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Chapter 4.   
National School Education 1922- 2001 

 
… systems of schooling not only are shaped by society, 
they in turn shape society.452 

 
 

Introduction 
 
With Irish independence came a multitude of bureaucratic challenges and responsibilities. The Irish 
Free State benefited in this challenge because many of the administrative institutions of government 
were already in place. The new state actually took over the departments of the administrative 
machine from the British government, which had been in place since the Act of Union in 1801. One 
of these departments was that of Education, a system that had been officially in place for National 
Schools since 1831 and had, by 1922, a relatively strong infrastructure.453 However, as with all the 
other aspects and remnants of long British rule, this education system was instilled with a deep 
sense of English imperialism, a characteristic according to Irish nationalists that was imperative 
remove as early as possible. The need for the young country to distance itself from Britain and 
establish itself as an independent, unique entity in itself, with its own distinctive tradition, culture, 
past and language became a priority for all concerned. 

Consequently, as the National Schools had been considered responsible for weakening the 
Irish national spirit and language during the nineteenth century, they were now considered to be one 
of the key areas where the nationalist spirit could be re-introduced and nurtured. Coolahan remarks 
that “the concentration of the education policy of the new state was [now]on the gaelicisation of  
the Irish people through the schools.”454 

This chapter outlines the activities and bureaucratic developments in National School 
education that unfolded from 1922 as the Free State began to establish itself as an autonomous 
nation. The areas focussed on are the role Éamon de Valera and his political party Fianna Fáil 
played in these developments, the middle decades of the century (decades that were devoid of 
curricular innovation), the 1971 Curriculum, and followed by a discussion on the decade of 
innovation and legislative change, the 1990s The latter part of the chapter will deal with the 
Inspectorate and the Publishing Houses and the situation related to the position of the textbooks 
within the educational arena. Finally, an examination of the Revised Curriculum of 1999 with 
particular attention to the revised history curriculum will bring the chapter to a close. Existing 
studies in this field that were particularly useful were Akenson (Montreal, 1975), Coolahan (Dublin, 
1981), Hyland (Dublin, 1986) and Bennett (Maynooth, 1992).455 
 
 

Administrative and Legislative Developments 1922-1924 
 
Following a number of years of violent insurrection and social disruption in the second decade of 
the 20th century the country finally managed to achieve an element of autonomy from the British 
Empire with the setting up of the Irish Free State in 1922. Due to the change in administrative 
control of the working offices of State (from English to Irish administration), government 

                                                 
452 D.H. Akenson, A Mirror to Kathleen’s Face. Education in Independent Ireland 1922-1960, (Montreal, 1975), p.ix. 
453 J.J. Lee, Ireland 1912 – 1985: politics and society, (Cambridge, 1989), p.77.  
454 J. Coolahan, op.cit. (2010), p.85. 
455 D.H. Akenson, op.cit. (Montreal, 1975), J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), A. Hyland, ‘The Process of Curriculum 
Change in the Irish National School System, 1869-1986.’ Irish Educational Studies. Volume 6, No.2. (Dublin, 1986),  J. 
Bennett, op.cit.(Maynooth, 1992). 
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departments and all other relevant aspects of the bureaucratic machine were gradually transferred to 
the Irish Free State, including those associated with the supervision of education. The preceding 
decades had witnessed much discussion on the direction education should take in a liberated Ireland 
and the role schools should play in the promotion of the Irish language and the Gaelic culture (its 
history, mythology, games, music). It was strongly believed in the nationalist camp that the main 
purpose of education should be the re-establishment of Gaelic culture.456 An example of this opinion 
was the education programme for the schools suggested by the Gaelic League in 1918 “in which 
considerable emphasis was given to Irish language and literature, history, music and culture 
generally.”457  

It can be considered no surprise then that within the educational environment curricular 
reform was given precedence and government support over major administrative restructuring when 
autonomy was achieved in 1922. According to Coolahan, 
 
 (W)ith the establishment of the Irish Free State, the new leaders, committed cultural  

nationalists, immediately set about undoing what they held was the work of the union – the  
efforts at cultural assimilation of the Irish people. The exaggerated role attributed to the  
schools in this process inspired and encouraged them to follow the same pathway, but in the  
reverse direction.458 

 
Attention to curricular issues as opposed to administration had been additionally influenced by the 
report issued following the Irish National Teacher’s Organisation459 led National Programme 
Conference that met on January 6th 1922. The Report included in its recommendations that the Irish 
language should be taught for one hour every day and a ‘national tone’ should be introduced within 
other subjects being taught.460 For example, in relation to the teaching of history the report stated, 
“history was to be exclusively concerned with the history of Ireland and the chief aim here ‘should 
be to develop the best traits of the national character and to inculcate national pride and self-
respect’.” 461 (emphasis added). 

In April 1922 the programme proposed by this conference “was provisionally adopted by 
the government and issued to the schools and it came into effect in all national schools from 
September of that year.”462 Although it altered elements of the existing curriculum radically,  
 

very little attention was given to setting out the theoretical framework or curricular 
philosophy which was to guide the new programmes (and) the terms of reference concerning 
educational administration and school conditions received only the scantiest treatment.463  

 
Consequently, the chief executive officer for education, Pádraig Ó Brolcháin, encapsulated the new 
government’s view on national school education policy when he wrote in the The Irish School 
Weekly on 11 February 1922 as follows: 

 
In the administration of Irish education, it is the intention of the new government to work 
with all its might for the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, history, 
music and tradition of Ireland, their natural place in the life of Irish schools.464 

                                                 
456 J. Coolahan, op.cit. (Dublin, 1981), p.38. 
457 A. Hyland, op.cit. (Dublin, 1986), p.22. 
458 J. Coolahan, op.cit. (Dublin, 2010), p.85. 
459 The Irish National Teacher’s Organisation was formed in 1868 with the objectives to unite and organise the teachers 
of Ireland, to promote the teaching profession and to advance the Irish national school education environment. 
460 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.160. 
461 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.40. 
462 A. Hyland, op.cit., (Dublin, 1986)p.23. 
463 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.40. 
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This statement set the tone of national education in Ireland for the next fifty years.465  
The one major significant administrative development carried out by the new government 

came in 1924, when, under the terms of the Ministers and Secretaries Act of Saorstát Eireann (the 
Irish Free State), the Department of Education was established. This department took over the 
functions of the Commissioners of National, Intermediate and Technical Education and was headed 
by a cabinet minister - the renowned Celtic scholar and nationalist activist, Eoin MacNeill.  
 

 
The Free State Government 1924 - 1932 

 
The Department of Education was established in 1924. It was headed by a cabinet minister “who 
united in himself all the powers previously exercised by the separate authorities for National, 
Intermediate and Technical education.”466 This legislation resulted in a central organism capable of 
controlling the Irish education environment as a single unit.467 According to Coolahan, “the 
inherited pattern of administration, financing and control remained very much as it had been under 
the British regime.”468 Instead it was curricular reform rather than administrative restructuring that 
the government focused on. Coolahan elaborates: 

 
(I)nspired by the ideology of cultural nationalism it was held [within government circles, the 
teaching community and the broader nationalist camp] that the schools ought to be the prime 
agents in the revival of the Irish language and native tradition which it was held were the 
hallmarks of nationhood and the basis for independent statehood.469 

 
Two years earlier in January 1922, remarks from the report issued after the National Programme 
Conference by the Irish National Teacher’s Organisation (INTO) in relation to the inclusion of a 
national tone within the teaching curriculum and the inculcation of a national pride and self-respect 
in the pupils highlighted the underlying methodology that was to remain to the forefront of 
classroom activity for many decades to come. This report and the teaching programme it proposed 
in April 1922 was adopted by the government and officially initiated in all National Schools from 
September 1922.470 Government attitudes towards the promotion of the educational arena as one in 
which a national agenda could be pursued are clearly illustrated by Pádraig Ó Brolcháin writing in 
The Irish School Weekly in February 1922. As quoted above, he declared that it was the intention of 
the new government to work towards the strengthening of the national fibre through the curriculum 
taught and methodology applied in the National Schools.471 Over three years later, the Minister of 
Education Eoin MacNeill proclaimed in The Irish Statesman: 
 
 If I want national freedom for my people, it is in order that they may live in their own way a  

life which is their own, that they may preserve and develop their own nationality, their own  
distinctive species of civilisation.472 

