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Prologue
This report was compiled in response to the national and international research work that has 
pointed to the future growth of the Creative Economy (see below). The question posed here is, 
does Ireland have the capacity to support the development of the Creative Economy with its 
current level of provision of creative courses at third level? 

The creative economy is set to grow, and for an Ireland emerging from economic recession, we 
have argued elsewhere that it is perfectly poised to take advantage of the island’s innate indig-
enous talents in pursuit of a more sustainable development model. We know that the creative 
sector employs a higher number of third level graduates than most others. And as such is 
highly reliant on the provision of creative talent from higher education institutes. 

This report is an audit of the creative education infrastructure of higher education institutions 
across the island of Ireland. This does not act as an assessment of the quality of creative edu-
cation, rather it is an accounting of the number of courses and places on offer in particular 
disciplines across the island. We take the opportunity to reflect on what is unique in these 
course offerings and question how the case can be made for a greater investment in this 
important facet of a growing economy. 
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The term Creative Economy is used to 
describe the overlapping activities 
based around the production, 
distribution and consumption of 
creative and cultural goods. Creative 
Industries are inherently knowl-
edge-based businesses trading in 
intangibles – creativity, talent and 
intellectual property .
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1. Introduction: Are we ready for it? 

There is a scarcity of places and very few 
courses have the capacity to take more stu-
dents. This is problematic if the size of the 
local creative industries sector grows... there is 
insufficient consideration of future demand in 
the creative area (HEA, 2013: 45). 

This research report was inspired by a simple 
question: The creative economy of Ireland 
has the potential to double in size by 2020, 
are we ready for it? Current estimates show 
that nearly 100,000 people are employed in 
the creative industries across the island of 
Ireland. Were that workforce to grow in line 
with the broader growth of the creative econ-
omy, could our current provision of ‘creative 
education courses’ at third level cater for it? 
The short answer is, no. 

We live in an era of rapid economic and social 
change. The term creative economy entered 
the lexicon less than 15 years ago, yet as a 
definable economic entity is worth more to 
our economy than agriculture. Internationally, 
the growth of the creative economy has been 
tracked by UNCTAD over the past 10 years 
and shows a consistent average growth rate 
of close to 9% year on year. For certain indus-
tries within the creative economy, notably 
‘new media’ and audiovisual, the growth rates 
are a multiple of that (2013). 

Beyond the figures we can recognise this 
phenomenon in many facets of our daily lives. 
Technological change has fundamentally 
transformed the creative economy. Out of it, 
the App economy grew from zero in 2008 to a 
projected worth of $168 billion in 2016 
(Forbes, 2013). The way we consume culture 
is markedly different, much has been written 
about the readjustment of the music industry 
(from $38billion in 2000 to $15billion in 2014), 
and the fact that half of all those under 30 
receive their news via social media speaks to 
a similar adjustment facing the newspaper 
industry. In the place of industry monoliths in 
the 20th century have risen a number of new 
entities, Napster, Spotify, Storyful, Twitter; 
many of whom are seen as defining the rise of 
the creative economy. 

Legislating for this rate of change is a chal-
lenge facing education institutes and policy 
makers across the world. To quote renowned 
futurologist Cathy Davidson (2011), 65% of the 
jobs that todays students will work in, do not 
yet exist. Our contention is that many of these 
jobs will reside in the creative economy; our 
concern is how well Irish HEIs are prepared 
for this. This short report sets to carry out an 
audit of the existing ‘creative’ courses on offer 
in our third level institutes. Some health 
warnings should be made explicit at the 
outset. We do not contend that all future 
creatives require a third level education, nor 
that that education be in one of these cre-
ative courses. We must also state at the that 
this report does not query the quality of 
education on offer in the creative sector, 
rather it seeks to understand the current 
provision in of educational opportunities. We 
also recognise that the work is limited to 
universities and institutes of technology. That 
said we see the value in auditing the current 
creative education infrastructure as one of 
the most likely determinants of our ability to 
match future needs for the creative economy. 

Finally, the creative and cultural industries 
from book publishing to gaming were the first 
to face the transformative nature of new 
technological innovation and the rise of the 
Internet society. Arguably, no sector is safe. In 
terms of education, MOOCs are pointing to a 
new reality facing third level education. 
Whether this will entail an adjustment similar 
to that experienced in other sectors remains 
to be seen. But the fact that some of the most 
popular online courses attract upwards of a 
quarter of a million students, speaks to level 
of demand that no physical campus could 
cater for (Edsurge, 2015). While not the remit 
of this report, it warrants reflection on consid-
ering future development trajectories for 
creative education across the island of 
Ireland. 
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1.1 Structure of the Report

Section 2 briefly outlines the creative econo-
my concept and gives the reader an under-
standing of its extent in Ireland. Here we also 
make clear the courses we consider part of 
the creative education audit. Section 3, gives 
a brief outline of the policy approaches in 
both jurisdictions before making clear our 
methodological approach. Sections 5 and 6 
present the bulk of our findings and break-
down the creative courses by geography and 
type as well as reflecting on creative educa-
tion in the contemporary context it looks to 
possible future growth. Section 7 looks at 
futrue areas of growth in creative education 
before section 8 provides our conclusions 
and recommendations. 

2. The Creative Economy of Ireland

The creative industries are supplied by “cre-
atives”, that is, individuals with the capacity to 
manipulate, synthesise, rearticulate, and 
produce content. Hesmondhalgh (2008) 
outlines an understanding of creativity, 
moving it away from the traditional concep-
tion of ‘high art’ associated with extraordinary 
human potential, and towards a baser, or 
more democratic and anti-elitist, description 
of art as symbolic creativity produced by 
symbol creators (2008:4-5). This understand-
ing of creativity or artistic productivity incor-
porates the contemporary ways in which 
texts are produced, interpreted and reworked 
as stories, songs, images and so on, and 
addresses the multiple ways in which collab-
oration in the contemporary workspace pro-
duces a product of value. The production of 
texts has become increasingly differentiated 
and depends on collaboration with managers 
and specialists across a diversity of technolo-
gies. Creative individuals tend to work in fluid 
teams on a project basis with other knowl-
edge workers and manufacturers, or some 
even working solo as a micro-business. These 
workers/creators depend on the commer-
cialisation and consumption of creativity and 
the protection of intellectual property rights. 
The application of creativity takes place 
within a changing economic and cultural 
environment, within which the creative indus-
tries need to be flexible and responsive. Thus 

it has become a requisite for ‘industry to meet 
and to create new kinds of demands that are 
not merely based on the functionality of a 
product but are instead rooted in individual 
and collective aspiration’ (European Commis-
sion, 2009). It is this change from the tradi-
tional form of industry work that required 
primarily manual skills, to the nature of the 
creative industries that requires divergent, 
interdisciplinary, and multiplatform skills and 
competencies to successfully merge, pro-
duce and market an idea or experience within 
a new text, service, or product, for consump-
tion. 

