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J. J. LEE

Foreword

For all the vicissitudes of the past fifty years, it is clear that the 1967 free education scheme remains one of the most important developments in the history of independent Ireland. Although it is clear that much remains to be done, the initiative opened up unprecedented opportunities for further education beyond primary school to generations hitherto condemned to an educational system that equipped the vast majority of the population for an existence as only hewers of wood and drawers of water at home, and often not all that much better abroad for many first-generation emigrants. Even though numbers at second level were rising gradually, the pace of change remained grossly inadequate to provide opportunities for the large majority of children to either achieve their own individual potential or enhance their collective potential contribution to the economic, social and cultural welfare of the country. That the 1967 initiative occurred when it did, even if many of the measures might have emerged gradually, especially after our entry to the EU in 1973 – but nobody in 1967 could have been certain of that – was crucial in transforming attitudes towards the importance of education for Ireland’s future. For all the intervening vicissitudes and frustrations, it is sobering to wonder where Ireland would be today had the pace of educational change remained so plodding. And so it might have, but for the idealism, energy and determination of a handful of politicians and civil servants determined to open up the wider opportunities for the next generation that had been largely denied to their own. Even after 1967, there would be numerous frustrations. Not all later policymakers, either in politics or the public service, would display a passion for fostering greater educational opportunity for all children, which in turn would have required far more extensive change in the wider socio-economic value system than the political culture would permit. ← ix | x →

Among the multiple merits of this indispensable volume is the way it lifts the curtain on the manner in which a policy-making process driven by a relatively small number of people passionately committed to reforming an educational system based essentially on concepts of class privilege, however skillfully, even at times idealistically, enveloped in the capacious folds of both ecclesiastical and lay rhetoric, moved to one based primarily on the concept of human rights. For the brutal reality was that advance to second level in education, much less third level, was far more determined by pocket power than brain power. The residue of that mindset still remains. If far more young people now enter second level and indeed third level doors, the question has to be asked how many are still left on the outside, or at least stuck in the steerage levels of higher education, and why. That the divides between different levels of opportunity are happily no longer nearly as glaring as fifty years ago does not mean that much work does not remain to be done to ensure that no child is left behind through flaws in the education system itself.

This timely and significant publication draws together global thought leaders in the field of education. The editor has selected her contributors shrewdly, with chapter after chapter repaying not only reading, but rereading and deep reflection, while her pungently compact introduction provides so admirable a guide to the contents that it would be trying to gild the lily to seek to summarize it. What does emerge from the absorbing chapters by those at the coal face in lifting the curtain on the process from which Donogh O’Malley’s 1967 free education scheme emerged, is the crucial difference that personality and hard-headed idealism can make, when expressed in the commitment of even a relatively small number of politicians, civil servants – and yes – academics, for all the differences of emphasis among them. What can only be inferred is the potential for resistance in conservative circles that obliged the Taoiseach, Sean Lemass – whose support was crucial but who sensed the potential for resistance – to play a canny game, worthy indeed of de Valera in tactical if not necessarily ideological terms – to facilitate the initiative while purporting to appear hesitant, at least up to a point. Indeed, one may wonder at how narrow may have been the window of opportunity to drive through such a scheme given O’Malley’s untimely death and the premature resignation as Taoiseach on ← x | xi → health grounds of Lemass himself. The role of Paddy Hillery, too, one of the most understated and underrated Irish politicians of his generation, and of Paddy Lynch, a seminal source of ideas to policymakers, can be seen to warrant yet further research. Equally, it is clear that Sean O’Connor and Bill Hyland both played significant roles. Given the speed of change in today’s world, and the churning waters in which so frail a craft as Ireland has to navigate, it can be argued that over the medium term, much less the long term, as our educational system goes, so does Ireland go. This volume should be indispensable reading not only for professional educationalists, but for all those who care about the future of our country.