 

                                                                                                                                                                  
464 Ibid., p.41. 
465 Ibid. 
466 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.161. 
467 Ibid. 
468 J. Coolahan, op.cit.,(Dublin, 1981), p.39. 
469 Ibid., p.38. 
470 A. Hyland, op.cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.23. 
471 J. Coolahan, op.cit.,(Dublin, 1981), p.41. 
472 E. MacNeill, Irish Educational Policy – I. The Irish Statesman 5, 6. October 17th 1925, p.168. 
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The following week, writing a second instalment of his article, MacNeill emphatically stated “(T)he 
chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop Irish nationality, that is, the 
form and kind of civilisation distinctive of the Irish people.”473  

Based on these remarks and reports it can be argued that the general consensus among key 
sections of the newly formed state was that the educational arena, and the National School 
environment in particular, was to play an important role in building a foundation of national self 
image among the school youth. Additionally, the Gaelicisation of the education system, through the 
promotion of the Irish language, native tradition, national pride and self-respect, was an essential 
part of the programme to establish Ireland as a distinct separate state, especially from Anglo-Saxon 
England. As O’Callaghan remarks, “(F)or the idea of Ireland to retain its symbolic potency the 
concept of a distinctive culture, unique to the island, was vital.”474 One of the most effective places 
to pursue such a policy would be in the schools for the youth of the country. 

Largely due to difficulties the teachers were having in implementing the programme of 
instruction decided upon in 1922, a second National Programme Conference was convened under 
the auspices of the Minister of Education Eoin MacNeill in 1925. This was a more representative 
Conference than the first one. Chaired by Rev. L. McKenna, S.J., attendants included 
representatives of the Catholic and Protestant Managers of Schools, members of both Houses of the 
Oireachtas (Irish Government), representatives of the General Council of County Councils, of the 
National Teachers, of the Department of Education, of the Gaelic League, of University Professors, 
and of other educationalists.475 Furthermore, the conference placed an advertisement in the public 
press inviting submissions for inclusion in the conference debates and received replies from 54 
public bodies and 150 individuals.476 The 1924 Department Report on Education (published in 
1926) explains: 
 
 (A)s […] it [the first programme] had been formed rather to mark an ideal attainable only  

after much preparatory spadework had been done than to prescribe an immediate scheme of  
work for all the schools, the Minister of Education, at the request of the National Teachers’  
Organisation, called a Conference together during the past year [1925] to review the  
working of the programme and report on the changes, if any, that might be necessary.477 

  
The Conference completed its work in March 1926 and issued a report approving the National 
Programme in general, stating that it was suitable for attaining the educational aim of the Irish 
Government as emphasised by Pádraig Ó Brolcháin in 1922.  The Report recognised the difficulties 
that existed for teachers in implementing the First National Programme and suggested “a more 
gradual approach both to the teaching of Irish and to teaching through the medium of Irish.”478 
When applied, such a policy would have consequences for some of the other subjects on the 
curriculum. The most far-reaching effect of this Second Programme was the lightening of the 
National School curriculum of subjects such as geometry and nature study “to allow a much 
stronger element of Gaelic studies (to be included).”479 Additionally, from then onwards, to achieve 
a more focussed Gaelic element, teacher training was to be impregnated with the ideals of the 
Gaelic revival.480  

                                                 
473 E. MacNeill, Irish Educational Policy – II. The Irish Statesman 5, 7. October 24th 1925, p.200. 
474 M. O’Callaghan, Language, Nationality and Cultural Identity in the Irish Free State, 1922-1927: the Irish Statesman 
and the Catholic Bulletin Reappraised. Irish Historical Studies, XXIV, no.94. November 1984, p.229. 
475 Department of Education. Report of the Department of Education for The School Year 1924-25 and the Financial 
and Administrative Years 1924-25-26 (Dublin, 1926), p.22. 
476 A. Hyland, op. cit., (1986), p.25. 
477 Department of Education. op.cit., (Dublin, 1926), p.22. 
478 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.25. 
479 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.161. 
480 Ibid. 
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In support of this departure a policy of gathering trainee students from the Gaelic speaking 
Western counties was initiated because it was believed the Gaelic traditions survived more strongly 
in the western parts of the country. It was thus to become the catchment area for many of the new 
teachers that were going to be recruited.481 O’Leary corroborates when, detailing the situation in 
relation to the native Irish literature at the turn of the 20th century, he writes: “(M)any tales and 
ballads about Fionn Mac Cumhaill did … still survive in the Gaeltacht [Irish speaking areas].482  
Therefore, this development placed an additional group of teachers who were arguably 
knowledgeable and capable of dispensing the Celtic Mythological heritage with enthusiasm within 
the National School environment where the teacher was now expected to radiate the influence of 
Gaelic culture in his or her local community.483  

Bennett points out that the Conference decided that the aim of the teaching of history was 
the inculcation of national pride484 and instituting a sense of patriotism485 among the pupil 
population. As illustrated above, locked firmly into the history heritage of the country from 
developments in earlier decades were the mythological themes. These elements were now to play a 
central role in helping to deliver a message of unique self-image in the learning environment. 

The Report also highlighted the importance of religious instruction in combination with the 
above-mentioned objectives, thus continuing to emphasize the deep-rooted influence of religion, 
particularly Roman Catholicism, in the educational environment. It stated: 

 
The teacher … should constantly inculcate, in connection with secular subjects, the practice 
of charity, justice, truth, purity, patience, temperance, obedience to lawful authority and all 
the other moral virtues. In this way, he will fulfil the primary duty of an educator, the 
moulding to perfect form of his pupils’ character, habituating them to observe in their 
relations with God and with their neighbour, the laws which God both directly through  
the dictates of natural reason and through Revelation, and indirectly through the ordinance 
of lawful authority, imposes on mankind.486 
 

In addition to making a number of suggestions related to the subjects taught, instruction methods 
and religious policy, the Report called for an effort to increase school attendance and an 
improvement in school infrastructure and building programme. In May 1926 the Second National 
Programme was accepted as official departmental policy and thus became the official programme of 
the National Schools,487 one that was to remain, apart from some slight alteration in 1934, the policy 
for National School education until 1971, a period of approximately forty-five years. 

Two other pieces of legislation affecting National School education introduced during the 
first decade of the Free State were connected to school attendance and academic assessment. The 
School Attendance Act of 1926 superseded the provisions of the Irish Education Act, 1892, in 
regard to attendance of pupils at National Schools. Under the new Attendance Act, children over six 
and under fourteen years of age were required to attend school on all days on which school was 
open for secular instruction, unless there was a reasonable excuse for non-attendance.488 The Act 
came into force in the County Boroughs of Dublin, Cork, and Waterford and in the Urban Districts 
of Blackrock, Dun Laoghaire, Pembroke, Rathmines and Rathgar on the 1st October 1926, and in 

                                                 
481 Department of Education, op.cit., (Dublin, 1926),  p.41. 
482 P. O’Leary, op. cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), p.229. 
483 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.161. 
484 J. Bennett, op. cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.175. 
485 Ibid., p.183. 
486 A. Hyland, The Multi-Denominational Experience in the National School System in Ireland. Irish Educational 
Studies, Volume 8, No.1 (Dublin, 1989), p.92. 
487 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.42. 
488 Department of Education. Report of the Department of Education for The School Years 1925-26-27 and the 
Financial and Administrative Years 1926-27 (Dublin, 1928), p.123. 
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the remainder of the Free State on the 1st January 1927.489 Secondly, based upon a recommendation 
by Eoin MacNeill in 1925 the Primary Certificate Examination490 was introduced as an optional 
examination in June 1929 to be taken by pupils on finishing the sixth standard course in the 
National Schools.491 Although the examination included written, oral and practical elements only 
about 25% of eligible pupils ever sat it. In 1943 the exam was reduced to three subjects (Irish, 
English, arithmetic), was made a compulsory examination for sixth grade pupils and remained so 
until its abolition in 1967.492 