The creative economy then, is an evolving 
concept, one that is based upon the potential 
of creative assets to generate economic 
growth and development (UNCTAD, 2010). It 
has been high on the agenda of policy 
makers in recent years, as is evident in docu-
ments such as the EU Lisbon Strategy, which 
identifies creativity and innovation as a means 
to enhance competitiveness through quality 
and differentiation (Van Egeraat and Curran, 
2010). Similarly, the European Commission 
Green Paper: Unlocking the potential of cul-
tural and creative industries (2010) seeks to 
examine the enablers that can be activated in 
order to ‘harness the potential of culture as a 
catalyst of creativity and innovation’, stimulat-
ing in return the competitiveness and job 
creation envisioned in the EU Lisbon Strategy 
aforementioned. ‘The Irish government’s 
“Building Ireland’s Smart Economy” (2008) 
sets out a framework for sustainable eco-
nomic development over the 2009-2014 
period based on five action areas. One of 
these action areas, Creating the Innovation 
Island, involves leveraging the Arts, Culture 
and Creative Sectors as world class business 
sectors. This recognises the arts, cultural and 
creative industries as key and primary eco-
nomic contributors, and acknowledges that 
the challenges for creative industries differ 
from those in traditional export sectors’ (Col-
lins, 2011). 
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2.1 Our definition: 

The creative economy consists of 11 sub-sectors including: advertising; architecture; art and 
antique trade; crafts; design; digital media; fashion; internet and computer software; music, 
visual and performing arts; radio and tv; publishing; and video, film and photography. These 
sectors have come to be recognised as impressively running counter-cyclical to the rest of 
the economy. ‘Many recent studies have shown that the cultural and creative industries repre-
sent highly innovative companies with a great economic potential and are one of Europe’s 
most dynamic sectors, contributing around 2.6% to the EU GDP, with a high growth potential, 
and providing quality jobs to around 5 million people across EU-27’ (EU Green paper, 2010). 
The creative industries in Ireland are employing over 96,000 people contributing a gross 
value add of close to €7 billion in 2010, with a potential for doubling the work force by 2022 
(Collins, 2011). 
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We categorised the creative courses in terms 
of creative application, expression and tech-
nology as represented above: 
Creative Application = Courses that feed 
industries that develop products based on 
meeting market demand.
Creative Expression = Courses that focus on 
the skills necessary to develop  products or 
services for an audience with an expressive 
story in mind. 
Creative Technology = Courses where sub-
jects rely on technology and digital media, 
particularly for their core functions. (WDC, 
2009:28-29).

The literature on the growth of the creative 
economy, creative industries, and creative 
cities draws on regional clusters of creative 
activities that contribute to the development 
of the creative sector as a whole. These activ-
ities have been widely covered by ‘mapping 
studies’ that ‘seek to capture economic 
parameters of the cultural and creative indus-
tries, drawing on indicators such as national 
trade, employment, firm size and location as 
well as definition’ (Pratt, 2012:318). Creative 
industries are often clustered within urban 
environments such as Dublin, Galway or 
Belfast. Yet recent work carried out in the 
West of Ireland has shown that the creative 
economy is not solely an urban animal. The 
Creative Edge project has mapped the pres-
ence of creative industries across the most 
rural parts of the island of Ireland, all be it 
with a slightly different emphasis than its 
urban cousin, reflecting a greater presence of 
traditional art, design and crafts (Collins et al, 
2013). 

2.2 Educating for the Creative Economy

Higher education institutions are the primary 
producers of the talent and skills that fuels 
the creative economy, but they are also a vital 
source of new ideas, ways of working (busi-
ness models), that apply to the creative econ-
omy and beyond. Relative to the rest of the 
economy, the creative sector is more depen-
dent on HEIs graduates, research from the UK 
compares the general workforce in which 31% 
of employees have a third level qualification 
to industries such as animation, interactive 
media, and design, with 78%, 80% and 65% of  

their employees in possession of third level 
degrees. (Universities UK: Creative economy 
facts and figures, 2011).

The key facets of the creative economy are 
exactly the traits that differentiate creative 
courses from other third level degrees. 
Primary amongst these is the often referred 
to, though extremely difficult in practice, 
multidiscipliniarity. This is the combination of 
different subjects, skillsets, and experiences 
in the delivery of curricula. According to Tang  
and Hsiao (2013) fostering a mulitdiscplinary 
approach leads to better skills in communica-
tion, collaboration and professional abilities:

“the multidisciplinary nature of innovation in 
the creative economy is such that valuable 
academic input could come from a very wide 
range of disciplines, from creative arts to 
computer science, business and social 
sciences. The iterative and collaborative 
nature of the innovation process also argues 
for new models of engagement between 
industry and higher education that move 
beyond traditional technology transfer 
approaches and that combine input from a 
range of areas in a more fluid way” (pg 11) 

Led by innovative practice, the rate of change 
in the creative economy is such that the HEI 
sector needs to be well connected to the 
industry. Industry links then act as a symbiotic 
relationship between producers and educa-
tors. The degree of openness between the 
two is vital for their relative success. Design 
thinking is also vital to educating for the 
creative economy. Design is a crucial for 
innovation, not just in the aesthetic sense, but 
through the application of design thinking 
and strategic design in the development of 
new products, services and places. 
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3. Third level education in Ireland

The island of Ireland maintains a diverse 
tertiary education system with nine universi-
ties, fourteen Institutes of Technology (IoT’s) 
and several specialist colleges. In the aca-
demic year 2011-2012 there were 196,187 
enrolments in higher education institutions 
(HEI’s) in Ireland and 51,905 enrolled at NI 
HEI’s. Entry to tertiary education is based 
entirely on a competitive system of grades 
achieved in the Leaving Certificate or A-level 
exams. Degrees can be obtained in both 
Universities and Institutes of Technology, but 
entry level to the latter is generally at sub-de-
gree level. The National Framework of Qualifi-
cations (NFQ) is a system of ten levels used to 
describe the Irish qualifications system. The 
Framework for Higher Education Qualifica-
tions (FHEQ) is the equivalent in N. Ireland. 
Each level of both the NFQ and FHEQ is 
based on nationally agreed standards of 
knowledge, skill, and competence, and 
reflects what an individual is expected to 
know, understand and be able to do follow-
ing successful completion of a process of 
learning. There are ten award levels in the 
NFQ and 8 levels on the FHEQ, which range 
from the most basic to doctoral level. On the 
NFQ scale sub-degree awards refers to level 
6/7, honours bachelor degree awards are at 
level 8, masters awards level 9, and doctoral 
awards level 10. On the FHEQ scale, sub-de-
gree and honours bachelor degree awards 
are at level 6, masters awards at level 7, and 
doctoral awards at level 8. These national 
systems of qualifications correspond to the 
European Qualifications Framework (EQF), 
allowing for the translation of qualifications 
for employers across Europe, and thus the 
mobility of both citizens and learners within 
Europe (Forfás, 2013).

In 2011/2012 of the 69,590 NI students 
enrolled at UK HEIs in 2011/12, 66% were 
enrolled at a NI HEIs, 27% at a HEI in GB and 
7% were studying through the Open Universi-
ty (DEL, 2013) .  Of the 51,905 students 
enrolled at NI HEIs in 2011/12, 83% were from 
NI, 7% from the Republic of Ireland, 4% from 
Great Britain (GB), 1% from EU countries, while 
6% were from non-EU countries (ibid). 
According to the Department of Education 
and Learning (DEL), in 2011/2012 qualifica-
tions gained at NI institutions stood at 16,100, 
an increase of 8% compared to 2010/2011. In 
the same year, the number of ‘first degree’ 
qualifications increased by 8% to 8,905, of 
which, 69% were to FTE students and 31% 
were part-time (Eurydice, 2011) . 

Educational attainment in Ireland has 
increased significantly since 2000. In 2012, 
Ireland had the highest proportion of young 
people who had successfully completed 
third-level education in the EU, according to 
Eurostat. This boost in educational attainment 
in recent years is largely due to a high pro-
portion of young people in the population. In 
2011, 38% of 25-34 year olds had an upper 
secondary education as the highest level of 
attainment and 47% held a tertiary qualifica-
tion . This represents not only an important 
cross-generational change compared with 
older adults (with attainment rates of 29% and 
23% respectively), but placed Ireland above 
the OECD average of 39% of 25-34 year olds 
with a tertiary qualification . If 2011 patterns of 
graduation continue, 89% of young people in 
Ireland today will obtain an upper secondary 
qualification in the course of their lifetime. At 
tertiary level, in 2010, the number of students 
grew by 9% and expenditure showed an 
increase of 28% compared with 2005. Ireland 
has set itself the Europe 2020 target of having 
60% of 30-34 year olds completing tertiary or 
equivalent education. In 2012, this target 
stood at 51% (OECD, 2013).

