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HOW CAO 
CAME 

ABOUT

Free post-primary education 
and the introduction of 
grants saw a radical change 
in the demand for higher 
education.

1967

UCD developed a ‘Points 
System’ based on Leaving 
Certificate grades to assist in 
offering a fair admissions 
process (order of merit). 
Other HEIs followed suit.

1969

Senior university officials 
met to discuss how to deal 
with multiple applications 
for admission. It was agreed 
that a ‘clearing house’ was 
needed, however, plans did 
not proceed.

1971

Senior university officials met 
again and agreed to set up a 
not-for-profit company 
entitled the ‘Central 
Applications Office’ (short 
title CAO).

1975



CAO KEY MILESTONES AND EVENTS: 1976 - 1990

1976 – The Central Applications 
Office (CAO) was formally 
established on 23 January 1976. 
The first CAO Handbook was 
published on 1 September 1976. 

1977 – The first CAO application 
cycle for 1977 entry saw 14,845 
applicants for 69 courses at the 5 
participating HEIs (St Patrick’s 
College, Maynooth, Trinity College 
Dublin, University College Cork, 
University College Dublin, 
University College Galway).

1978 – The CAO office moved from 
its temporary location on Clare 
Street in Dublin to its current 
premises on Eglinton Street in 
Galway.

1982 – CAO and the IGC Executive 
together reviewed the CAO 
application procedures. This 
provided the outline for the current 
structure of the application cycle.

1990 – Computerisation of Leaving 
Certificate examination procedures 
helped with necessary efficiencies 
to meet the growing demand for the 
organisation’s services.  



CAO KEY MILESTONES AND EVENTS: 1991 - 2000

Regional Technical 
Colleges joined the CAO 
System.

1991

Colleges of Education 
joined the CAO System.

1992

HEI Common Points 
Scale was introduced 
(prior to this, most HEIs 
were using their own 
individual scales).

1992

Beginning of CAO’s 
Central Evaluation 
Software Project.

1992

CAO transmission of 
data to HEIs over 
electronic networks.

1995

Private Colleges joined the 
CAO System.

1998

Online applications 
introduced on the CAO 
website.

2000



CAO KEY 
MILESTONES 

AND EVENTS: 
2001- 2010

Nursing courses were added to 
the CAO System.

2001

Supplementary Information Form 
developed for applicants with 
disabilities.

2004

Online applications to DARE and 
HEAR integrated with CAO 
application process.

2010



CAO KEY MILESTONES AND EVENTS: 2011-2020

Coordination of the operational 
elements of the HEAR and DARE 
schemes taken on by CAO.

2016

A new Higher Education Common 
Points Scale was introduced to 
reflect the Department of Education 
and Skills changes to the Leaving 
Certificate grading scale.

2017

CAO stops printing 
offer/acceptances notices to 
shorten the window between the 
release of the Leaving Certificate 
results and the release of Round 1 
offers. All offers issued by email, 
text and available to view online.

2019

Number of offer rounds reduced 
from 10 to 7 due to improved 
Leaving Certificate appeals 
timelines. Final round of offers 
issued in late September, almost 3 
weeks earlier than prior years.

2019

First Technological University 
formed (TU Dublin), to be followed 
by four other Technological 
Universities over the next couple of 
years.

2019

CAO ceases all paper 
correspondence with applicants 
due to the pandemic. Processes 
move exclusively online and provide 
a more applicant-friendly and 
efficient communications process.

2020

Pandemic impact on CAO offers 
schedule (which continues into the 
present)

2020



CAO KEY 
MILESTONES 

AND EVENTS: 
2021-2026

CAO ceases mass printing of the 
CAO Handbook and introduces 
digital-first approach to 
application literature in line with 
ongoing sustainability goals. A 
small number of handbooks are 
printed for professional users 
only.

2022

A document upload facility for 
qualifications documents was 
introduced.

2026

88,817 applications by 1 February 
to 1,508 courses in 30 HEIs.

2026

CAO turns 50.

2026
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