The selection of the Celtic scholar Eoin MacNeill (1867-1945) as the first Cabinet Minister 
for Education in the Irish Free State from August 1922 to November 1925, first in the Provisional 
Government and then in the 1st and 2nd Executive Councils,493 was a strong signal from the new Irish 
administration as to what particular curricular direction and focus the National Schools would have 
from then forwards. MacNeill’s tenure would lay the solid foundation for a National School 
curriculum heavily laden with national imagery and tradition that would remain very much in place 
for approximately the next fifty years. Prior to his government appointment MacNeill had been 
actively involved in the Irish national movement. He helped found the Gaelic League in 1893, he 
was supportive of Pearse during the years leading up to the founding of Saint Enda’s in 1908,494 he 
actively promoted the close link between Gaelicism and Catholicism,495 and was commander-in-
chief of the Irish Volunteers during the Easter Rising of 1916. Professor of Early and Medieval Irish 
History at University College Dublin from 1908, he was elected MP for the National University of 
Ireland in 1918, supported the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 and was first appointed Minister of 
Education in the 3rd Dáil of the Provisional Government (9th September - 6th December 1922). 
While Minister, MacNeill was a regular contributor to journals and newspapers on the question of 
education and its important role in the establishment and development of the Irish nation, and the 
nurturing of the people’s respect and love for their own past and traditions. Writing in The Irish 
Statesman in early November 1925 he laid great emphasis on the ideal that 
 
 […] the school should have a very real and full relation to the life of its community, should  

be the seed-bed of their civilisation in every respect. It should seek to interest the youth of  
the community in the life of the community, in its potential developments, in the  

 locality itself which is their home, in the past and in the traditions of their own people, in  
their natural surroundings, in everything that will intensify their affection for the place and  
people to which they belong and make the welfare of that place and people their heart’s 
desire.496 

 
Due to his prolific writing and public expressions on the active role of education in underlying and 
promoting a national consciousness, MacNeill’s contribution to educational policy is very 
important. He set the tone by which the Department was to follow in succeeding decades in relation 
to the role national school education should play in the developing nation. Commenting on the role 
of the Irish language in the newly formed state he declared: “… for the members of the government 
to abandon the attempt to revive Irish would be to abandon their own nation.”497 

Also, through his convening of the Second National Programme Conference he can be 
considered indirectly responsible for the curriculum that was to remain used in the schools, 
                                                 
489 Ibid. 
490 Subjects covered in the exam were Irish, English, Mathematics, History, Geography (plus Needlework for girls). 
491 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.43. 
492 Ibid. 
493 See Appendix I. Ministers of Education 1919 – 2002.  
494 S. Pašeta, op.cit., (Cork, 1999), p. 45. 
495 K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.130. 
496 E. MacNeill, Irish Educational Policy – IV. The Irish Statesman 5,8. November 7th 1925, p.264. 
497 D.H. Akenson, op.cit. (Montreal, 1975), p.36. 
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practically unchanged apart from some adjustments in 1934,498 up until 1971. From 1924 MacNeill 
sat on the Boundary Commission, a duty that was to eventually lead to his resignation from the 
Cabinet and thus also as Minister of Education.499 
 In January 1926 another academic John M. O’Sullivan succeeded MacNeill as Minister of 
Education. He had been educated by the Jesuits at Clongowes Wood, then at University College 
Dublin (UCD) and was awarded his Ph.D at the University of Heidelberg. He was appointed to the 
Chair of Modern History at UCD in 1910 and later entered politics. From 1924-26 he was 
Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Education and became Minister after the resignation of 
MacNeill. He held this post in the Cumann na nGaedheal500 Government until March 1932. As 
Minister he did not oversee any curricular changes. Nevertheless, he did continue to promote the 
nationalist agenda in the school curriculum, as illustrated by Doherty: 
 
 … in spite, or perhaps because, of his party’s rather anaemic brand of nationalism, …  

O’Sullivan … demanded that teachers should at all times use the [history]books to introduce  
an Irish perspective on affairs.501 

  
From the administrative side, O’Sullivan was responsible for the passing of the School Attendance 
Act in 1926, the introduction of the Preparatory Colleges to train National School teachers in 1927, 
and the introduction of the Primary Certificate in 1929.502  

Thus, the first ten years of the Irish Free State under William Cosgrave and the Cumann na 
nGaedheal government witnessed the establishment of the Department of Education in 1924 and 
the launching of an educational policy that was heavily instilled with a nationalist attitude. This 
attitude of the inculcation of a national pride, self-respect and self-image in the Irish nation became 
official government and department policy following the Second National Programme Conference 
and Report in 1926. Furthermore, the appointment of such individuals as MacNeill and O’Sullivan 
as Department Ministers and the employment of department bureaucrats like O’Brolcháin (all of 
whom held strong Gaelicisation ideals), together with the cooperation of the INTO, helped to 
further ingrain a teaching pedagogy centred around a highlighting of all things Gaelic within the 
National School environment. In the words of Akenson, 
 
 Ireland free and Ireland Gaelic became synonymous phrases, so that when the former  

revolutionaries came to power it was virtually automatic for them to try to reincarnate the  
virtues of the old Gaelic order.503 

 
 

Éamon De Valera, Fianna Fáil and Thomas Derrig 1932- 1959 
 
Born in New York in 1882 of an Irish mother and a Spanish father, Éamon de Valera (1882-1975) 
moved to Ireland at the age of two. He was educated by the Christian Brothers, then at Blackrock 
College, graduated in mathematics from Royal University of Ireland in 1904 and went on to teach 

                                                 
498 A. Kelly Cultural imperatives: the Irish language revival and the education system, (Dublin 1999), p.42. 
499 MacNeill resigned his portfolio as Minister of Education on 24th November 1925 over the misrepresentation and 
political turmoil that resulted from issues related to the reports and findings of the Boundary Commission, political 
dialogues that were never officially published. 
500 The political party Cumann na nGaedheal, meaning League of Gaels, was formed by pro-treaty Sinn Fein politicians 
in 1923. After defeat by Fianna Fáil in the 1932 and 1933 national general elections it merged with the National Centre 
Party and the National Guard to form Fine Geal in September 1933. Fine Geal can be roughly translated as Tribe of 
Gaels or Family of the Irish. 
501 G. Doherty, The Irish History Textbook, 1900-1960. Problems and Development. In Oideas 42. (1994), p.11. 
502 Department of Education. 27 March, 2003 – John Marcus O’Sullivan Lecture, http://www.education.ie/. 
503 D.H. Akenson, op.cit. (Montreal, 1975), p.36. 
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mathematics at a number of academic institutions in Dublin and Maynooth. He took part in the 
1916 Easter Rising, was captured and sentenced to death but was one of the few national leaders not 
executed. This allowed him to become involved in the political turmoil and intrigue that dominated 
Irish life for the next decade. In March 1926 de Valera resigned as president and member of Sinn 
Féin and with the assistance of Seán Lemass formed a new political party, Fianna Fáil,504 the party 
that was to dominate the Irish political scene for the remainder of the twentieth century. The choice 
of name for his political party enabled him to lay claim to part of the Irish heroic past, Fianna 
referring to the Fianna from the Ossianic Cycle of the mythologies, and thus creating a political 
identity unquestionable in its integrity to the nationalist cause and national image he so dearly 
sought to legitimise his claim to represent the Irish people. As well as calling up the mythological 
heroic past to ground his mission, this action of de Valera’s was also a direct link to 1858 when 
Stephens had founded and named his political organisation the Fenian Brotherhood (also known as 
the Irish Republican Brotherhood). Additionally, to further legitimise and strengthen his newly 
claimed position as national standard-bearer, de Valera claimed that Fianna Fáil “stood for the 
nation, for national unity … (and that it) was a national movement, not a mere party.”505   

In 1932 Fianna Fáil won a majority in the national general elections and de Valera was 
appointed President of the Executive Council (effectively Prime Minister of the Free State). In 
January the following year (1933), with the calling of another general election, the party won an 
overall majority to secure de Valera’s tenure in office. Under de Valera’s leadership, Fianna Fáil 
would win the next four general elections providing de Valera with an uninterrupted 16 years in 
power, during which time he would oversee the rewriting of the Free State constitution and 
effectively remove the Free State from the British Commonwealth to secure neutrality during World 
War II. Although ousted from office in 1948 de Valera returned to lead the government in 1951 
until 1954 when he and Fianna Fáil were defeated in the general election. In 1957 at the age of 75 
de Valera once again led Fianna Fáil to election victory506 and he remained Taoiseach507 until 1959 
when he retired from active political life to take up the office of President of Ireland, an office he 
was elected to and held for the next 14 years.508 He retired from the Presidency in 1973 and died in 
August 1975. 