The number of potential undergraduate 
higher education entrants in Ireland is 
expected to grow from 41,000 in 2010/2011 to 
44,000 in 2019/2020 (7%) and to just over 
51,000 by 2029/2030 . The National Strategy 
for Higher Education 2030 states that policy 
should support the structures, capacity and 
relationships that the higher education 5



system will need to meet the expanding 
demand. While promoting a distinct sense of 
place and identity, Irish higher education 
should equip students with the skills to play a 
strong part on the world stage. This is not just 
in terms of quality and reputation, but as a 
strategy for innovation that builds a robust 
future for the Irish society and economy by 
providing a workforce capable of dealing with 
the increasingly complex demands of the 
global economy, including the proliferation of 
technologies. Similarly, N. Ireland’s higher 
education strategy, “Graduating to Success”, 
outlines the importance for higher education 
to be responsive to the needs of the econo-
my in terms of the supply of skills, flexible in 
the provision of life-long learning with greater 
routes of accessibility, as well as delivering a 
high-quality learning experience (DEL, 2012).

 3.1 Education Policy in the Republic of Ireland

Currently, Ireland is above the OECD average 
of education attainment for 25-34 year olds, 
with 47% having tertiary qualifications (OECD, 
2013). Ireland's most recent policy for the 
tertiary education sector, National Strategy 
for Higher Education to 2030 (commonly 
known as The Hunt Report) outlines a com-
mitment to diversity and equality of opportu-
nity while acknowledging that, for a variety of 
reasons, higher education systems in Ireland, 
and indeed Europe, are at a point of transi-
tion: the number of people entering the sys-
tems is growing and the profile of students is 
changing. Changing patterns of work bring 
new urgency and a much greater emphasis 
on lifelong learning and up-skilling. A high 
proportion of the skills that are needed now 
in the workforce are high-order knowl-
edge-based skills, many of which can only be 
acquired in higher education institutions. As 
such, the current policy has a strong commit-
ment to the 'knowledge economy' and over-
coming perceived skills shortages. In prac-
tice, higher education policy is geared 
towards greater expansion and rationalisation 
of the higher education structure.

 

3.2. Education Policy in Northern Ireland

The Department for Employment and Learn-
ing in Northern Ireland issued its first higher 
education policy: "Graduating to Success: A 
Higher Education Strategy for Northern 
Ireland" in 2012. Its focus and vision pivots 
specifically on themes such as responsive-
ness, quality, accessibility and flexibility. 
While concentrating on these broad areas it 
acknowledges the requirement to increase 
the number of people attaining level 4-8, and 
the number of people attaining graduate and 
post-graduate positions in STEM subjects. It 
aims to be responsive to the needs of the 
economy and providing the skills needs that 
industry demands through enhanced 
engagement with industry and a focus upon 
increased cross-collaboration. While concen-
trating upon improving standards of excel-
lence it also intends to improve accessibility 
and provide a flexible environment to 
life-long learning. 
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4. Methodology
 
Primary desk based research was carried out to gain a comprehensive overview of education 
provision for the creative industries. We made use of a standard definition of industries associ-
ated with the creative economy as employed in the Irish context (WDC, 2009). This acted as a 
starting point in exploring the courses that directly fed into those industries. We evaluated all 
courses delivered across the island’s third level institutions. We based our analysis on offers 
from the Central Applications Office (CAO) and UCAS (its UK equivalent) for all Irish based 
institutions offering degrees for the year 2013/14, we calculated the total number of these at 
just over 3,000.  In all we identified 350 as directly educating students for active engagement 
in the creative economy. These ranged from events management courses, drama and music 
studies, to software design, visual art and gaming development. These courses were catego-
rised according to size, location, entry requirements and industry involvement. The resultant 
database provided us with the baseline data which was further explored through analysis of 
the destination of graduates and interviews. Throughout the process we were aware that 
today's creative economy workers do not all have a background in these ‘creative courses’. 
However, from previous work carried out, (WDC, 2011, Collins et al, 2013) we know that the 
majority of workers in the creative economy have attained third level degrees with a signifi-
cant amount of those having received specific, industry acquired knowledge in the course of 
their education. 

Additionally, mixtures of mutually informing qualitative and quantitative methods were em-
ployed in researching the extent of Irelands creative education infrastructure while ethno-
graphic research also proved essential (Currid, 2007; Harvey et al, 2012). Research took place 
between 2010 and 2013, with a special concentration on data gathering through interviews 
and database analysis in 2013. In all, 10 interviews were carried out with representatives of 
creative education providers from across the island of Ireland (in the main, these were course 
directors and academics). Interviews ranged in formality but for the most part abided by a 
semi-structured framework that focused on the individual, their institution and the broader 
role of the creative economy. Key amongst these were visits to primary course providers in 
the Republic and Northern Ireland as outlined below.

Faculty / Discipline / Centre

Faculty of Art, Design and the Built 
Environment
Faculty of Arts
Centre for Media Research

School of Arts, Design and Printing

Music Media and Performance 
Technology

Film. Art and Creative Technologies
Department of Design and Visual Arts

College of Art and Design
Fine Art

Theatre and Drama Studies 

Course Provider

University of Ulster

Dublin Institute of Technology

University of Limerick

IADT

Cork Institute of Technology

NUI Galway 

Semi-structured Questions:

1. Can you tell me about your own background and 
interest in this area.

2. How did you recognise the demand for such a course? 
We are thinking of this in terms of a triple layer structure – 
the students – the institution – the industry - how much 
are you facilitating the bottom layer and how much the 
top layer. What is the active role of you, the university, as 
an educational institution?

3. Looking at reports such as Creative Capital, the recent 
report for the Western Commission in which the Creative 
Economy is predicted to double, how do you think policy 
is responding to that fact? Particularly education policy 
and industry policy, with examples. 

4. How important do you think industry interaction is for 
the creative courses? Would you consider it more 
important for creative courses than traditional courses?

5. Future question: 10 years from now how different are 
your courses going to be and what will be the primary 
agent of change?



1.1 Structure of the Report

Section 2 briefly outlines the creative econo-
my concept and gives the reader an under-
standing of its extent in Ireland. Here we also 
make clear the courses we consider part of 
the creative education audit. Section 3, gives 
a brief outline of the policy approaches in 
both jurisdictions before making clear our 
methodological approach. Sections 5 and 6 
present the bulk of our findings and break-
down the creative courses by geography and 
type as well as reflecting on creative educa-
tion in the contemporary context it looks to 
possible future growth. Section 7 looks at 
futrue areas of growth in creative education 
before section 8 provides our conclusions 
and recommendations. 