There always remains scope for improvement in every field of human endeavour, if only because progress by definition requires sustained raising of the bar. Among the many striking features of this collection is the astute editorial blending of accounts of the extraordinary achievements of the 1960s with expressions of impatience at challenges still to be overcome. The result is a volume that illuminates the remarkable achievements of the 1960s’ revolution – and revolution is not too strong a term, however taken for granted it may now be – but the tendency of one generation to take for granted earlier achievements is itself the best tribute that can be paid to the inherited legacy. The challenge confronting the present generation may in some respects be even more formidable, for it requires significant shifts of perspective in the wider society that cannot be achieved by the earlier conjunction of the idealism, dedication and political commitment of a relatively small number of exceptional individuals in crucial political and administrative positions. The dynamic stimulated by this absorbing collection should in itself propel Ireland forward on the route towards the goal of an ever fairer, and ever more effective educational system in the widest possible national and individual interest. ← xi | xii →
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JUDITH HARFORD

Introduction

Origins, Legacy and Impact: Reflections on the Free Education Scheme in Ireland

This book, commissioned to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the introduction of free post-primary education in Ireland, examines its origins, legacy and impact. Chapters are drawn from a range of scholars internationally recognized for their expertise in the fields of the history of education, the sociology of education, education policy and curriculum. It may be hard to imagine for school-goers today, but up until the introduction of free education, only a minority of young people went on to participate in post-primary schooling, with fewer still going on to third-level education. Participation at both second level and third level was directly contingent on social class and while some scholarships were available, they had a negligible impact on the promotion of equality. By the mid-1960s, one-third of all children were leaving full-time education upon completion of primary schooling and less than 60 per cent of all fifteen-year-olds were remaining in school, a scenario Donogh O’Malley (Minister for Education, 1966–8) described as ‘a dark stain on the national conscience’.

While a number of scholars have elsewhere examined the significant social, political and economic developments of the 1960s (see, for example, Daly, 2016; Fleming and Harford, 2014; Walsh, 2009), there has been a paucity of research examining the significance of the ‘free education scheme’, and there has been even less research on the subject which blends both historical and contemporary commentary. Collectively, the chapters in this volume address this deficit, theorizing about the historical context of the introduction of free education, as well as the impact of the initiative on the promotion of equality of educational opportunity. The book takes a long view, bringing new knowledge to the field by examining previously ← 1 | 2 → unexamined primary sources, drawing on research on educational disadvantage, and assessing how policies have shifted over time. The early chapters, namely those of O’Donoghue, Hyland, Harford and Fleming, Coolahan and Mulcahy, explore the historical context for the introduction of the free education scheme and examine how such an initiative transformed the educational landscape. Identifying the 1960s as one of the most progressive periods in the history of education in Ireland, they identify the economic crisis of the 1950s as the trigger for a more ambitious and strategic policy approach. This was a time characterized by austerity, political instability, industrial and agricultural decline and mass emigration. For the majority during this period, education was not a priority; rather, it was a matter of survival. T. K. Whitaker, the noted economist and secretary of the Department of Finance, described the decade of the 1950s as one of stagnation, emigration and high unemployment, in which ‘the mood of despondency was palpable’ (Whitaker, 2006, p. 8). The later chapters by Smyth, Lynch and Crean, Boland, Gleeson and Sugrue adopt a more panoptic view, assessing the impact of the free education scheme over time. In doing so, they focus on implications for curricular reform, for the development of the institutes of technology and for teacher education. Central to these chapters is the enduring influence of social class across the educational experience.

The book commences with a foreword by Professor J. J. Lee, in which he reflects on the significance of the 1967 free education scheme in opening up unprecedented opportunities for further education beyond primary school to generations of pupils. Considering where Ireland would be today had ‘the pace of educational change remained so plodding’, Lee observes that the scheme remains one of the most important developments in the history of independent Ireland. He further contends that the execution of the scheme was down to the vision, resilience and political acumen of a handful of politicians and civil servants.

In Chapter 1, Tom O’Donoghue sets the scene for the expansion of education in the 1960s, charting patterns of attendance in the period from 1922 to 1965. In an analysis punctuated by interrogations of a number of ‘invented traditions’ (Hobsbawn and Ranger, 2017), he argues that, notwithstanding popular views to the contrary, the great majority of those ← 2 | 3 → who attended secondary school during the period were drawn from the socially advantaged sectors of Irish society. Furthermore, this particular sector constituted only a small percentage of the total potential secondary-school-going population at the time. In Chapter 2, Áine Hyland draws on her experience as a civil servant in the Department of Education from 1959 to 1964 and as a research assistant with the Investment in Education team from 1962 to 1964 to assess the significance of the Investment in Education (Government of Ireland, 1965) report and the role played by the Development Branch of the Department of Education in initiating and implementing the free education scheme. In line with subsequent chapters, Hyland identifies a conservative and insular approach to educational policymaking in the decades prior to the introduction of free education and an education system dominated by private interests. As later chapters illustrate, what this meant in practice was that the system favoured those in a financial position to participate in education, reinforced the dominant hegemony, in particular the values of a deeply conservative Catholic Church, and excluded those at the margins, who had neither the social nor the cultural capital to challenge the existing orthodoxy.