The arrival of Fianna Fáil in government in March 1932 “involved the most comprehensive 
mobilisation of the nationalist project.”509 One consequence of this was the Gaelicisation agenda 
initiated in the previous decade gathered momentum. Under the guidance of de Valera, Fianna Fáil 
pursued a platform of “(C)ombined social, cultural and political goals, rather than economic 
ones.”510 The party considered and presented itself the true representative of the nationalist 
movement and many of its party members openly expressed such opinions and applied them to their 
government duties. One such politician was the Minister of Education, Thomas Derrig, who was to 
become the longest serving Minister of Education in Ireland to this day with 7 terms of Office in 
Fianna Fáil administrations over a 15-year period during the 1930s and 1940s.511 Derrig announced 
early on in his tenure as Minister (that) “he was committed to school programmes in which the Irish 

                                                 
504 O. D. Edwards, Éamon de Valera (Cardiff, 1987), p. 113. 
505 D. G. Boyce, Nationalism in Ireland. Second Edition (London, 1991), p.348. 
506 Fianna Fáil were to embark on another 16 year period in political office from this 1957 election victory, remaining 
in government until March 1973. 
507 Taoiseach is a Gaelicisation of the word/concept ‘Chief’, one of the many old Gaelic terms de Valera introduced into 
the political and social arena in his constitution of 1937. 
508 The Office of the President of Ireland is a 7-year term of duty, with a maximum two terms in office for any 
individual. 
509 P. O’Mahony and G. Delanty, Rethinking Irish History. Nationalism, Identity and Ideology (New York, 1998), 
p.150. 
510 Ibid. p.151. 
511 Appendix I, op.cit. 
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language and history would combine to foster a patriotic and Gaelic outlook.”512 The importance of 
pursuing the Gaelicisation agenda was further obvious in the Notes for Primary School teachers 
published in 1933 by the Department of Education in which was stated: “(the) Gaelic attitude … 
gives us our individuality as a nation, without it we become an amorphous or a hybrid people.”513 
Akenson goes so far as to state, 
 
 [T]he Irish revolutionaries were neither ideological nor programmatic in their thinking and  

instead of specific plans for the future government of their country they filled their minds  
with a romantic idealization of Ireland’s Gaelic past.514 
 

Although this Gaelicisation policy focused on the instruction of the Irish language,515 an exposure to 
and a development of the history of Ireland, especially its older more ancient history, the 
mythological stories, can have played a role in this Gaelicisation  process. In addition, the volume 
of imagery and conceptuality that was gleaned from the mythologies by de Valera and Fianna Fáil, 
to promote their authenticity and establish them as the political party (Fianna Fáil) that was most 
representative of the nation, the republican movement and the struggle to regain complete 
nationhood is noteworthy. The adoption of Cuchulainn and the unveiling of his statue in the 
General Post Office in 1935 to commemorate the 1916 Rising is perhaps the crowning example. 
According to O’Mahony and Delanty, “the national identity and institutional project of clerical 
nationalism and Fianna Fáil’s brand of separatist nationalism was sufficiently close to present the 
party with no major dilemmas.”516  

While de Valera set his sights on dismantling the association with England established with 
the Anglo-Irish Treaty and the Constitution of 1922, the Department of Education under Derrig 
continued to chart its course in the pursuit of its Gaelicisation policies.517 The school system in the 
Free State had become a de facto denominational learning environment and “no efforts were made 
to interfere with it.”518 On the contrary, Coolahan further maintains, “(S)uccessive ministers for 
education adopted the view that the state had a subsidiary role, aiding agencies such as the churches 
in the provision of education facilities.”519 From 1922, the Catholic Church aided by its long history 
of involvement in the educational arena, took control over an expanding voluntary sector that 
extended into such key institutional complexes as education.520  

The interaction and decision process between the Department and the Catholic hierarchy on 
textbooks related to religious issues is one area where the Department seems to have been 
concerned to acknowledge and go along with the Church’s point of view. On many occasions 
throughout the 1930s the Publications Branch of the Department of Education initiated dialogue 
with the Diocese of Dublin requesting feedback and guidance on the suitability of certain texts it 
was preparing for publication and distribution in the National Schools. In February 1936 
publications officer Seán Mac Lellan, wrote to the Archbishop’s Secretary, Rev. Patrick Dunne, 
informing him of the Department’s plan to publish a book titled ‘Think Well on T’ in its scheme for 
the production of books in Irish.  Mac Lellan writes, “Before taking any steps in the matter, the 
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Department would be very glad to be favoured with your observations as to the suitability of the 
material for publication.”521 

In August 1936 Mac Lellan, writing for Minister Derrig, wrote to Rev. Dunne once again 
requesting that he consider “with a view its being licensed or approved under the terms of the 
Canon Law”522 a book proposed for publication under the Department’s scheme for the production 
of works of general literature in Irish. In March 1937 the publications officer again informs the 
Archbishop’s secretary of the Department’s plan to publish a schoolbook and states, “I am to 
request that you will be so good as to have the work considered with a view to its being licensed or 
approved under the terms of the Canon Law.”523 The Archbishop thus seems to have been 
continually informed of textbook developments dealing with religion. In November 1941 Derrig 
wrote to Archbishop McQuaid as follows: 
 
 I have pleasure in sending your Grace copies of all the religious works in Irish which have 

been published by this Department, and I trust that you will kindly accept them and that they  
may prove of interest to you.524 

  
Consequently, although Kelly maintains the provision of textbooks in Irish was “addressed in a 
haphazard way if at all,”525 it is clear from the above examples of communication between the 
Department and the Catholic Hierarchy in the Dublin diocese that Derrig and his Department were 
especially careful when it came to preparing and publishing texts on religious matters. They took 
deliberate and careful steps to ensure the contents of the texts were in no way unacceptable to the 
Archbishop and the Catholic position. As well as discussing the suitability of certain textbooks, 
from 1922 onwards the Church and the Department also interacted on and discussed National 
School staff appointment issues, the use of diocesan buildings for schools, National School training 
college issues and the use of Irish in the National Schools.526 This illustrates the active role the 
Catholic Church continued to play in the educational arena and especially the acknowledged role 
accorded them by de Valera and Fianna Fáil in the pursuit and achievement of government policies, 
education included. 

Fianna Fáil was responsible for orchestrating “a new state patriotism of Catholic 
nationalism.”527 Along with the Catholic Church, these two entities had great influence on education 
and religious practice in the developing state. The hosting of the Eucharist Congress in 1932 is one 
good example as it showed Fianna Fáil had become a major player in post-Independence Irish 
political life and it highlighted the party’s ability “at marrying the pageantry of state with that of the 
Church in a chauvinistic display of Catholic triumphalism.”528 Additionally, this Congress 
highlighted how Catholicism had become “the central characteristic of Irish nationalism”529 in Free 
State Ireland as well as demonstrating “the central importance of Catholicism in the celebration of 
national identity,”530 in which De Valera and Fianna Fáil were now their main partners. On the 
whole, there was a general climate of state-sponsored and church-sponsored nationalism at work. In 
subsequent Chapters we will encounter how Irish myth was marshalled into this national 
indoctrination programme. 
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According to Gearóid Ó Crualaoich, from 1932 onwards:  
 

a sufficient number of (Irish people) were … willing to entrust the continuing political and 
socio-economic development of (Ireland) to a man who, while his vision of a free and truly 
Irish society was based on a stereotype deriving ultimately from an antiquarianism that even 
in the 1920s was outmoded, could still represent, in the contemporary world, a continuation 
of ancient cultural identity.531  

 
This man was Éamon de Valera. His choice of name for his political party, Fianna Fáil, anchored 
the party’s identity and representation firmly in the ancient and recent heroic past and provided de 
Valera with the licence to utilise the past’s concepts and metaphors to promote his political 
ambitions and policies with a sense of true conviction, often to the ire of other groups who 
considered themselves to be the true representative of the nations past and ambitions. 532 The anger 
of many of de Valera’s opponents “was fuelled by the fact that he had already effectively 
appropriated such diverse characters as Patrick Pearse and Cuchulainn to serve as Fianna Fáil 
heroes.”533 De Valera was convinced that “there lay in the heart of every Irishman a native, undying 
desire to see his country not only politically free but truly Irish as well.”534 He too considered it the 
duty of the national schools to instil these qualities of nationhood, self-respect and national pride 
into its pupils, an attitude he publicly expressed during his short tenure as Minister of Education. 