2. The Creative Economy of Ireland

The creative industries are supplied by “cre-
atives”, that is, individuals with the capacity to 
manipulate, synthesise, rearticulate, and 
produce content. Hesmondhalgh (2008) 
outlines an understanding of creativity, 
moving it away from the traditional concep-
tion of ‘high art’ associated with extraordinary 
human potential, and towards a baser, or 
more democratic and anti-elitist, description 
of art as symbolic creativity produced by 
symbol creators (2008:4-5). This understand-
ing of creativity or artistic productivity incor-
porates the contemporary ways in which 
texts are produced, interpreted and reworked 
as stories, songs, images and so on, and 
addresses the multiple ways in which collab-
oration in the contemporary workspace pro-
duces a product of value. The production of 
texts has become increasingly differentiated 
and depends on collaboration with managers 
and specialists across a diversity of technolo-
gies. Creative individuals tend to work in fluid 
teams on a project basis with other knowl-
edge workers and manufacturers, or some 
even working solo as a micro-business. These 
workers/creators depend on the commer-
cialisation and consumption of creativity and 
the protection of intellectual property rights. 
The application of creativity takes place 
within a changing economic and cultural 
environment, within which the creative indus-
tries need to be flexible and responsive. Thus 

5. Creative Education Infrastructure in Ireland 

There are over 3,000 undergraduate courses 
offered to students at level 8 (level 6) on the 
island of Ireland in 2012. There were over 
166,545 students enrolled in the University 
sector in 2011/12 and nearly 79,000 in the 
Institute of Technology sector (HEA, 2013:13; 
DEL, 2013). In the 2011-2012 cycle there were 
51,665 1st full-time new entrants into higher 
education institutions with 44% and 45% 
enrolling in Science, Engineering and Tech-
nology disciplines in Ireland and NI respec-
tively (HEA, 2013: DEL, 2013). According to the 
HEA, ‘overall graduate output increased by 
10.7% since 2007, with an increase of 1.5% 
between 2010 and 2011’ in the University 
sector (HEA, 2013:13). In the Institute of Tech-
nology sector, ‘graduate output increased by 
5% between 2010/11 and 2011/12. This com-
prises increases in undergraduate output of 
6.4% and postgraduate output of 0.9%’ (HEA, 
2013:13). 

As the creative economy is predicted to grow, 
developing the potential for economic 
growth and employment, it is an opportune 
time to investigate how successful the edu-
cational infrastructure in Ireland is in produc-
ing creative graduates and its ability to supply 
the predicted demand in the future. There 
were over 3,000 undergraduate courses 
offered to students at level 8 and level 6 
equivalent on the island of Ireland in 
2011/2012. In our assessment of the educa-
tional infrastructure for the creative economy, 
we developed a database that identified 350 
‘creative’ courses provided by higher educa-
tion institutions relevant for the creative 
economy at NFQ level 8 and FHEQ level 6 in 
2011/2012. These courses were identified as 
creative industry focused courses in relation 
to the sub-sectors and categories of the 
creative sector: advertising; architecture; art 
and antique trade; crafts; design; digital 
media; fashion; internet and software com-
puting; music, visual and performing arts; 
radio and tv; publishing; video, film and pho-
tography. 

5.1   Creative education on the island of 
Ireland breakdown. 

The geographic dispersal of the absolute 
number of courses is markedly uneven. From 
the figure below we can see that more than 
half of all creative courses are delivered in 
the province of Ulster (94% of which are deliv-
ered by Northern Irish institutions). In part this 
unevenness is contributed to by a different 
way of accounting for courses offered UCAS 
relative to the CSO. In an effort to account for 
this bias ranking the estimated of the number 
of places on offer in these courses by prov-
ince sees a more equitable distribution of 
opportunity across the island. Indeed weight-
ing the number of places in creative courses 
according the respective populations of the 
provinces makes for a different ranking with 
Connacht coming out on top. 
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These can be broken down further to reveal 
the types of courses being offered within 
each sub sector. Creative Application courses 
are dominated by media studies, in the main 
these are theoretical courses offered at many 
of our universities that focus on theoretical 
aspects of media, past and present, Film 
studies is a particular example of this. The 
largest number of creative courses on offer is 
in the area of performing arts, namely, drama 
music and some forms of visual expression, 
these account for nearly half of the courses in 
the creative expression category. Creative 
technology courses are dominated by soft-
ware programming courses with a more 
recent emergence in courses aimed at cre-
ative media, gaming and app development. 

Across the island the demand for creative 
courses can be measured by the points 
threshold requirement for admission. These 
vary according to sector and for many of 
these courses, points alone will not suffice, 
interviews as well as portfolios are required in 
some cases. By charting entry requirements 
by points we see that the highest student 
demand is for courses in creative expression, 
this is reflected in high points requirements 
for many performing arts courses and cours-
es associated with new design. Creative 
technology courses are second in terms of 
demand with entry requirements highest for 
courses in electronic engineering and many 
software development courses. Creative 
application courses show a wide dispersal in 
entry requirements, with courses in Architec-
ture amongst the highest entry points in the 
country.  Geographically, levels of demand 
are different across provinces. Leinster has 
the highest average points (440) for entry into 
creative courses provided at HEIs in the 
province. Ulster follows with average entry 
points at 395, Munster and Connacht record 
an average of 360 and 320 respectively.  
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We categorised the creative courses in terms 
of creative application, expression and tech-
nology as represented above: 
Creative Application = Courses that feed 
industries that develop products based on 
meeting market demand.
Creative Expression = Courses that focus on 
the skills necessary to develop  products or 
services for an audience with an expressive 
story in mind. 
Creative Technology = Courses where sub-
jects rely on technology and digital media, 
particularly for their core functions. (WDC, 
2009:28-29).

The literature on the growth of the creative 
economy, creative industries, and creative 
cities draws on regional clusters of creative 
activities that contribute to the development 
of the creative sector as a whole. These activ-
ities have been widely covered by ‘mapping 
studies’ that ‘seek to capture economic 
parameters of the cultural and creative indus-
tries, drawing on indicators such as national 
trade, employment, firm size and location as 
well as definition’ (Pratt, 2012:318). Creative 
industries are often clustered within urban 
environments such as Dublin, Galway or 
Belfast. Yet recent work carried out in the 
West of Ireland has shown that the creative 
economy is not solely an urban animal. The 
Creative Edge project has mapped the pres-
ence of creative industries across the most 
rural parts of the island of Ireland, all be it 
with a slightly different emphasis than its 
urban cousin, reflecting a greater presence of 
traditional art, design and crafts (Collins et al, 
2013). 

2.2 Educating for the Creative Economy

Higher education institutions are the primary 
producers of the talent and skills that fuels 
the creative economy, but they are also a vital 
source of new ideas, ways of working (busi-
ness models), that apply to the creative econ-
omy and beyond. Relative to the rest of the 
economy, the creative sector is more depen-
dent on HEIs graduates, research from the UK 
compares the general workforce in which 31% 
of employees have a third level qualification 
to industries such as animation, interactive 
media, and design, with 78%, 80% and 65% of  

Such is the nature of the subject material that 
is the focus of these courses, the vast majori-
ty of them can only be run on a smaller class 
basis, meaning the number of places on each 
course is generally low. Overall, the average 
course size is less than 30 students at the 
undergraduate level (average number of 
places per course is 66 across all courses). 
From our database of creative courses on 
offer across the HEI’s, the category of archi-
tecture offers the most places at an average 
of 45 places. This is followed by the category 
of media/audiovisual at 30 places, comput-
er/information technology at 29 places, art 
and design at 28, and music/drama also at 
28. Class size is an indicator of the nature of 
teaching and learning in these subject areas. 
Critical approaches as well as the hands-on 
‘learning-by-doing’ nature of practice-based 
courses can only be effectively co-ordinated 
on a smaller group size. We recognise that 
small, team-based project work, or inter-dis-
ciplinary project work focusing on prob-
lem-based learning or inquiry-based learning 
are key approaches for creative education.

Finally, in terms of industry links we see 
evidence of a subsector that is heavily 
involved with its industry, though a great deal 
of disparity exists on a sub sectoral level. In 
this piece we consider industry links as a 
defined opportunity for students to work with 
an industry in the area of academic endeavor. 
These most usually are in the form of a place-
ment in a company lasting anything between 
weeks and a full year. We know from our 
overall analysis of the courses on offer, that 
‘creative courses’ are much more closely 
linked with industrial partners. On average 
more than 40% of creative courses have 
industry links. This varies between the sec-
tors, with creative technology courses show-
ing the highest level of linkages (60% of all 
courses across the island). 
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In 2011/2012 of the 69,590 NI students 
enrolled at UK HEIs in 2011/12, 66% were 
enrolled at a NI HEIs, 27% at a HEI in GB and 
7% were studying through the Open Universi-
ty (DEL, 2013) .  Of the 51,905 students 
enrolled at NI HEIs in 2011/12, 83% were from 
NI, 7% from the Republic of Ireland, 4% from 
Great Britain (GB), 1% from EU countries, while 
6% were from non-EU countries (ibid). 
According to the Department of Education 
and Learning (DEL), in 2011/2012 qualifica-
tions gained at NI institutions stood at 16,100, 
an increase of 8% compared to 2010/2011. In 
the same year, the number of ‘first degree’ 
qualifications increased by 8% to 8,905, of 
which, 69% were to FTE students and 31% 
were part-time (Eurydice, 2011) . 