Building on Hyland’s argument, in Chapter 3, Judith Harford and Brian Fleming examine the advocacy and agency of key individuals who collectively contributed to the reform agenda. Commencing their analysis in the 1950s, these authors illustrate how the dismal economic outlook was a key driver in instigating reform. The authors foreground the significance of ‘cultural contrarians’ (O’Sullivan, 2005, pp. 461–2) who began to advance a social justice agenda, highlighting for the first time the issue of equality of access for those from less well-off backgrounds. They also highlight the importance of international developments, in particular ‘cultural strangers’ (O’Sullivan, 1992) in the form of the OECD, and the multiple ways in which such developments led policymakers and politicians to argue that a strong link exists between a nation’s level of education and the state of its economy. In particular, their chapter illustrates the extent to which a number of key politicians and civil servants, energized and emboldened by the potential for education to transform the existing educational landscape, responded to the social, political and economic cry to democratize post-primary education. ← 3 | 4 →

In his analysis of the impact and aftermath of the free education initiative in Chapter 4, John Coolahan charts the scale and breadth of the reform agenda, examining at the same time the practical challenges posed by the swift introduction of such a development. Situating the initiative in the context of a moribund educational system, overseen by a government department lacking in imagination and ambition, Coolahan considers the logistics of transporting increasing numbers of pupils around an expansive network of schools, as well as teacher education departments’ struggling to cope with the rising numbers of entrants. Collectively, Chapters 2, 3 and 4 demonstrate how the economic agenda, coupled with an increasing emphasis on egalitarianism internationally, elevated education, and the education portfolio within government, to a new level, and raised public consciousness regarding the broader role of education within society. Similarly, they demonstrate how the ‘policy choice’ (Pierson, 2005) to invest in education brought new promise and potential to 1960s Ireland, which was evidenced in the development of new schools, a sophisticated transport system and the recruitment and preparation of a new generation of teachers.

Sensitive to the wider ambitions of the educational reform agenda, in Chapter 5, D. G. Mulcahy identifies a lack of a coherent framework of educational and pedagogical aims underpinning the introduction of free education and traces the implications of this for practical subjects, in particular. He advances the argument that a hierarchical curricular framework has resulted in practical subjects being considered as subjects of lower status. He casts a critical eye also on the inherent contradictions of emerging subjects, such as ‘politics and society’. Absent from the contemporary curricular context, in his view, is a coherent framework of educational and pedagogical aims. What Mulcahy highlights in both contemporary and historical curricular contexts is a significant and worrying disconnection between ambition and implementation.

The subsequent chapters develop the discussion, questioning the impact of the free education scheme on pupils, on the higher education sector more broadly, on curricular reform and on teacher professionalism. Despite the introduction of free second-level education, Chapters 6 and 7 demonstrate that social differentiation is still a prominent factor in educational attainment and that, in the Irish context, educational level ← 4 | 5 → and grades have a significant impact throughout life, reinforcing social inequality in a range of outcomes. Taking Investment in Education (1966) as her starting point, in Chapter 6, Emer Smyth traces patterns of educational inequality in the post-1966 period, interrogating differences in educational outcomes according to individual social background and the extent to which unequal outcomes reflect differences in the social mix of students attending second-level schools.