Due to the outbreak of the World War II, Fianna Fáil’s Second Government was 
reorganised and on September 27th 1939 de Valera took over the post of Minister of Education, a 
post he was to hold for almost nine months.535 During his tenure as Education Minister and also in 
the capacity of Taoiseach he addressed the National School Teacher’s Annual Conference in 
Killarney at Easter 1940. To gain a more complete picture of de Valera’s attitudes on National 
School education, its teachers and the government policies on education, an extensive referencing 
from his Conference address provides a broad insight into his views and policies.  

Acknowledging the role the teachers have in the national agenda de Valera declares “there is 
no other body of men and women which has in its charge so great a share in the shaping of the Irish 
nation.”536 He elaborates: 
 
 It is your function … to show them (the children) where they live on this globe and to give  

them some idea of the events that have brought our people from the beginning to their  
present position. You have the greater task that I have already mentioned, knitting up the  
broken threads of our  national tradition … . There are, I feel, few if any amongst you who  

 need to be told that if we cannot knit together again the broken framework of our own  
tradition and our national culture we can never be a whole nation.537 
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De Valera realised the importance of a teaching staff dedicated to the achievement of the central 
government policies laid out by such bureaucrats and academics as O Brolcháin, MacNeill and 
Derrig and stressed this when he remarked: 
 
 If the teachers of Ireland succeed in giving their pupils such ideals (honesty, truth,  

thoroughness in carrying out the ordinary tasks of life, the capacity of mutual tolerance, co- 
operation, obedience to authority, the simpler social virtues without which no nation can 
live), they will have done well by the nation, for they will have created a sense of civic  
values on which alone a State can be permanently built.538  

 
De Valera believed the National School teacher was an integral player in the achievement of the 
national ideal and their attitudes and application in the schools were of extreme importance if the 
nation was to develop and attain its own distinct self-image. This he clarifies when he stresses, 
“(W)hat the national teacher is, the nation will be.”539 Similarly, highlighting the importance of the 
school environment he states: “the national schools are the centres of national training, of character 
formation, the supply force of all the basic qualities on which the nation must be built.”540 (emphasis 
added). He continues: 
 
 The schools above all other centres of life can keep us in unity with our past while shaping  

the present and through the present the future, but they can only do this if they are not  
merely collections of pupils and teachers but real communities, each a little Éire in itself in  
which the principles of citizenship are practiced as well as taught.541 

 
De Valera’s view of the National Schools, its staff and the learning environment and their function 
in nation-building is echoed again by his closing remark: 
 
 It has been said of a nation that it is a partnership between the living and the dead. It is more  

than that, since the future comes into the partnership as well and it is you teachers of Ireland  
who are the link between those three partners in the nation. It is your schools which are  
above all other places the meeting ground of the past, present and future which is Éire.542  
(emphasis added). 

  
Furthermore, de Valera seems to have been quite firm on teachers achieving results through their 
instruction. Speaking in Dáil Éireann in May 1941 he proclaimed: “I am less interested in the 
teacher’s method of teaching than I am in the results he achieves, and the test I would apply would 
be the test of an examination.”543 A direct consequence of this attitude of de Valera’s in relation to 
testing was that in 1943 the Primary Certificate Examination was made compulsory for all pupils in 
sixth class at National Schools. This was the examination that had first been introduced on an 
optional basis in 1929 (on the recommendation of Eoin MacNeill in 1925). This examination was to 
remain in place until 1967 even though it repeatedly garnered criticism from teachers because it 
“tended to limit the work of senior primary level.”544    
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Once de Valera became Taoiseach the education portfolio went to Thomas Derrig (1897-
1956), the longest serving Minister of Education in Ireland to date.545 As Minister of Education he 
served from March 1932 to September 1939 and from June 1940 to February 1948. Derrig received 
his early education at the Christian Brothers Westport in his native Mayo and then attended 
University College Galway. A militant nationalist, he took part in the War of Independence as 
commandant of the West Mayo Brigade of the IRA.546 A signatory of the anti-treaty proclamation 
and a member of the IRA army council, he was captured by the Free State forces and imprisoned in 
Mountjoy Prison in April 1923, to be released in July 1924.547 He was a founding member of the 
Fianna Fáil political party and was elected to Dáil Éireann as a member of the party in 1927. He 
was appointed Minister of Education in de Valera’s first government in 1932 and held the post, 
apart from a short interval in 1939-40, for 15 years. Derrig, viewed as one of the more radical 
members of the Fianna Fáil cabinet, was a staunch supporter of the nationalist drive within the 
educational arena. He was committed to developing and supporting education initiatives, which 
cultivated a patriotic and Gaelic outlook,548 and, as an Irish language enthusiast,549 he strongly 
supported the revival of the Irish language. He was especially careful, as detailed above, to keep the 
Catholic Hierarchy on his side in relation to the content of school textbook dealing with religious 
issues, as he acknowledged the influential role the Church held in primary education throughout the 
country. He continued the policies of earlier activists such as Ó Brolcháin and MacNeill in the 
educational field. Owing to his long tenure as Minister, he helped ingrain such policies and attitudes 
in the Department’s outlook as how the national ideal and national self-image should be approached 
in the National Schools. Rather than promote these policies, Derrig consolidated them, particularly 
the curricular objectives and content. Edwards notes that cabinet members such as Derrig “set a 
pattern in cautious mediocrity.”550 Under Derrig and de Valera a 

 
cold resistance to reform (in education) was buttressed by a judicious deployment of 
national icons … (and resulted in a) highly arid interpretation of nationalism (being) 
officially declared to be shovelled forth to the schoolchildren.551 

 
 

Educational Developments and Legislation 1933 – 1971 
 
The Revised Programme for National Schools of September 1934 was introduced specifically 
because the new Fianna Fáil government was impatient with the rate of progress in the promotion 
of Irish in the National Schools552 and also because it “was anxious to press ahead with a policy of 
Gaelicisation.”553  

The Minister and his government took this initiative independently without dialogue or 
consultation with any other bodies involved in education outside the Department,554 although the 
Department had been approached in early 1934 by the INTO expressing its concern over issues 
such as the use of Irish as a teaching medium in the schools.555 This action by the Department 
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highlights the seriousness to which the Fianna Fáil government viewed the Gaelicisation policy and 
its promotion of the national language and native outlook in the National Schools in particular. The 
main changes it proposed and initiated to the teaching programme specifically involved the 
lightening of the teaching load in many of the school subjects then being taught. Rural science was 
omitted as a compulsory subject, algebra and geometry were made optional in smaller schools and 
English was no longer compulsory for first class, with the lower English course being adopted and 
taught in the other classes.556 The academic curriculum was thus curtailed in order to promote the 
Irish language and the policy of Gaelicisation in general. In its Report of 1934 the Department 
stated:  
 

(T)hese alterations, it is expected, will secure more rapid progress and more effective work 
in the teaching of Irish and in the development of teaching through Irish. It will not be 
possible to estimate the effect of the change for some years, but the Inspectors are of the 
opinion thata decided advance in the progress of Irish will result.557 

 
The educational system in 1945 “was in many respects similar to that inherited by the State at its 
independence, with few changes either in structure or on policy objectives since the 1920s.558 From 
1934, no other major changes were to be initiated by the Department in the National School 
curriculum for almost four decades. Apart from some slight alteration, this teaching programme 
remained the policy for Irish National School education up to 1971.559 The emphasis was now 
firmly placed on “handing on a cultural heritage in the ‘Gaelic’ tradition.”560  

The National School had effectively become a unique Gaelic and Gaelicisation institution,561 
where the teaching programme had been lightened to a narrower subject range to allow for a greater 
concentration to be placed on the cultural and national inculcation policy. This Gaelicisation drive 
in the National School learning environment is aptly referred to as a learning environment in which 
“… the schools [are defined] as instruments used towards a politico-nationalistic end,”562 as opposed 
to the broader educational development of the individual children. 