Educational attainment in Ireland has 
increased significantly since 2000. In 2012, 
Ireland had the highest proportion of young 
people who had successfully completed 
third-level education in the EU, according to 
Eurostat. This boost in educational attainment 
in recent years is largely due to a high pro-
portion of young people in the population. In 
2011, 38% of 25-34 year olds had an upper 
secondary education as the highest level of 
attainment and 47% held a tertiary qualifica-
tion . This represents not only an important 
cross-generational change compared with 
older adults (with attainment rates of 29% and 
23% respectively), but placed Ireland above 
the OECD average of 39% of 25-34 year olds 
with a tertiary qualification . If 2011 patterns of 
graduation continue, 89% of young people in 
Ireland today will obtain an upper secondary 
qualification in the course of their lifetime. At 
tertiary level, in 2010, the number of students 
grew by 9% and expenditure showed an 
increase of 28% compared with 2005. Ireland 
has set itself the Europe 2020 target of having 
60% of 30-34 year olds completing tertiary or 
equivalent education. In 2012, this target 
stood at 51% (OECD, 2013).

The number of potential undergraduate 
higher education entrants in Ireland is 
expected to grow from 41,000 in 2010/2011 to 
44,000 in 2019/2020 (7%) and to just over 
51,000 by 2029/2030 . The National Strategy 
for Higher Education 2030 states that policy 
should support the structures, capacity and 
relationships that the higher education 

5.2 Geographic distribution of creative courses by province

5.2.1 Ulster (Northern Ireland): 

Ulster is Ireland’s most northerly province and includes Northern Ireland plus three counties 
in the Republic of Ireland. It is Ireland’s poorest province in per capita terms, but the islands 
richest in terms of provision of opportunity for prospective students in creative education. For 
the most part, this is provided in two counties of Northern Ireland, Antrim and Derry. The 
University of Ulster is the island’s largest provider of creative education courses on the island 
many of which sit within the School of Creative Arts and Technologies.  

The breakdown by subsector is slightly skewed by the presence of media and audiovisual 
courses in all three subsectors. We note that course numbers are particularly difficult to 
derive for Northern Irish institutions. Within in the subsectors, particular forms of academic 
endeavour have a strong representation, such as architecture and advertising / marketing. 
But the area of media studies (film and television) is the discipline with the greatest represen-
tation. Software engineering and games development are particularly noteworthy in the 
subsector of creative technology. 

Courses in Northern Ireland (Ulster) are on average the second most in demand on the island. 
With an average entry level of just under 400 points, the range of the points of offer is the 
lowest amongst the four provinces. Technology courses in Ulster require the highest level of 
point for entry on the island. Perhaps not unrelated is the fact that Creative Technology cours-
es are also the most closely liked to industry with over 80% of courses requiring some form of 
external, placement based work outside of the institute of education. Creative Application 
courses in the north have a similar requirement in only 35% of cases. 
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5.2.2 Leinster: 

The province of Leinster is Ireland’s most 
densely populated and richest. It offers close 
to 100 creative courses from a range of insti-
tutions, with the Institutes of Technology of 
Dublin and Tallaght, along with Dun Laoghire 
Institure of Art and Design among the top 
providers. The province had a very tightly 
bound geography of courses provided with 
80% of them being offered in county Dublin.  

Courses in the area of Creative Expression 
account for over 60% of those on offer in the 
province. In the area of Creative Application, 
courses in architecture dominate, while in the 
area of Creative Technology, it is software 
engineering, with some games development 
courses on offer outside of the capital city. In 
Creative Expression, there is an eclectic mix 
of courses in the area of design, and anima-
tion, but here again the performing arts are 
strongly represented with a particular leaning 
towards music theory and practice. 

Creative education courses in Leinster are the 
most sought after on the island. This is most 
true for Creative Expression courses which 
average out at well over 450 points for entry. 
Some courses are offered at world leading 
institutions in Dublin and therefore their 
demand is reflected in the high points of 
entry with many places filled by Irish as well 
as international students. In terms of direct 
links with industry the province fairs less well 
than others. While Creative Technology 
courses have a very high level of industry 
links, courses in the other two sectors only 
show links on one in four of the courses on 
offer. 

5.2.3 Munster: 

Ireland’s largest province, its provision of 
creative courses is evenly dispersed between 
the two main cities (Limerick and Cork) with 
other urbanities (Waterford and Tralee) 
making up the remainder. Of the 45 courses 
on offer in the province, half were in the area 
of Creative Expression. Again, the performing 
arts are well catered for, with a particular 
offering in music and dance (the University of 
Limerick’s Academy of Music and Dance is an 
important provider). In the area of technology, 

software for gaming is particularly strong in 
the region’s institutes of technology.

The highest level of demand for Munster 
region courses is in the area of Creative 
Expression, again relating specifically to 
performing arts courses in the area of dance 
and drama. Engineering courses under the 
category of Creative Technology also show a 
high level of demand in the regions Universi-
ties over its institutes of technology. As with 
the two preceding regions it is also this sector 
that demonstrates the highest level of link-
age with industry, many courses in offer in 
Limerick in particular, require at least a one 
semester placement in an external agency 
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5.2.4 Connacht: 

The islands smallest and least populated 
province provided 30 creative courses at 
level 8 degree level. The vast majority (80%) 
of these were offered by institutions located 
in Galway city.  Outside of that, courses in 
creative design are offered at the Centre for 
Design Innovation at the Institute of Tecnolgy 
in Sligo. The region has other courses in the 
sector of Creative Expression which account 
for over half of all courses on offer. Particular 
note can also be made of the Letterfrack 
campus of Galway Mayo Institute of Technol-
ogy, a town of less than 500 residents that is 
home to furniture design course of some 
renown. Creative technology courses are 
primarly run out of the province’s only Univer-
sity, NUI Galway. This institution has also 
recently developed an extensive offering in 
Creative Expression courses with the estab-
lishment of the Huston Film School and the 
Centre for Drama, Theatre and Performance. 

Demand for courses as interpreted through 
points required for entry is diverse in the 
region. Overall, it has some of the lowest 
levels of entry, most notably in the area of 
Creative Application. Points for University run 
courses are higher. The region lags behind 
other in terms of evident connections with 
industry. Though this is relatively strong in the 
area of Creative Expression, it is weakest in 
the area of Creative Technology. 

5.3 Employment rate of creative graduates

In order to examine the trajectory of gradu-
ates from creative courses, the First Destina-
tion Survey Data (FDR) of students nine 
months after graduating acted as a proxy for 
the employment rate of creative graduates. 
This data was obtained on request from the 
career centres of individual higher education 
institutions. The FDR data from the higher 
education institutions we received was 
cross-referenced with detailed ISCED field 
codes and the aggregated Field of Study 
(ISCED) employability data, as compiled by 
the HEA. From this data analysis, we extrapo-
lated that creative graduates are being em-
ployed at a higher rate than non-creative 
graduates. Furthermore, that graduates 
trained in creative economy pursuits are less 
likely to be looking for a job after graduation 
than others qualified with degrees, or the 
population as a whole as reflected by the 
unemployment rate:

“We are proud of the fact that 85% of our 
students employed in a job directly related to 
their degree” (CT provider – University)
“We have a fantastic employment record in 
the arts – many of our skills are in real 
demand, not least of these is critical thinking. 
This goes counter to the perception out there 
about arts education” (CE provider – Universi-
ty)  
 
Another interesting statistic from an analysis 
of past student surveys is that graduates with 
creative qualifications are 4 times more likely 
to start their own business.