In Chapter 7, Kathleen Lynch and Margaret Crean argue that assumptions and values associated with professionals’ social and paradigmatic interests frame their educational and social imaginary. Acknowledging Ireland’s educational achievements over the last fifty years, Lynch and Crean observe that educational expansion, while raising the national standards of education, has not led to any meaningful reduction in social-class inequalities. Using national and international evidence, they demonstrate that the generative site of social-class injustices is economic class relations. Because of this, equality of economic condition needs to be the guiding principle of equality in twenty-first-century Ireland; promoting equality of opportunity in education in an economically unequal society generally results in equal opportunities to become unequal. In Chapter 8, Tom Boland examines the inter-connectedness of the decision to introduce free second-level education and the implementation of what he regards as ‘another pivotal decision’, namely, the decision to establish a new kind of higher education institution, the institute of technology. Both policy developments, he contends, have had a profound effect on Irish society, culture and the economy. Boland examines how the development of the institutes of technology greatly expanded the opportunities for educational attainment, which then broadened access to higher education. This development was critical, he suggests, as it provided a local and technologically oriented alternative to the traditional universities and was also particularly important because it provided Ireland with the labour-market skills necessary for the development of the scientific, technological and pharmaceutical sectors. In Chapter 9, Jim Gleeson situates the ROSLA announcement in its wider educational and curriculum policy contexts and considers the post-primary curriculum prior to the 1983 establishment of the Interim Curriculum and Examinations Board (CEB) and its ← 5 | 6 → successor, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). This chapter explores the work of the CEB and the NCCA, including the introduction of the Junior Certificate and subsequent developments under the statutory NCCA.

Finally, in Chapter 10, Ciaran Sugrue examines the professional challenges facing the teaching profession and policymakers in the context of the introduction of free education. He argues that while the expansion of the second-level system was a welcome development for the teaching profession, issues such as curriculum reform, assessment and pedagogy may have been neglected in the ‘white heat’ of an extended growth spurt and structural change. Following an overview of the major changes over time to the topography of the post-primary education system, Sugrue identifies the professional legacy issues that have emerged as significant shaping influences, as well as the challenges for the current and next generation of policymakers and practitioners.

Reflecting in the 1980s on the political victory of the roll-out of free second-level education less than two decades earlier, Lee (1982, p. 12) commented:

At the level of high politics, potential Church/State conflict has been mediated with remarkable skill. The potentially explosive education issue was largely resolved in the 1960s, following an extraordinary surge of activity by the previously moribund Department of Education. If the strong feelings raised on both sides had not yet fully subsided, the observer must remain impressed with the relative smoothness of so striking a change in educational power structures.

Notwithstanding the political will and imagination necessary to democratize education, the promise and potential of the initiative did not provide the opportunities for social mobility that many expected. To quote Ferriter (2005, p. 598), ‘what would remain contentious in this context … was whether or not the changes introduced actually facilitated social mobility in practice, or just consolidated the advantages of the middle classes.’ Ultimately, the chapters in this book demonstrate that the democratization of post-primary education – the notion that any child could continue their education, irrespective of their family’s financial circumstances – while laudable as a principle and enshrined in the blueprint of the ‘free education’ ← 6 | 7 → scheme, was more complex than originally envisaged in its operationalization. Perhaps understandably, the impact of ‘free education’ was considerably less significant than its architects had envisaged. Notwithstanding the energy, vision and political goodwill engendered over the course of the 1960s, the largely economic rationale driving this momentum was never accompanied by rigorous policy formation based on considerations of social justice.
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TOM O’DONOGHUE

1    Patterns of Attendance at Irish Secondary Schools from the Establishment of the Independent Irish State to the Introduction of the Free Education Scheme in 1967

Introduction

Fifty years ago, in 1967, the scheme of free education that eventuated in a great increase in attendance at second-level schools in Ireland got underway when the first cohort of eligible students was enrolled. In later years, associated issues, including issues related to changes in both the structure of the education system and the process of education, were identified and examined by various scholars. The spotlight at the time, however, was primarily on the greatly increased and improved access to second-level education that was expected to take place. This is not surprising since, up until 1967, only a minority of those who left primary school continued their schooling. For the majority of this minority, this meant attendance at a secondary school. A smaller proportion of the group attended continuation schools, which were run by local vocational education committees. Colloquially, these were known as ‘vocational schools’ or ‘technical schools’ – or, disparagingly, as ‘techs’.

Secondary schools were fee-paying. Their material quality, while generally higher in the case of those attended by the better-off in society, left a lot to be desired overall. In 1965, 21 per cent of all secondary school classrooms in the state were 100 years old or more, and a further 18 per cent were eighty to ninety-nine years old (Government of Ireland, 1965). ← 9 | 10 →

Within the secondary schools, Catholic nuns, brothers and priests, largely teaching in schools of their own religious orders, constituted 55 per cent of the total population of secondary school teachers in the middle of the 1960s (Duffy, 1967). The focus in the schools was on religious instruction, a religious ethos, and a general academic education in the grammar school tradition. Students were prepared for the Intermediate Certificate examination, usually taken after three years of study, and the Leaving Certificate examination, usually taken after another two years. Those enrolled in the continuation schools were not permitted to sit these national examinations.