In March 1947 the INTO published A Plan for Education563 calling for educational reform 
and a much wider subject range to be taught in the schools.564 A short publication of just 123 pages, 
it contained information and evidence that highlights the continuing acceptance by the teaching 
community of pursuing the inculcation of the national identity policy laid down in the early years of 
the Department. Additionally, the document acknowledged a central role in this policy for the 
teaching of history by stressing, “(O)ne of the aims of history teaching is the fostering of national 
self-respect.”565 In the Chapter titled ‘Defects in Present System – Suggestions for Reform’ (pp.10-
18), there are multiple references made to Pearse’s educational philosophy566 as outlined by him in 
his publication, The Murder Machine.567 Pearse, an active worker for the Irish language all his adult 
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life,568 is quoted extensively in reference to the academic basis of the education offered, the lack of 
unity throughout the education system at all levels (primary, secondary, vocational, university), and 
the lack of research opportunities. It states, “our educational system is defective in its almost 
complete absence of provision for educational research, and its failure ‘to keep the teachers in touch 
with educational thought in other lands’ (Pearse).”569 It elaborates further on Pearse’s ideals when 
pointing out, “in a true education system, religion, patriotism, literature, art and science would be 
brought in such a way into the daily lives of boys and girls as to affect their character and 
conduct.”570  

These references to Pearse’s nationalist ideals for Irish education are presented as being 
suitable a quarter century into the country’s existence (and thirty-one years after his death). This 
illustrates the strong vein of national feeling that still existed within the most prominent teaching 
organisation in the country and highlights the persistence of the promotion of the national ideal 
within education. Furthermore, these insights illustrate just how instrumental Pearse was in 
introducing and promoting a strong nationalist agenda in the education environment. Sisson 
observes that in the early years of the Free State the Department of Education employed many civil 
servants who were devoted admirers of Pearse and who played a role in advocating a nationalist 
curriculum “along the lines of Pearse’s educational manifesto ‘The Murder Machine’.”571 
Additionally, during these early years, teachers “were recommended to study Pearse’s collected 
writings and to inculcate ‘the continuity of the separatist idea from Tone to Pearse.’”572  

Pearse is quoted altogether 9 times in this short chapter of A Plan for Education, an 
indication of the strength of the nationalist pedagogy that continued to sustain National School 
education and an illustration that Pearse’s “educational experiment … continue[d] to be upheld as 
an ideal in nationalist pedagogy.”573  

In the section ‘Reform is Imperative’ the Plan states the need for reform of the educational 
system if Ireland is to survive as a nation with a distinctive culture.574 It continues by declaring: 
“Ireland needs a New Deal in education, a system that will meet the requirements of the individual 
and the nation, that will provide an education purely Christian and truly national.”575  

When the document argues that “[T]he child, not the subject, must be put in the centre of the 
learning process,”576 it is calling for a more balanced education system, where there is the 
underpinning that the inculcation of a cultural and national uniqueness still remain solidly within 
the curriculum. The final call at the end of this chapter is of special significance because as well as 
illustrating the desire for the national underpinning to remain within the curriculum, it also 
highlights the concurrence the INTO had with the views of de Valera on National School procedure 
and educational policy. It concludes:  
 

(I)f our education were properly inspired Ireland could again be a beacon to a world that had 
lost its way, as it was in former times when we earned the title of the Island of Saints and 
Scholars. Ireland could again give an example to the world of a right way of living, the 
Christian way, the Irish way. In the words of Mr de Valera, “We of  this time, if we have the 
will and the active enthusiasm, have the opportunity to inspire and move our generation”.577 
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Although A Plan for Education called for educational reform and highlighted the need for a much 
broader subject range within the National School curriculum, the Department of Education did not 
adopt or apply any of its proposals at that juncture.578 The curriculum remained basically unchanged 
from its 1934 prototype. In 1950 a Council of Education was established and given the task to 
examine the function and curriculum of the National Schools. When it published its report in 1954 
entitled Report of Council of Education on Function and Curriculum of the Primary School “it 
called for no fundamental or radical (curricular) changes.”579 What it did advise was the inclusion of 
physical education, nature study and drawing as compulsory subjects.580 The National School would 
have to wait for almost two more decades for its first major curricular departure since the 
foundation of the State. 

Over this 39-year period twelve different people held the position Minister of Education 
covering 21 different terms of office. By far the longest serving Minister of Education was Thomas 
Derrig, serving 7 different terms of office in just over a 15-year time period; while Sean T. O’Kelly 
served just a 19-day term and Jack Lynch held one of his two portfolios for the shortest term of 
office to date, just 15 days.581 Despite these personnel changes, the period 1933-1971 witnessed no 
major departures in the National School environment or no major curricular or legislative 
developments. Into the late 1950s it was considered “a traditionally moribund department,”582 with 
“the period 1945 to 1962 [looked upon as] one of stagnation.”583 What marks this period is “the 
paucity of educational legislation”584 and the number of politicians who held the portfolio of 
Minister of Education.   

Two other events deserve mention. These are the Constitution of 1937, viewed by many as 
having “tied too intimate a knot between Irish nationalism and Catholicism,”585 and the 
amalgamation policy for rural National Schools in the 1960s.  

In relation to education, the 1937 Constitution contained much more detail when compared 
with the 1922 Constitution.586 Article 42 of the 1937 Constitution acknowledges the family as the 
primary and natural educator of the child and guarantees to respect the inalienable right and duty of 
parents to provide for the religious and moral, intellectual, physical and social education of their 
children.587 Additionally, it proclaims that the role of the state “is to protect and promote these 
parental rights with a limited right to proscribe that ‘a certain minimum education’ be attained.”588  
This Article effectively recognised the role the family were legally entitled to play in the education 
process. However, up to the 1980s the potential role of parents within the education system … has 
been little exercised,589 so that in reality the State and the Catholic Church remained the main 
players in education for many decades post-1937.  

Finally, the amalgamation of many rural schools in the 1960s was instigated by the 
Department due to lowering rural populations and a focus on cost effectiveness in staff and 
buildings.590 This streamlining of National School education throughout the country also supported 
the implementation of the new curriculum that was about to be introduced nationwide in 1971, 
forty-five years after the Second National Programme Conference. 
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New Curriculum 1971 
  
From as early as 1947 the INTO had been calling for review and reform of the National School 
curriculum. That year it specifically proposed a broader subject syllabus and a more child-centred 
approach to the whole education system. Eventually, in the mid-1960s the Department of Education 
finally began to consider a curriculum review; or as Akenson puts it, “[U]ndeniably, early in the 
1960s the Republic’s politicians discovered education. Almost overnight the schools were changed 
from legislative orphans to a topic of continual public interest and debate.”591 

In late 1966 a Departmental Steering Committee was set up, in autumn 1967 the National 
School Inspectors debated the new curriculum issue at their annual conference and by the end of 
1967 a New Curriculum sub-committee had been appointed, of whom all the members were 
National School Inspectors.592 In October 1968 a draft of the New Curriculum was distributed to the 
INTO, all the Colleges of Education for primary teachers and primary level managerial 
organisations; in February 1969 a Working Document of the curriculum was published by the INTO 
in its journal An Muinteoir Naisiunta (translated ‘The National Teacher’), and in September 1971 a 
Handbook for Teachers593 in two volumes was distributed to all National Schools formalising the 
Primary School Curriculum as the official curriculum for all National Schools in the Republic of 
Ireland from that date forward.594 Whereas the National Programmes of 1922 and 1926 were 
instigated by the Department after discussion with the many different agencies active in the national 
education environment such as the INTO, County Councils and University professors, the 1971 
curriculum (as well as the 1934 Revised National Programme), was exclusively an initiative from 
within the Department.595 The 1971 curriculum for the National Schools was drafted by the 
Inspectorate of the Department of Education and after a pilot implementation596 and some revisions 
it was introduced nationally from September 1971.597 According to Coolahan: 
 
 This curriculum (of 1971), in its ideology, content and format, was a radical contrast to that  

which had existed previously. Based on the ideology of child-centred education, it offered a  
wide subject range and encouraged ‘discovery-type’ teaching methods with pupil interest  
and involvement as the prime objectives.598 

 
The aims of primary education, the Handbook declared are “(T)o enable the child to live a full life 
… and … to equip him to avail himself of further education so that he may go on to live a full and 
useful life as an adult in society.”599  

The shift was now to a more broader-balanced curriculum coupled with a focus on 
individual learning using more source materials. The stress was to be more on personal 
development and citizenship rather than on patriotism and nationality.600 Commenting further on 
education for citizenship being the responsibility of the school it emphasises: 
 