“Some of our students will never work with a 
company as most go out and form their own 
micro businesses – it is more about giving 
them the skills to survive in that set up” (CA 
provider – Institute of Technology)
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6. Creative Education in a rapidly changing 
world

Many of the courses listed above are unique 
in their focus, their pedagogy and their train-
ing outcomes. Creative courses cross the 
gamut from theoretical endeavour to practi-
cal application. One thing that binds the 
diverse sector is a genuine reflection on the 
importance of maintaining a close working 
relationship with the industry its students will 
ultimately accede to. In the Republic of 
Ireland, the National Survey of Employers’ 
Views on Irish Higher Education Outcomes 
(Forfas/HEA, 2013) found that ‘half of the 
companies surveyed do not feel there is 
adequate engagement between industry and 
higher education’ and that ‘there was signifi-
cantly less satisfaction with the speed at 
which course content changes were made to 
meet changing needs’ (2013:6). Higher educa-
tion institutions in Northern Ireland are 
aligned with the National Skills Academy for 
Creative & Cultural sector (ww-
w.ccskills.org.uk). This is a network of educa-
tion and industry partners that work together 
to improve the provision of skills and training 
for the creative and cultural industries. Cre-
ative & Cultural Skills run apprenticeship 
programmes to ensure greater accessibility 
and transition from education to industry. 
They also provide information, advice, and 
guidance for creative careers through their 
Creative Choice programme, they provide 
research and analysis into the skills needs of 
the industry through their Creative Blueprint 
programme, and support the creative sector 
to set the standards for high-quality work in 
the industry through their Professional Stan-
dards programme and provide interesting 
seminars and discussions through Northern 
Ireland Design Alliance (Creative and Cultural 
Skills, 2013). Moreover, the Creative Skillset 
Tick was conceived as a kitemark of quality to 
allow potential employers identify students 
with the best qualifications.  

The Republic’s equivalent, Skillnets Ltd., 
works in collaboration with the Department of 
Education and Skills and industry to identify 
and provide up-skilling and training in key 
areas. Recently Skillnets Ireland have intro-
duced a pilot scheme called Management-
Works, this training programme for own

er-managers is aimed at boosting job cre-
ation in small and medium-sized businesses 
(Skillnets, 2012). Skillnets Ltd. has also estab-
lished the Animation Skillnet which is an 
industry-led training network for the anima-
tion, games and post-production sectors in 
Ireland. The network was established to 
address the current and future vital skills 
needs of these industries by running 
high-end training courses, delivered by 
industry specialists and through organising 
professional networking events and confer-
ences. While initiatives like the Animation 
Skillset is a positive step towards lifelong 
learning and improving industry standards 
and skills in the work place, it lacks interac-
tion with what is on offer in higher education 
institutions. In the Creative Capital (2011) 
report on the audiovisual content industry in 
Ireland, it noted that:
‘There are no formalised accredited pro-
grammes connecting the third level sector 
with the audiovisual industry. Graduate place-
ment programmes including cross-industry 
placements have yet to be established on a 
formal basis. Action is required to address 
these weaknesses while also examining the 
match/mis-match of the third level curricu-
lum and the needs of the audiovisual indus-
try’ (Creative Capital, 2011:12). 

A report by Forfas (2009) on Skills in Creativi-
ty, Design and Innovation, recommended that 
‘Skillnets should investigate the potential for 
virtual networks in creativity, design and 
innovation, based largely online’ (2009:115). It 
is this type of network, such as, the National 
Skills Academy for Creative & Cultural sector 
in the UK and N.Ireland, that works to inte-
grate education and industry partnerships to 
support and enhance the skills of the creative 
industries. At present higher education insti-
tutions providing creative courses rely on the 
interaction and practice of their academic 
staff with industry to develop, design, or alter 
curricula that are relevant for the industries 
needs. As indicated in the UK manifesto, ‘the 
rapid pace of change in technologies and 
creative markets calls for a degree of agility 
in education provision that most universities 
simply do not have’ (NESTA, 2013:104). It is 
somewhat unrealistic to think that SME’s 
would have the time and manpower to 
engage in the design of university curricula 14



however as with the Cultural & Creative Skill-
set in N.Ireland and Creative skillset, engage-
ment comes through a consolidated industry 
network that can accredit courses, provide 
information, and identify skills gaps. In terms 
of the agility of courses, work-based simula-
tion projects such as ‘The Bridge’ have begun 
to take students experiences beyond the 
disciplinary  and institutional lines in which 
higher education institutions are traditionally 
structured and organised. Saying this howev-
er, institutions in Ireland, particularly art and 
design schools such as DIT, NCAD, and IADT 
are making clear efforts to consolidate ‘the 
weak connections between institutions, and 
the need for closer working relations’ (HEA, 
2013a). The report by the HEA (2013a) on 
System Configuration for higher education 
institutions in Ireland envisages ‘as early as 
possible a thematic cluster comprising of 
major creative and performing arts provision 
of the Dublin Institute of Technology, the Dun 
Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design and Tech-
nology, the National College of Art and 
Design, University College Dublin, Trinity 
College Dublin, and the Royal Irish Academy 
of Music in the higher education sector, 
together with relevant institutions in the 
further education sector’ (2013a:27). The 
consolidation of various DIT campuses on the 
new Grangegorman campus in 2017 is seen 
as a significant opportunity for forming 
inter-institutional connections and initiating 
collaboration. The National College of Art and 
Design developed an inter-institutional 
alliance with UCD in 2010. Such alliances, or 
indeed even mergers, bring studio-based 
learning environments together with tradi-
tional methods of teaching and learning. 
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7 Reflections on the Creative Education Infra-
structure of Ireland. 

This is not an exercise in analyzing the partic-
ularities of different courses on offer in the 
creative field, rather, this was a simple exer-
cise in looking at the provision of creative 
courses across the island of Ireland and 
questioning if the current provision is fit for 
purpose. From previous work, we know that 
the creative economy is showing a growth 
trend that will require more and more quali-
fied workers to help sustain that growth. At 
current rates of provision, we are not likely to 
manage to meet those rates and as a result 
we stand to lose out on the benefits of a 
growing creative economy in Ireland. 

The question as to how this can be addressed 
might seem straightforward, but in a time of 
fiscal consolidations and cuts to the educa-
tion sector, additional course provision is far 
from guaranteed. Looking instead to the 
demand side, the needs of three relevant 
actors need to be addressed: those of policy 
makers; those of the higher education institu-
tions and their students, and those of the 
creative industries that they feed. While all 
three are important, what is most important is 
how all three come together to make the 
case for increased provision of creative edu-
cation across the island. Natural tensions 
exist between academia and industry with 
regards to the education of students; there 
are those that favour a theoretical approach 
that gives students the widest possible 
understanding of their subject: 
“What we do is not just about making future 
members of the workforce, the more we 
instrumentalise students the less employable 
they actually become”. (Interview CA provider 
University). 

While the above argument gets at the funda-
mental debate over the value difference 
between vocational and university education, 
we must recognize that in an emerging econ-
omy like this the difference between the two 
is less distinct. 
‘we are not teaching them practical skills of 
sound engineering, we are creating the seeds 
of future industries – giving life to the new 
start-ups’.  (Interview CE provider – Universi-
ty). 

