qualify for other essential grants including the 
rent and the Top-Upô Grant. 

 
When you take up a degree course as an 

adult learner (over 23 years old) the level of 
support depends on what you were doing in 
the year before you take up your place on 
the course. If you earned any money you 

loose almost all support. 
 

ú63,489 

If you work you loose out on BTEA/Rent and the óTop-Upô 
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Introduction 

 
 
 

The óTop-Upô grant for Mature Students 
 from Minimum Wage Backgrounds. 

 
   Minimum Wage/ > less than 312 Days Unemployed ïVï BTEA Social Welfare 

 
There is currently a disparity of ú63,4894, in direct governmental support between two 

students, who were receiving very similar incomes before they started their degree. 
1; The social welfare student receiving ú18,0555 (ú347p.w.) income from the dole, plus rent.  
2; The minimum wage student earning ú17,9926 (ú346p.w) or less per year, in a low-paid job. 
 

(ú1 per week difference in income creates a ú 63,489 disparity in support over the degree). 

 
The Problem; When refused the BTEA (c.ú50,000 per degree) because of working in a low 
paid job before going to college, the Minimum Wage mature student is then refused the óTop-
Upô grant (c.ú9,000 per degree) because they are not in receipt of that same BTEA. 
The social welfare student automatically receives the TOP-UP along with the BTEA.  
 

 Independent Mature Students (23+) with a social welfare background can benefit from as 
much as ú75,7987 in direct government funding over the course of their degree. 

 

 The Mature Student from a Minimum Wage background (-ú18,055), can receive a 
maximum of ú12,3098 in direct government support over the same degree course. 

 

 This creates a staggering difference of ú63,489 in direct government support between 
these two very similar income groups over the 3 year degree course.  

 
The Solution; Proposal; Include Independent Mature Students from a Minimum Wage 
Background for the Special Rate of Maintenance Grant. Do not penalise those who work. 
 
This proposal highlights the way support systems are intertwined resulting in this óall or nothingô 
situation, (in some cases, working income can be less than dole + rent). 
 
It then offers a simple, effective and immediate mechanism whereby the best available support 
can be made accessible for all students from low-income backgrounds. Elevating some of the 
hardship caused while much needed wholesale reform can be carried out by the forthcoming, 
long awaited, Student Support Bill.  
 
Parameters of Proposal  
 

 This proposal concentrates on Independent Mature Students 23+ (assessed on their own 
incomes). Mature Students nationwide who fall into this category total c.777.9  

 

 The focus of this proposal is the óTop-Upô Grant, (BTEA reform is a completely separate 
issue, handled by the Department of Social and Family Affairs). 

 

 The Governments website, Education Ireland, states that a budget ú15,000 for living 
expenses is needed for a full year of study in Ireland10 (ú45,000 per degree). 

 

                                                
4
 See tables page 2; Table 1-Table 2, = ú 63,489. 

5
 Weekly payment plus rent support. (197.80x53+130x52=ú17,441 per year social welfare) 

6
 The Income limit set by the Department of Education for eligibility for grant support, www.education.ie 

7
 Table 1, page 2. 

8
 Table 2, page 2. 

9
 (Of the 133,691

9
 students enrolled in Higher Education Authority Institutions today, 9.4%

9
 are deemed Mature, (23+) equalling 

12,566 Mature Students. 42% of these would qualify for grant assistance, reflecting the percentage in the overall student body; 
5277

9
 approxô. 4500 approx Mature Students are receiving BTEA

9
 and the ótop-upô grant. This leaves a total of 777 low-income 

mature students without BTEA or the top-up grant. 
10

 www.educationireland.ie/httpdocs/htm/how/cost.html (Calendar year). 
 

http://www.educationireland.ie/httpdocs/htm/how/cost.html
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 The Current Student Funding Situation. 
 

Mature Students from a Social Welfare background.  
 

 Students in receipt of BTEA are entitled to the Top-Upô, a Medical Card and all other 
benefits they qualified for as a social welfare claimant including; the Christmas Bonus, 
Fuel Allowance, T.V. licence, Cost of Education Allowance. They are also entitled to 
earn a part-time income of up to ú60 per week without affecting any of their benefits.11 

 

 They can also sign-on during the summer and have the assurance that this will be their 
minimum annual income. Insurance Credits are paid throughout these years. 

 

 At present under the current regulations, a mature student from a social welfare 
background is entitled to receive ú25,266 per year support/ ú485 per week. This is made 
up of;  

 
Table 1.  The Social Welfare Student. 

The Back to Education Allowance(BTEA)(53 weeks)12 ú197.80 per week,  10483 

Rent Support;                                                               ú130.00 per week 6760 

The Maintenance Grant (HEG);                                ú3,420.00 per year 3420 

The Special Rate of Maintenance Grant (Top-Up)   ú3,270.00  per year 3270 

Cost of Education Grant                                              ú500.00 per year. 500 

European Social fund (ESF)                                        ú500.00 per year 500 

Student Support Fund, (SSF) (loan) per degree.   ú1,000.00 per degree 333 

Per Week (ú485) every week, for 3 years, guaranteed. ú485pw 

Total per year; ú25,266 pa 

10483+6760+3420+3270+500+500+333= ú25,266 per year = ú75,798 per 3 year degree. 