The full-time continuation courses offered by the continuation schools were only of two years’ duration and were not designed to allow for transfer to secondary schools. Very few are likely to have followed the path of the Co. Limerick poet, the late Michael Hartnett. He left primary school at the age of fourteen in 1955 and went on to attend a continuation school. However, after two years, he was encouraged to sit an examination for a scholarship to attend a secondary school. He was successful and commenced his first year in secondary school at sixteen years of age. Accordingly, he was twenty years of age when he sat the Leaving Certificate examination (Murphy, 1987, p. 29).

The OECD-sponsored Investment in Education report (Government of Ireland, 1965), published in 1965, portrayed the economic, social and geographic inequalities of opportunity that existed in Ireland at the time: one-third of all children left full-time education upon completion of primary schooling and only 59 per cent of all fifteen-year-old children were actually in school. While this situation received widespread publicity nationally, it was less clear in the public mind at the time that levels of provision had been even bleaker at the time of the establishment of the state, and had not changed substantially over the succeeding four decades. It is arguable that such a lack of awareness still exists. Yet, there is sufficient evidence available to allow one to go some way towards rectifying this situation by outlining broad trends in attendance patterns in the early decades.

The emphasis in the rest of this chapter is on trends in the patterns of attendance in the secondary school sector during the first forty-five years of independent Ireland. A useful way of addressing this is by attempting to ← 10 | 11 → unmask a number of ‘invented traditions’, to use the memorable concept generated by Hobsbawn and Ranger (2017), and thus ensure they are not allowed to go uncontested. Accordingly, following a general portrayal of the economic and social conditions in Ireland from 1922 until the mid-1960s, and their relationship to secondary school attendance patterns, three of these invented traditions are considered, namely:

• that participation was steadily rising in the decade prior to the advent of the free education scheme and that, as a result, the period of expansion that commenced in 1967 was on the way anyway;

• that no child was ever turned away from a secondary school if he or she desired to attend one;

• that there were plenty of scholarships for ‘bright’ children of limited financial means.

These, I contend, are not ‘straw men’; while one rarely reads of them in the academic literature, they are, I hold, part of regular discourse in ‘general’ Irish society and are circulated in a variety of ways.

The General Economic and Social Situation

Secondary schooling was not availed of by many of those in the poorer sectors of Irish society. This can be illustrated by considering the following points:

• As late as 1961, the children of professionals, managers and employers heavily outnumbered those from lower-status occupations in secondary schools, yet their parents constituted only 13 per cent of the workforce (Government of Ireland, 1965, p. 51).

• Children of unskilled or semi-skilled manual workers benefited least from secondary school education. They were also the most likely to drop out of secondary school at an early age (Government of Ireland, 1965, p. 51). ← 11 | 12 →

To a large extent, these trends can be attributed to family economic circumstances and associated attitudes and practices which became ingrained during the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s. Agricultural prices had been high in the years of the First World War, but this had given way to economic recession by the 1920s (Brown, 1985, pp. 17–20). During the 1930s, the situation remained bleak, with agricultural output falling by 6 per cent between 1931 and 1938 (Johnson, 1985, pp. 8–42). This had serious consequences for the 53 per cent of the population involved in agriculture.

The unemployment situation in rural and urban Ireland also created a high level of poverty. As a result of a slowing-down of emigration due to a depressed economy internationally, unemployment in 1936 was, at 133,000, twice the 1926 figure (Cullen, 1978, pp. 171–87) and there was little hope of improving matters in the future.

The housing and health situations also left much to be desired. In 1926, 43 per cent of the population of Co. Mayo, 41 per cent of the population of Co. Donegal, and 39 per cent of the population of Co. Galway lived in crowded conditions of two persons per room (Culen, 1978, pp. 171–87). While matters improved somewhat over the next decade, 14 per cent of the population of Dublin still lived in conditions of four or more persons to a room in 1936, and as late as 1937 tuberculosis still accounted for 7.5 per cent of all deaths in the state.