Such is the dynamic nature of the Creative 
Economy, it is impossible for education pro-
viders to keep pace with the rapid rate of 
change. In this sense creative education 
provision is less comparable to other sectors 
in our HEIs. The needs of the creative indus-
tries today are more than likely to be very 
different to those in five years time. HEIs, 
industries and their key link, students, need to 
remain porous, so that the distinction 
between ‘us’ and them becomes less rele-
vant. The creative economy in terms of rec-
ognition and current levels of growth is at the 
inception stage, as with most sectors early in 
their industrial cycle, connectivity with HEIs is 
fundamental to their future development. In 
many cases, this is perceived as a research 
collaboration, but as with the case of the 
technology sector over the last 30 years, 
collaborating in the development of human 
capital is just as critical. 

Related to the above point is the fact that a 
coherent case has yet to be made to policy 
makers for better resources to enable the 
development of the growing sector. Experi-
ences North and South of the border differ in 
this case. In Northern Ireland: 
‘Policy discourse and the media more gener-
ally are making the case for creative indus-
tries. They are being held up as an important 
part of our economy, and things like Creative 
Skillset have helped us make the case’ (Inter-
view CT provider – University). 
While not without its problems, the above 
reflection is more positive than 
“Is there policy in this area? Maybe the Inno-
vation Vouchers run by Enterprise Ireland, but 
we just came in the side door in that. That 
would be it in a sea of bad examples” (CE 
provider – Institute of Technology). 

 Creative education is cast by many of its 
providers as the poor cousin of the Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) 
subjects. In response to pressure from indus-
try as well as a growing recognition of 
Ireland’s place in the global labour force 
skillset, successive governments have devel-
oped coherent and highly impactful policies 
that have seen the provision of STEM courses 
in this area grow over the past 10 – 15 years. 
One of the key driving forces behind that 
change was the coherence of the  16



case made for investment. Many believe that a similar case now needs to be made for the 
Creative Economy. Doing this again requires HEIs and industry investing in making the case to 
policy makers. 

One step towards doing this might be to reflect on the more nuanced distinction between 
creativity and STEM subjects: “The distinction between AHSS (Arts, humanities and the social 
sciences) and STEM is a false one. There is a need for a broader understanding as to how they 
all fit together” (CE provider – University). This speaks to a growing need to see the value of 
that which is provided creative education courses and their relevance beyond the creative 
field. It also touches on the disciplinary approach to education amongst all Irish HEIs and the 
difficulty in crossing these increasingly less pertinent boundaries: 
“Physics and Drama need not be on different sides of the house” (ibid). Creative Education, is 
in an ideal position to cross these boundaries, we are aware of the increased emphasis that 
needs to be placed on multidisciplinary approaches to education. This is a response that has 
been too long coming from our HEIs to the growing recognition that the most innovative work 
happens at the boundaries of disciplines. 

Making a coherent case for creative education then needs to focus on the porosity of the 
creative field. Boundaries between disciplines, between industries, between education insti-
tutions, academics, students, practitioners and communities need to be consigned to the past 
to enable better a understand the true potential of the creative economy. For Communian and 
Gilmore 2015, one way of achieving this is through what they term ‘embracing third spaces’. At 
their most basic, these are places (physical or virtual) that are neither solely academic nor 
creative production spaces but an ‘open, generative combination of the two’. These are 
spaces of opportunity for teachers, students and practitioners to engage with each other, 
learn from and share knowledge and competencies. 

“Collaboration is key, we recongise that as an imperative. It is not just about industry, but 
about community as well. We have looked at other examples [innovation centres] and rec-
ognised the problems brought about from the absence of joined up thinking. So we are look-
ing at a creative centre that has a mix of arts and industry brought together in a joined up way’. 
(CE provider, Institute of Technology). 

‘We are interested in building up a more robust and visible infrastructure to be attractive to 
creatives and bring them together with staff and students as a collective, which we see as 
vital for networking and learning (CT provider – University)

Collective or shared spaces in the form of creative hubs could prove vital for insuring the 
future growth of the sector in Ireland. These are evolving organic entities and such is the 
nature of their endeavour, they need to be based on a collective ethos that is flexible and 
resist the application of strict structures. Communian and Gilmore’s (2015) analysis of the 
£16million ‘Knowledge Exchange Hubs for the Creative Economy’ in the UK has raised ques-
tions about how easily collaborative opportunities can be ‘engineered’. What is important in 
the development of these initiatives is to resist the temptation for managed interventions and 
instead trust in the collective nature of knowledge creation among communities of practice. 
This will provide opportunities for networking, and collective learning in an increasingly 
dynamic field of endeavor. 
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5.2.2 Leinster: 

The province of Leinster is Ireland’s most 
densely populated and richest. It offers close 
to 100 creative courses from a range of insti-
tutions, with the Institutes of Technology of 
Dublin and Tallaght, along with Dun Laoghire 
Institure of Art and Design among the top 
providers. The province had a very tightly 
bound geography of courses provided with 
80% of them being offered in county Dublin.  

Courses in the area of Creative Expression 
account for over 60% of those on offer in the 
province. In the area of Creative Application, 
courses in architecture dominate, while in the 
area of Creative Technology, it is software 
engineering, with some games development 
courses on offer outside of the capital city. In 
Creative Expression, there is an eclectic mix 
of courses in the area of design, and anima-
tion, but here again the performing arts are 
strongly represented with a particular leaning 
towards music theory and practice. 

Creative education courses in Leinster are the 
most sought after on the island. This is most 
true for Creative Expression courses which 
average out at well over 450 points for entry. 
Some courses are offered at world leading 
institutions in Dublin and therefore their 
demand is reflected in the high points of 
entry with many places filled by Irish as well 
as international students. In terms of direct 
links with industry the province fairs less well 
than others. While Creative Technology 
courses have a very high level of industry 
links, courses in the other two sectors only 
show links on one in four of the courses on 
offer. 

5.2.3 Munster: 

Ireland’s largest province, its provision of 
creative courses is evenly dispersed between 
the two main cities (Limerick and Cork) with 
other urbanities (Waterford and Tralee) 
making up the remainder. Of the 45 courses 
on offer in the province, half were in the area 
of Creative Expression. Again, the performing 
arts are well catered for, with a particular 
offering in music and dance (the University of 
Limerick’s Academy of Music and Dance is an 
important provider). In the area of technology, 

8. Conclusions and recommendations. 

Our task in compiling this report was to gain 
an appreciation of the readiness of Irish HEIs 
to provide for a growing creative economy. 
This was not an audit of the quality of offer, 
nor did it set out to critique Irish third level 
education policy. It was limited in its scope 
and scale, but it is confident that it help make 
the case for an increased focus on the cre-
ative economy in the immediate term. This 
crossborder analysis showed a degree of 
difference in approaches to the development 
of creative education North and South of the 
border. Whether it is the case that the 
number of creative courses on offer in North-
ern Ireland outweighs that of the Republic is 
because ‘the policy discourse has made the 
case for creative industries’ in the North, 
remains to be proven. 

We do know that creative courses are varied 
in their offering, they are housed in different 
disciplines, schools and colleges within the 
same and across different institutions. As a 
whole they may not yet be a definable entity 
in the way that more established courses are. 
That said, they are defined and united by their 
unique offering. They are the content cre-
ators, they house future critical thinkers, they 
are providing the human capital that will fuel 
the creative economy and the broader econ-
omy of the future. We know that for Ireland to 
succeed in the growing creative economy we 
need to address the current level of provision 
of places for our new creatives. Of the over 
240,000 students currently enrolled in third 
level institutes in Ireland, just over 7,000 are in 
what we define as creative courses. Looking 
to an immediate future where up to 10% of 
the workforce could be employed in creative 
economy activities, we can state that the 
level of imbalance needs to be addressed. 