 

 

Mature Students from a Minimum Wage Background. 
 
Table 2. The Minimum Wage Student. 

Maintenance Grant                                     (HEG)          ú 3420 per year 3420 

European Social Fund                                  (ESF)           ú350 per year 350 

Student Support Fund                                   (SSF)        ú1000 per degree 333 

Per week (ú78) every week for 3 years, guaranteed. ú78pw 

Total per year;   ú4,103pa 

                                 3420+350+333 = ú4,103 per year = ú12,309 per 3 year degree. 

 

 At present under the current regulations, a mature student from a low-income 
background is entitled a maximum of ú4,103 per year support.  

 

 This amounts to ú12,309 per degree course, (assuming and including receipt of SSF 
loan ú1,000). 

 

 This is ú63,489 less than the social welfare student over the same degree course. 
 

 The Mature Student from a low-income background who presents at a social welfare 
office to sign-on as unemployed in summer is informed; they are not entitled to do so, if 
they declare their intention to return to college in September.13 

 

The difference in financial support, per degree between two equal citizens, is; ú63,489. 

                                                
11

 http://www.welfare.ie/publications/sw70.html 
12

 Christmas Bonus. 
13

 Section 126 of the Social Welfare Act 1993. http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/1993/en/act/pub/0027/sec0126.html 

Situation Now 
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FACTS;  
 

 It Costs ú18,000+ to keep someone on the dole for a year while the 
wait to qualify for Back to Education Allowance (BTEA). 

 

 There is another way, a better way, a choice. 
 

 Allow people to apply for the óTop-Upô Grant. 
 

 Every student who has earned less than the dole/minimum wage 
(ú18,055) should be allowed to apply for the ótop-upô. 

 

 It does not make up for loss of the BTEA but at least goes towards 
the rent and gives people a fighting chance.

The ócostô of the ótop-upô grant will be less than ú10,000 over the 3 year 
degree. 

 
 (Nearly half as much as keeping a person waiting on the dole for 1 year so 

they can qualify for BTEA). 
 

This will save money. 
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           Allow Minimum Wage Mature Students the óTop-Upô grant. 
 
Urgent Action to be taken immediately. 
 
As a first and urgent step to rectifying this vast disparity in support and, to give Mature Students 
who have worked in low-paid jobs in the year preceding their return to education, some chance 
of completing their degree successfully and to return to the workforce as net contributors; 
 
 

The Special Rate of Maintenance Grant should immediately be made accessible to 
each Mature Student from this income group, (below ú18,055). 
 
 

 Using the best available figures, this measure would cost ú2.3 million per year. This 
represents 0.01% of the total budget of ú1.9 billion announced by the Minister for 
Education in Jan 200714.  

 

 This measure would not involve setting up any new infrastructure or the drafting any 
new laws and can be initiated with immediate effect. 

 

 The regulation which denies access to this ótop-upô rate of grant is contained in the 
document ôAccompanying Notes to Grant Applicationô, published by the Department of 
Education, distributed to the Local Authorities óCorporate Services Departmentsô, as 
instruction on allocation of grants.15 

 

 In CLAUSE 4.4.6, of this óAccompanyingô document it states; 
 

For the award of a special rate of maintenance grant a candidateôs reckonable 
income must, as at 31 December 2007, include one of the payments listed in 
Appendix III. 

 

 Appendix III lists social assistance and social insurance payments, including; 
Unemployment Benefit, which must have been continuous for at least 12 months before 
taking up the college course offered. This creates the anomaly scenario. 

 

 This Clause effectively sets out the same qualification criteria as the BTEA, meaning if 
you qualify for one, you qualify for both. And if you do not qualify for one you do not 
qualify for either, even if you pass the income threshold test of below ú18,055. 

 

 By adding the four word qualification;  
 
 
 

(Except Independent Mature Students), 
 

to the above clause, Mature Students (23+) assessed on their own incomes, who have 
proven that income was below the ú18,055 threshold, would be entitled to the Special Rate 
of Maintenance Grant. 

 

 This would bring the annual income of a mature student from a low income background 
to ú7,373. Maintenance grant of ú3,420, the ESF ú350 and the ótop-upô of ú3,270 with 
the SSF loan of ú333. This gives a weekly total of ú141 to meet estimated living costs of 
ú288, as set out in Education Ireland website.16 

                                                
14

National Development Plan 2007-2013/Chapter 11, p248. 
15

Download Word Document at http://www.education.ie/home/ 
16
Government estimates. ú15,000 per year ú288 per week 

http://www.educationireland.ie/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2&Itemid=5 (Calendar year).  

Proposal 