It is reasonable, then, to conclude that sending a son or daughter to a secondary school, even when fees were waived, would have put a serious strain on the economic situation of many families. Although detailed sociological evidence is not available, a certain amount of testimony allows one to glean some insights. In 1931, the inspectors of the Department of Education carried out an investigation to determine why children from the intensely Irish-speaking areas of counties Galway, Mayo and Donegal were not availing of secondary school education by taking up places in the special secondary schools called preparatory colleges. In these colleges, of which there were seven in all, selected children from Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking) districts, and others with a high standard of spoken and written Irish, were enrolled and received free secondary school education, before progressing to the primary-school teacher-training colleges, where they joined a number of those selected separately after graduating from ‘regular’ ← 12 | 13 → secondary schools, again with a high standard of Irish (O’Donoghue and Harford, 2016).

One of the reasons put forward for the low acceptance of places was that the four years of study involved acted as a great deterrent to parents, who were anxious to supplement their meagre income with their children’s earnings at the earliest possible date. The inspectors of the Department of Education also concluded that this outlook could not be easily changed. Later, in 1954, a similar investigation in a large area of under-provision around Carraroe in the County Galway Gaeltacht again led to the conclusion that parents in general felt they needed to send their children to work at a young age,1 including to Britain, where there was plenty of unskilled work available because of the great post-war building programmes that were underway. Witnesses from around Ireland who presented themselves before the Commission on Emigration (Commission on Emigration, 1956) between 1948 and 1954 offered similar views, as did the Commission on Youth Unemployment (Commission on Youth Unemployment, 1952), which reported in 1952.

The requirement that, in order to attend a secondary school, fees must be paid (though they were sometimes waived by religious teaching orders for those deemed to be ‘deserving cases’), then, was not the only influence at work. Author Frank Delaney depicted the situation in Co. Tipperary, where he grew up in the 1950s, as follows:

The poverty of our parish was such that keeping the bodies and souls of many of the schoolchildren together was often as much as many parents could do. Where my four brothers and sisters were concerned, we received a secondary school education, perhaps the first entire family in our locality to do so. (1987, p. 366)

There are indications that a large cohort of people desired to send their children to a secondary school, but could not afford to do so, despite fees as low as £15 per annum for day pupils in over 66 per cent of secondary schools in 1961–2 (Government of Ireland, 1965). In the late 1950s, for example, ← 13 | 14 → parents from the farming working class, who were interviewed when a survey was carried out amongst the inhabitants of eight rural parishes in Co. Limerick (Newman, 1962), held that few of their children would have the opportunity to go to a secondary school even if it was free because of the cost of school attire and school books. Also, with only a subsistence wage of £5 per week, they could not afford to be without the labour or wages provided by a son or daughter who had reached school-leaving age.

At the same time, it would be remiss not to point to another cohort of parents, namely, those who, even if they could afford it, would not encourage a son or daughter to attend a secondary school as they saw no value in the experience. The Commission on Emigration in 1956 drew attention to this cohort, arguing that they saw secondary schooling as being too much geared towards ‘white collar employment and professional careers’. Drawing again on the results of the Co. Limerick rural survey (Newman, 1962), members of the farming class said that they sent those sons deemed to be the brightest to secondary school and encouraged them to remain until they had achieved a Leaving Certificate so that they might be able to go on to study for the professions. On the other hand, a son who was going to inherit the farm, they held, should be sent to secondary school only for a year or two to gain some additional knowledge and make new friends before being physically strong enough to make a major contribution to work on the farm.

Attendance patterns also suggest that the dominant view amongst parents was that it was more important to provide a secondary school education for boys than it was for girls. More boys than girls attended secondary schools and sat the public examinations.

• In 1929–30, for example, only 1,580 girls sat the Intermediate Certificate examinations, while 2,363 boys were examined. In the same year, 856 boys sat the Leaving Certificate examinations, as opposed to only 443 girls (Department of Education, 1930).

• By 1939–40, this imbalance had not rectified itself, although the gap had narrowed somewhat, with 4,113 boys and 3,436 girls sitting the Intermediate Certificate examinations and 1,690 boys and 1,228 girls sitting the Leaving Certificate examinations (Department of Education, 1940). ← 14 | 15 →

While the evidence is not very clear, it is likely that the imbalance was due more to a lack of take-up by girls than to a lack of provision of secondary education for girls, since there was not a significant difference between the number of boys’ and girls’ secondary schools in the state. In fact, in 1930, the number of religious-managed Catholic boys’ schools was equal to the number of religious-managed Catholic girls’ schools. In the same year, female secondary school teachers, of which there were 1,406, outnumbered their male counterparts, of which there were 1,237 (Department of Education, 1930). Overall, these patterns suggest that the female religious orders were keen that a greater number of girls should attend secondary school.