Our analysis of the growing creative economy 
and its relationship with third level education 
also raised broader questions about the 
future of education provision. Many of the 
course providers we spoke to made refer-
ence to moving beyond rhetoric and put the 
term multidisciplinary into action. This speaks 
to genuine concerns for the University sector 
in particular. There is an allied concern that 
we in the sector have done little to move 18

Stronger and Sustainable 
Collaboration
The rate of change in the 
evolving creative econo-
my is such that industries 
and HEIs need each other 
to remain informed. We 
call for the strengthening 
of industry links with HEIs 
through a variety of meth-
ods from student place-
ments to practitioner in-
volvement in course de-
velopment. 

Academic as Creative 
Practitioner
While students will be the 
number 1 connector be-
tween education and 
practice, the role of the 
academic as a creative 
researcher and practi-
tioner needs to be en-
couraged. Successful ex-
amples of this have oc-
curred in other jurisdic-
tions and fields and will 
serve to better integrate 
industry and education. 

Recommendations:



beyond the 19th century model on education 
provision. Abiding by strict boundaries of 
discipline expertise seems to run counter to 
the real world experience where increased 
interaction of individuals, businesses and 
organisations from disparate background is at 
the forefront of product and social innova-
tions.

In terms of looking forward, concerns were 
also raised as to the nature and methodology 
of education provision in the future. Such is 
the rate of technological advance, that in the 
short term, applied skills, in this instance 
video editing, sound recording etc, will only 
require an internet connection, not an invest-
ment of time and money in a third level quali-
fication. Add to this the rise of Massive Open 
Online Courses and one can appreciate how 
the current unique selling points of a third 
level qualification are being eroded. Educa-
tion and teaching now needs to be more 
concerned with learning, in an information 
rich world. Future key skills will be in using 
and managing that information and third level 
institutes will have to equip their students 
accordingly. A case could be made that cre-
ative course providers are in a unique posi-
tion to take the lead on this. The mix of disci-
plines from app development, to design and 
new media, put creative course providers at 
the forefront in responding to new challenges 
and opportunities brought about by the mix 
of technological advance and changing 
methods of delivering education. 

Finally, the institutions responding to the 
needs of the creative industries have mainly 
done so through course design and develop-
ing industry links. Our data indicates that of 
the 350 courses identified, over 40% of cours-
es have industry links. Analysis of course 
titles reveal the beginning of a focus on syn-
thesising a critical skills approach with the 
needs of industry i.e. Marketing with Digital 
Media and Cloud Computing, Advertising with 
Drama, Film Studies and Social Anthropology, 
Computer Science and Mobile Technologies, 
or TV Radio and New Media Broadcasting, 
Journalism and New Media, or Media Studies 
with Production. From these examples of 
course options we can begin to see a multi-
layered approach, that is, a move towards 
integrating the illustrative, development, or 19

Blurring the boundaries 
between disciplines
Abiding by discipline 
boundaries is a dated 
practice. Creative educa-
tion providers can demon-
strate the benefits of 
increasingly porous disci-
plines that recognize that 
the essence of creativity 
lies at the overlap. The 
iterative and collaborative 
nature of the creative pro-
cess also argues for new 
models of engagement 
between disciplines across 
the academic spectrum 
and move beyond tradi-
tional approaches to com-
bine input from a range of 
areas in a more fluid way. 

Openness to change
Flexibility must be en-
grained in all course offer-
ings. The rate of techno-
logical advancement 
means that future modes 
of teaching and learning 
will be radically different. 
Ability to manage this 
change rests on re-
search-led learning, pro-
gramme design, and a 
quality assurance system 
that will make have cre-
ativity at their core. 



6. Creative Education in a rapidly changing 
world

Many of the courses listed above are unique 
in their focus, their pedagogy and their train-
ing outcomes. Creative courses cross the 
gamut from theoretical endeavour to practi-
cal application. One thing that binds the 
diverse sector is a genuine reflection on the 
importance of maintaining a close working 
relationship with the industry its students will 
ultimately accede to. In the Republic of 
Ireland, the National Survey of Employers’ 
Views on Irish Higher Education Outcomes 
(Forfas/HEA, 2013) found that ‘half of the 
companies surveyed do not feel there is 
adequate engagement between industry and 
higher education’ and that ‘there was signifi-
cantly less satisfaction with the speed at 
which course content changes were made to 
meet changing needs’ (2013:6). Higher educa-
tion institutions in Northern Ireland are 
aligned with the National Skills Academy for 
Creative & Cultural sector (ww-
w.ccskills.org.uk). This is a network of educa-
tion and industry partners that work together 
to improve the provision of skills and training 
for the creative and cultural industries. Cre-
ative & Cultural Skills run apprenticeship 
programmes to ensure greater accessibility 
and transition from education to industry. 
They also provide information, advice, and 
guidance for creative careers through their 
Creative Choice programme, they provide 
research and analysis into the skills needs of 
the industry through their Creative Blueprint 
programme, and support the creative sector 
to set the standards for high-quality work in 
the industry through their Professional Stan-
dards programme and provide interesting 
seminars and discussions through Northern 
Ireland Design Alliance (Creative and Cultural 
Skills, 2013). Moreover, the Creative Skillset 
Tick was conceived as a kitemark of quality to 
allow potential employers identify students 
with the best qualifications.  

The Republic’s equivalent, Skillnets Ltd., 
works in collaboration with the Department of 
Education and Skills and industry to identify 
and provide up-skilling and training in key 
areas. Recently Skillnets Ireland have intro-
duced a pilot scheme called Management-
Works, this training programme for own

design element of learning with a focus on 
the technology, production or new media 
element of the product. 

The major significance of the creative econo-
my and the creative industries is its intercon-
nection between conceptualisation, produc-
tion and consumption. In this sense, interdis-
ciplinary subjects such as Media Studies with 
Computing, Ethnomusicology and Politics, as 
well as industry-focused subjects such as 
Fashion Design, Production Design Innova-
tion, Interactive Multimedia, all incorporate a 
critical skills approach with active learning 
and production. Many of these courses main-
tain a poor reputation of professional or voca-
tional opportunities, and for being academi-
cally subordinate to traditional core academic 
subjects. To the contrary, it is these creative 
courses that are growing in popularity and 
from which graduates are being employed at 
a higher rate. ‘These courses integrate critical 
approaches into the study of media with a 
vocational focus and bridge the artificial 
division of critical (‘academic’) education and 
vocational (‘practical’) education’ (Creative 
Futures, 2008). In Ireland, this artificial division 
is maintained in the perceived subordination 
of the IT sector to the University sector, as the 
IT sector was originally conceived to provide 
the more vocational/practical courses. How-
ever, our data indicates that it is the University 
sector that is leading in providing over 70% of 
the creative courses in Ireland, and the IT 
sector providing just 25%. A cognitive shift is 
necessary to overcome the stereotypes 
associated with creative education, generally, 
those of professional irrelevance, unsustain-
able employment prospects, or low academic 
engagement. 
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Embracing entrepreneurship
Related to a closer working rela-
tionship with industry is recogni-
tion of the increasing role that 
entrepreneurial capacity has to 
play in the artistic and creative 
provision. All courses provided 
must reflect on the real need for 
business acumen relevance in 
today’s world. Equipping students 
with these skills is vital for the 
future growth of the creative 
economy. 

Career trajectories
The whole economy is becoming 
more creative. The key skills 
learned in creative courses are 
increasingly in demand across 
the wider economy. The range of 
these possibilities needs to be 
made clear to students and their 
parents. 

Places for collaboration
The move to a truly multidisci-
plinary offering can be aided by 
the provision of third spaces. 
Spaces that are neither commer-
cial, nor educational, but provide 
for the interchange of ideas and 
learning. The provision of creative 
/ cultural hubs will act as sites of 
porousness where students can 
learn, rather than be taught and 
industries and academics can 
collaborate in a way that best 
suits both their needs. 
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