                                                 
591 D.H. Akenson, op.cit., (Montreal, 1975), p.143. 
592 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.27. 
593 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 1 agus 2 – Primary School 
Curriculum, Teacher’s Handbook, Parts 1 and 2 (Dublin, 1971). 
594 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), pp.27-28. 
595 Ibid., p.33. 
596 The piloting implementation took place between 1968 and 1971 in approximately 400 schools around the Republic 
of Ireland (A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin , 1986), p.28).   
597 T. Walsh, A Historical Overview of our Conceptualisation of Childhood in Ireland in the Twentieth Century (Dublin, 
2004), p.7.  
598 J. Coolahan, op. cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.135. 
599 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile , Cuid 1  op.cit., (Dublin, 1971), p.12. 
600 Ibid., p.14. 
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 The educational system is a mechanism by which one generation transmits to the next the  
basic elements of the ever-increasing fund of human knowledge, the common culture of the  
society, the social habits, customs and national attitudes on which the health and cohesion of  
the society depend.601 
 

The New Curriculum was presented not as a collection of separate subjects for learning but as an 
integrated approach to learning. One consequence was history became part of a broader grouping of 
subjects entitled Social and Environmental Studies, the other subjects being geography, elementary 
science and civics.602 The Handbook states, “(H)istory should be thought of as a whole range of 
interrelated activities which uses the historical as the binding factor – an area of interest and 
activities rather than a subject as such.”603 It argued that the child should benefit from the process of 
exploration and discovery as well as from the historical information gained and additionally, in such 
an environment “the child’s imagination may be fired by the “habitual vision of greatness” … (that) 
should lead to a better understanding of his historical and cultural heritage.”604  

It insisted that History should not be limited to inspirational examples of patriotism, 
courage, self-sacrifice and devotion to noble ideals in case the lessons to be learned for the conduct 
of ordinary life might be ignored. To circumvent such an outcome it advised the teacher to be 
particularly cautious in how information is presented to the pupils. It stresses:  
 

The teacher … while elevating the minds of the children by directing their attention to the 
more dramatic episodes in our people’s story, will not fail to foster also a proper admiration 
for those who served Ireland in humbler ways. Care should also be taken that in the 
presentation of facts there is no distortion or suppression of any truth which might seem 
to hurt national pride.605 (emphasis added) 

 
In outlining a History syllabus for the lower classes, Classes I-II, it indicates that legends and stories 
with a mythological or historical theme drawn from local and national sources should be used.606 
Additionally, it provides a bibliography to enable teachers to choose what they consider appropriate 
and advises, “(I)n choosing stories, it is important to make sure that the lesson to be learnt is one of 
moral and patriotic virtue rather than of narrow or exaggerated nationalism.”607 (emphasis added) 

At the same time however while this theoretical policy appears to be an innovative departure from 
earlier standards set in the 1920s and 1930s, the choice of many textbooks appears to still be 
traditionally similar in content to what was up until then being used. From the prescribed 
bibliography there are such traditional books as:  
 

• The Children’s Irish Legends,  
• Celtic Fairy Tales,  
• The First and Second Books of Irish Myths and Legends,  
• Irish Sagas and Tales, and  

                                                 
601 Ibid. 
602 J. Bennett, History Textbooks in Primary Schools in the Republic of Ireland, 1971-1993, (Dublin, 1994), p.26 and F. 
Waldron, Irish Primary Children’s Perceptions of History, (Dublin, 2003), p.63. 
603 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 2  op.cit., (Dublin, 1971), p.87. 
604 Ibid. 
605 Ibid. 
606 Ibid., p.89. It further advises “others [legends and stories with a mythological or historical theme] should introduce 
the child to the heroes, saints and mythology of other lands.”(p.89). 
607 Ibid. 
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• Old Celtic Romances608  
 
Even after the introduction of the New Curriculum in 1971, it is clear that the mythological tale 
remained a feature of classroom material due to its ongoing inclusion in the schoolbooks. All of 
these books contain a varied and detailed sample from the mythological story cycles and many 
provided regular extracts that were included in earlier textbooks (e.g. the Literary Reader Series) 
from the 1920s onwards. In presenting the chronology of the presentation of the overall syllabus to 
Classes I-VI, it strongly advises against isolating pre-Norman history to classes below Class IV, 
rather it suggests that these periods can indeed be referred to and covered again in subsequent years 
(up to Class VI).609  This indicates that it was considered acceptable to use such texts throughout the 
National School curriculum and the time the pupil remained within the National School system; 
basically whenever the teacher considered it appropriate.  

Although the initiatives taken to improve the overall education curriculum in the National 
Schools appeared to be positive, criticism about aspects of the New Curriculum began to surface by 
the mid-1970s.610 For instance, the contents of the Handbook lacked cohesion because different sub-
committees of inspectors worked on different aspects of the curriculum without sufficient 
cooperation. Furthermore, the lack of dialogue or involvement of anyone involved in post-primary 
education resulted in the subsequent educational sectors (secondary and tertiary level education) 
failing to appreciate the attempted reforms set in place by the curriculum. Post-primary teachers 
even went so far as to voice concern about a drop in standards in the National Schools.611 
Nevertheless, many believe the 1971 curriculum was a leap forward in educational attitudes from 
the Department in view to curriculum development and assessment of long-held educational 
policies. This curriculum was to basically remain in place for the next thirty years. 
 
 

Education 1971 – 2001 
  
Ireland’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1973 did not then prompt the 
Department of Education to conduct any curricular investigation or make adjustments to what had 
already been put in motion in 1971.612 The 1970s and the 1980s did however witness some review 
and examination of the progress and success of the 1971 curriculum as well as more involvement 
from the Department of Education in curricular matters. In 1975 the Conference of Convent 
Primary Schools in Ireland published Evaluation of the New Curriculum for Primary Schools and in 
1976 the INTO published Primary School Curriculum: Curriculum Questionnaire Analysis.613 Both 
groups reported “the majority of teachers supported the approach and ideological context of the 
curriculum.”614 However, in 1985, the Department began a large-scale study on the implementation 
of the curriculum where it was discovered that significantly few teachers actually put the approach 
recommended in the curriculum into practice.615  

                                                 
608 Ibid., p. 90. Provided here in the format given on p.90: The Children’s Irish Legends Forrester. Harrap; Celtic Fairy 
Tales. Jacobs. Muller; The First and Second Books of Irish Myths and Legends. Neeson. Herder/Mercier; Irish Sagas 
and Tales. Ó Faoláin. Oxford University Press; and Old Celtic Romances. Dr. P.W. Joyce. Talbot Press. 
609 Ibid., p.93. 
610 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.29. 
611 Ibid. 
612 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.153. 
613 Conference of Convent Primary Schools in Ireland, Evaluation of the New Curriculum for Primary Schools, Dublin: 
CCPS, 1975. Irish National Teacher’s Organisation, Primary School Curriculum: Curriculum Questionnaire Analysis, 
Dublin: INTO, 1976. 
614 F. Waldron, op.cit., (Dublin, 2003), p.64. 
615 Ibid., referring to data reported in the Department of Education publication The Implementation of the Principles of 
the Primary School Curriculum, Dublin: DOE, 1987. 
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In 1981, the Minister of Education set up The National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA).616 Its responsibilities are to advise the Department on all matters related to 
curriculum and assessment in first and second-level education. From 1981 the NCCA was to be 
instrumental in both curriculum review and curriculum development and in 1998 it was given a 
statutory remit in the Education Act 1998.617 Thus, from 1981 the National School curriculum was 
to be given more on-going attention than it had previously received. This indicated imminent 
change, as now those involved in the debate were to be broadened to encompass a more complete 
representation of those active in the education arena. The 1998 Act decreed the Minister shall ensure 
that the membership of the NCCA: 

 
is representative of bodies and persons involved in the education system at early childhood  
and primary and post-primary levels, in particular national associations of parents,  
recognised school management organisations and recognised trade unions and staff 
associations representing teachers, and … includes other persons who have experience or  
skills, including experience of and skills in business and industry, … (who) have a special  
interest in, or experience of, the education of students with a disability or other special  
education needs, or … are representative of Irish language organisations.618 

 
One of the key functions accorded the NCCA by the 1998 Act is “from time to time to review the 
curriculum, or any part of the curriculum, for schools and the syllabuses taught and to advise the 
Minister.”619 