Contesting Three Invented Traditions in Relation to Secondary School Attendance

Invented tradition no. 1: Participation was rising steadily in the decade prior to the advent of the free education scheme and, as a result, the period of expansion that commenced in 1967 was on the way anyway

In 1924, there were 493,382 students in primary schools in the state, while the private, state-subsidized secondary schools, which constituted the largest cohort within the second-level schooling sector, catered for only 22,897 students (Department of Education, 1926). Over the next four decades, the number of secondary school students increased only very gradually. By 1933–4, there were only 32,384 pupils in secondary schools, as opposed to 420,494 pupils attending primary schools (Department of Education, 1934). There was an improvement of only 1 per cent in this ratio by 1937–8, when 36,092 pupils were in attendance at secondary schools, as opposed to 398,544 pupils in attendance at primary schools (Department of Education, 1938). By 1955–6, the number of pupils in secondary schools had reached 59,306 (Department of Education, 1956). ← 15 | 16 →

The increase in attendance at secondary school between 1940 and 1962 was greatest between 1950 and 1962. This was due largely to an expansion in secondary school provision by the Catholic Church providers, which was made possible as a result of the building of extensions to and the development of existing schools, as opposed to the building of new schools. Also, between 1941 and 1956, the number of Catholic diocesan secondary schools and the number of Protestant secondary schools in the state remained at twenty-eight and forty-five respectively.

By 1962, there was still a great imbalance between the number of students attending primary schools and those attending second-level schools. Overall, what this meant at the time has been well summarized by Coolahan (1984, p. 184):

When the pupils in secondary tops are added to those in secondary schools the grand total amounted to 87,041. The census of 1961 recorded a total of 233,832 in the age range 15 to 19. Taking 52,000 as a rough guide to the age cohort at the time, there would have been a total of 330,000 between the ages of 13 and 18 in 1961. Thus, while the numbers obtaining secondary education increased significantly in the 1950s, the great majority of the age range was still unaffected by it. About 30,000 pupils were in full-time attendance at vocational schools in 1961.

Thus, we can dismiss invented tradition no. 1, namely, that participation rising steadily in the decade prior to the advent of the free education scheme and that, as a result, the period of expansion that commenced in 1967 was on the way anyway. On the other hand, it is the case that by 1970, the introduction of free, second-level education resulted in an almost threefold increase in the number of secondary school students in the country.

Invented tradition no. 2: No child was ever turned away from a secondary school if he or she desired to attend

While it may be true that that no child was ever turned away from a secondary school if his or her parents approached the school authorities and expressed a desire for a free place to be allocated, to concentrate unduly on this can lead one to overlook the fact that for a particular cohort of ← 16 | 17 → potential students, making such a request would have made no sense because of the uneven distribution of secondary schools throughout the state. The north-west and south-west of the country, characterized by large stretches of poor land and very heavy emigration, are particularly noteworthy. For example, in the school year 1939–40, the following towns in the north-west and south-west of the country did not have a secondary school:

The North-West

1. Gweedore

2. Dunglow

3. Glenties

4. Killybegs

5. Donegal town

6. Bangor-Erris

7. Boyle

8. Castlerea

9. Claremorris

10. Clifden

11. Oughterard

12. Spiddal

The South-West

13. Sneem

14. Kenmare

15. Bantry

A small number of students from both of these areas were amongst those in the 30 per cent of the student population who were boarders. However, for reasons highlighted already, the majority of those of secondary school-going age, regardless of their geographical location, would not have been able to afford to pay boarding school fees.

Moreover, attendance patterns suggest that a great number of potential students are unlikely to have made a request to attend a secondary school, to have known that they could have made such a request, or to have been ← 17 | 18 → encouraged to make such a request. The following three attendance patterns, in particular, suggest that a greater number would have attended secondary school if it had been possible for them to do so:

• Some students attended secondary school for a year or two and then dropped out;

• A significant number of students continued to attend primary school after they had reached the compulsory age at which they could leave, namely, fourteen years of age;

• A large number numbers of girls attended ‘secondary tops’.

The statistical evidence for each of these points is now outlined briefly.

