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Findings from ATU project ‘Student Mobility Between Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland: Barriers Opportunities and Sustainable Pathways’

Research Findings

Focus Groups

Result:

• Issue with translation of 
qualifications into CAO 
points

• Confusion with UCAS 
and CAO systems

• Lack of brand visibility 
and presence of RoI
universities in NI 
schools

Desk Research

Result:

• Most A-level students 
take 3 or fewer subjects

• Of those progressing to 
Level 3:
• 62% follow a purely A-

level path
• 38% take either 

vocational 
qualifications or a mix

Research 
Methods



Research Findings

Academic 
Year

Total number of 
school leavers with 

awards at Level 3

Total Leavers 
(A-Level 

only)
%

Total leavers with a 
mixture of A-levels 

and Vocational 
Awards

%
Total Leavers 
(Vocational 

only)
%

2018/19 12,395 7,768 62.67% 3,525 28.44% 1102 8.89%

2019/20 12,621 7,677 60.83% 3,702 29.33% 1242 9.84%

2020/21 13,325 8,055 60.45% 4,021 30.18% 1249 9.37%

2021/22 13,544 8,379 61.87% 3,875 28.61% 1290 9.52%

2022/23 12,436 8,008 64.39% 3,453 27.77% 975 7.84%

Average 62.02% 28.88% 9.1%

Notes

Due to Action Short of Strike, qualification data from 14 schools (7%) were not made available for 2022/23

(Source: Department of Education NI, 2025)



Where are NI Students Studying?

The data shows that in 2022/23 of the 
9,567 students who continued to further 

and higher education:

• 7,455 (77.9%) went to NI institutions

• 1,954 (20.4%) went to GB institutions 

• 158 (1.7%) went to other institutions 

Notes

1. Excludes special and independent schools

2. Destination is defined by Institution. Institutions may provide courses at both Further and Higher Education levels

3. Includes universities and teacher training colleges

4. Other Institution – Includes Non-UK and unknown high education institutions

(Source: Department of Education NI, 2025)
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Pilot Admissions Framework

Alternative  
Academic 
Qualifications 
(AAQs) combined 
with A-Levels

\

Approved in June 
2026

Piloted for a two 
year period from 
September 2026 

z

Student 
outcomes (post-
admission) will be 
monitored 



Pilot Admissions Framework

• What this means:
• Accept A-level + BTEC/AAQ combinations
• Use a clear scoring crosswalk

• Apply guardrails, including: 
• No double counting of overlapping subjects
• Maintain subject prerequisites (e.g. Maths for Engineering)
• Apply caps where needed



Pilot Admissions Framework

ATU Pilot Scoring

New Alternative Academic 

Qualifications

Agreed Sectoral Scoring 

(All RoI HEI’s)

UCAS 

Points 

Levels CAO Points
Extended Certificate 
(Subsidiary Diploma) Certificate A Level AS Level A Level AS Level

D* A* 192 56

D* A* 165 48

B! 142 40

M. C! 120 32

D! 100 24

D* A*/A 24 20

P. D* E. B 67 20 16

M. C 18 12

D 16 10

P. E 14 6



Preliminary Outcomes

ATU - CAO Acceptances
2026* 2025** 2024**

Level 8 3,802 3,532 3,237

Level 7/6 1,373 1,332 1,268

Overall Total for ATU 5,175 4,864 4,505

*Close of Round 2

**Close of Season

ATU NI/ UK - Applications and Acceptances
2026* 2025** 2024**

Total Offers to applicants with GCSE’s (Combined Scoring) 310 (43) 242 (N/A) 270 (N/A)

Total Accepts (Combined Scoring) 87 (32) 50 (N/A) 49 (N/A)

NI/UK Acceptances as % of ATU Total 1.7% 1.0% 1.1%



Next Steps

• Review student outcomes

• Subject to a successful pilot, ATU will review the approach to the Extended Diploma and 

Diploma

• Findings shared with Universities Ireland Council

• Findings shared with CAO Operations Group – consider central scoring



Thank you

Dr Billy Bennett | Registrar and Chief Academic Officer
Fiona Kelly | Marketing Manager
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