Regarding the evidence that some students attended secondary school for a year or two and then dropped out

The evidence suggests the possibility that a greater proportion of boys and girls might have stayed on at secondary school if the economic situation of their parents had been better. The pattern was more prominent in the case of boys than it was in the case of girls. Regarding boys, from the mid-1920s to the mid-1960s, a pattern was established whereby a certain proportion of boys attended secondary schools for a year or two and then dropped out:

• In 1932–3, 4,527 boys commenced their first year of secondary schooling (Department of Education, 1933). By the second year, 10 per cent of them had dropped out of school and by the third year, 21 per cent of the original group had left;

• Of the 4,817 boys who entered secondary school in 1936–7, only 3,766, or 78 per cent of the original group, were still in school in 1938–9 (Department of Education, 1937).

As the rate of attendance at secondary school increased over the next decades, so too did the drop-out rate: ← 18 | 19 →

• Of the 5,244 boys who entered the first year of secondary school in 1943–4, 25 per cent had dropped out by 1945–6 (Department of Education, 1946);

• Of the 6,971 boys who entered first year in 1953–4, 27 per cent had dropped out by 1955–6 (Department of Education, 1956).

Regarding girls, while approximately two girls entered the first year of secondary school for every three boys throughout the period under consideration, most of them were still in secondary school four years later.

The various costs involved in educating pupils for four or five years would seem to suggest that the vast majority of girls who attended secondary school were from the better-off sections of society.

Regarding the evidence that significant number of students continued to attend primary school after they had reached the compulsory age at which they could leave, namely, fourteen years of age

This evidence suggests that a greater number of girls might have attended a ‘regular’ secondary school if it had been possible to do so. In the school year 1927–8, 7.5 per cent of the primary school population in the state consisted of pupils between fourteen and sixteen years of age (Department of Education, 1928). This percentage was down to 6.13 per cent by the school year 1936–7 (Department of Education, 1937). Nevertheless, the latter percentage represented 29,536 pupils, a number which was not very far behind the number of pupils in secondary schools and secondary tops combined (the former being 35,890 and the latter being 3,155). Of the 29,536 pupils, 6,538 were fifteen years of age or over, and 2,845 were sixteen years of age or over. The figures also indicate that the tendency was more or less the same throughout the individual counties, at around 6 per cent, with the Kerry figure high at 9 per cent and the Dublin City (as opposed to the Dublin County) figure low at 3.7 per cent.

It is difficult to explain with any degree of certainty the tendency to stay on at primary school. Some, no doubt, commenced their education at six or seven years of age and were completing the normal primary-school education cycle. Others may have been what came to be called ‘slow learners’ ← 19 | 20 → and were encouraged to remain on to reach what was considered to be an acceptable standard of education. Others, one imagines, were pupils who were waiting to enter the work force. The likelihood is that at least some in these different groups would have attended a secondary school if it had been possible to do so. This proposition is supported by statistics demonstrating a continuing decline over the decades in the number of pupils in the cohort in question as more places became available in secondary schools and some new schools were built.

• The figure for 1936–7, it will be recalled, was 6.13 per cent;

• By 1949–50, it was down to 4.05 per cent;

• By 1956–7, it was down to 3.22 per cent.

Yet, we must not forget that, overall, as was indicated at the outset, the majority of children of second-level attendance age, were not in attendance.

Regarding the evidence that a large number of girls attended ‘secondary tops’

The evidence that a large number of girls attended ‘secondary tops’ also suggests that a greater number of girls would have attended a ‘regular’ secondary school if it had been possible to do so. The secondary tops were primary schools which provided secondary school courses recognized by the Department of Education and which, from June 1925, were allowed to admit pupils to the Intermediate and Leaving Certificate examinations.

By the school year 1930–1, there were thirty-seven secondary tops in the state. These were staffed by primary school teachers who had received no specific preparation (Department of Education, 1931). The secondary tops increased throughout the 1940s and 1950s. There were:

• Sixty-one of them in the school year 1939–40;

• Seventy-three in the school year 1946–7;

• Seventy-two in the school year 1950–1;

• Eight-seven in the school year 1956–7. ← 20 | 21 →

The number in 1939–40 represented one secondary top for every ten secondary schools in the state. By 1956–7, the ratio had only dropped a little, to one secondary top for every eight secondary schools (Department of Education, 1957).

It is likely that the Department of Education allowed the development of secondary tops to take place as they provided a relatively cheap way of extending the provision of secondary school education without the state becoming involved directly in the building of new secondary schools and having to meet associated capital expenses.
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