By 1998 therefore the Department had set in place procedures, and thus guaranteed, that the 
curriculum, an area of the educational environment left unchanged for so long, would now be 
accorded regular and on-going attention, and (when considered necessary) review. In 1984 the 
Curriculum and Examinations Board, which mainly dealt with post-primary level education, 
recommended an overall review of the primary curriculum.620 Nevertheless, as on previous 
occasions, the Department was again slow to act on external recommendations and it was not until 
the early 1990s that a process was initiated to revise the working of the 1971 National School 
curriculum.621 The 1990s was to be a momentous decade where the Department of Education 
instituted significant legislative reform that was to facilitate curricular change and growth within the 
National School environment.622 

The publication of a Green Paper titled Education for a Changing World (Dublin, 1992) by 
the Irish Government began the momentum for a decade of review and reform in Irish education. 
The paper specifically concluded that the Irish education system as a whole “was over centralised, 
making curriculum innovation enormously difficult.”623 This in turn led to a call for “a wide-ranging 
debate on the future of education, its content and structures.”624 One result from the debates and 
investigations that ensued was the White Paper on Education in 1995.625 

                                                 
616 The Council sits for a three-year term and has 22 members, four of whom are appointed by the Minister of Education 
and the remaining 18 are appointed on a representational basis . The term of office of a member (including the 
chairperson) shall not be greater than five years (Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998 (Dublin, 
1998), p.43 and Department of Education and Science National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (Dublin, nd). 
617 Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998. (Dublin 1998), Part VII, pp.34-38. 
618 Ibid., pp.34-35. 
619 Ibid., p.35. 
620 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), pp.30-32. 
621 T. Walsh, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004), p.8. 
622 B. O’Neill, Media Education in Ireland: An Overview, (Dublin, 2000), p.57. 
623 Ibid., p.58. 
624 Ibid. 
625 Department of Education and Science. Charting Our Education Future. White Paper on Education (Dublin, 1995). 
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In the Foreword, the Minister of Education Niamh Bhreathnach states that the White Paper builds 
on the consultative process, unprecedented in Irish history, that has taken place, it heralds a major 
programme of legislation and also provides the strategic direction for these innovations to occur.626  
She declares: 

 
The ultimate objective of the strategies set out in the White Paper is an education system 
which will provide every student with fulfilling educational experiences at every stage in a 
lifetime of learning.627 

 
As educational aims and guidelines for inclusion in the daily practices of teaching and learning in 
schools the document states two of its aims to be, “to foster an understanding and critical 
appreciation of the values – moral, spiritual, religious, social and cultural – which have been 
distinctive in shaping Irish society and which have been traditionally accorded respect in society628 
and “to ensure that Ireland’s young people acquire a keen awareness of their national and European 
heritage and identity.”629 (emphasis added). 

The document also declares: 
 
 Ireland has a rich cultural heritage. The education system has an important role to play in its  

conservation and development. Education can do this by inculcating a strong sense of pride  
in being Irish and by emphasising the Irish language and traditions, Irish literature,  
music and other cultural activities.630 (emphasis added). 

 
Thus, the national agenda was still firmly ensconced within the National School teaching 
environment and the administrative bodies were still pursuing inculcation policies. The attitudes 
and objectives of the bureaucratic machine and its national school education policy in the 1990s, as 
the above illustrates, were still very similar to those expressed 73 years previous by education 
officer Pádraig Ó Brolcháin, (and cited again below for visible comparison to the 1995 document):  

  
In the administration of Irish education, it is the intention of the new government to work 
with all its might for the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, history, 
music and tradition of Ireland, their natural place in the life of Irish schools.631 (emphasis 
added) 

 
The review of the primary school curriculum in 1971 resulted in the introduction of a child-centred 
approach to school instruction “which radically changed the philosophy and methodology of 
primary education from its previous emphasis on subject-centred, didactic learning.”632 
Additionally, “[the]child-centred principles of the 1971 curriculum were endorsed in 1990 in 
reports by the Review Body on the Primary Curriculum and the Primary Education Review 
Board.”633  

                                                 
626 Ibid., p.1, dated 12th April 1995. 
627 Ibid., p.2. In Chapter 1 ‘Philosophical Rationale for Educational Policy and Practice’, in the Section concerning 
‘Societal and Individual Development Through Education.’ 
628 Ibid., p.10. 
629 Ibid. 
630 Ibid. 
631 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(1981), p.41. As cited from the 11 February 1922 issue of The Irish School Weekly. 
632 Department of Education and Science, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.16. 
633 Ibid. 
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Commenting on the Irish language it maintains the promotion and preservation of the (Irish) 
language has been an important aim of every Irish government since the foundation of the State.634 
Furthermore it emphasises, a minimum objective in the revised curriculum is that:  

 
on completion of their primary education, students … will have acquired a knowledge of the 
basic structures of the Irish language, as a foundation for further study at second level, and 
an awareness of Irish history and culture635 (emphasis added).  

 
It asserts “[T]he Irish language has an integral and creative role to play in defining Irish identity.636 
(emphasis added); and further proclaims: 
 

(B)enefits derived from primary education are key determinants of the extent to which the 
individual citizen participates in society: all subsequent education and training are built upon 
the foundation of primary education.637 

 
The National School therefore remained an environment where the Department intended to continue 
with the indoctrination of a unique identity policy aimed at the country’s school-going population. 
One avenue by which this policy was being pursued was by the continued inclusion of the 
mythological tales in the schoolbooks up to and throughout the 1990s. Additionally, mythological 
texts were still being included in many of the new series of textbooks that had slowly begun to 
appear after the introduction of the New Curriculum of 1971.  

In 1995 there were almost 500,000 children attending school in just over 3,200 primary 
schools and 115 Special Schools staffed by over 20,000 teachers throughout the 26 counties.638 This 
was indeed a substantial number of the country’s population639 exposed to the exploits of such 
heroes as Cuchulainn and Fionn MacCumhall, as well as Brian Boru, Wolfe Tone and Patrick 
Pearse.  

As confirmed in the 1995 White Paper on Education, there had been no substantive 
legislation enacted in relation to first-level education in independent Ireland in the twentieth 
century, other than the Vocational Education Act of 1930.640 The introduction and legislation of the 
Education Act, 1998641 was thus a significant juncture in National School education in Ireland. This 
Act was a detailed piece of legislation covering most areas of the education environment642 and it 
came into operation two years from the date of its passing.643 One of the objectives of the Act was 
“to contribute to the realisation of national educational policies and objectives;”644 and one of the 
functions of a school laid down by the Act was “to promote the development of the Irish language 
and traditions, Irish literature, the arts and other cultural matters.”645 

This instruction was in effect presenting and carrying forward, implicitly, the infusion 
policies inherent in the educational environment since the formation of the Free State. 
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In relation to the curriculum, as the approach to any curricular developments up until this time in 
independent Ireland had been a highly centralised one under the control of the Department alone, 
the provision of statutory recognition and functionality to The National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA), originally established in 1981, was “a crucial step towards a more responsive 
and flexible system of curriculum development.”646  

Although the NCCA had been operating since 1981, from 1998 onwards its activities and 
proposals were to be underpinned by law, so a greater responsiveness to curricular change and 
innovation would now be ensured.647 Finally, practically no attention is given in the Act to the 
preparation and provision of textbooks for the National Schools. With reference to teaching through 
Irish it states that the Minister will establish a body to plan and coordinate the provision of 
textbooks to the learning of Irish and the teaching through Irish.648 There are no references to 
textbooks dealing with any of the other subjects, history included, so one has to assume such an 
area as textbook decisions in general were solely covered in the annual Circulars distributed 
nationally by the Department to all National Schools throughout the country. 

In culmination of the debate, analysis and work by all involved in education that was 
initiated by the Department of Education in the early 1990s, a revised primary curriculum was 
launched in 1999. It represents:  

 
a detailed interpretation of the recommendations of the Review Board on the Primary 
Curriculum (1990) … encompasses the philosophical thrust of the 1971 Curaclam na 
Bunscoile649 and reflects the thinking and aspirations of the National Convention on 
Education (1994), the White Paper on Education, Charting our Education Future (1995) and 
the Education Act (1998).650   

 
Additionally, it was the first complete revision of the curriculum since 1971. This curriculum was 

 
designed to nurture the child in all dimensions of his or her life - spiritual, moral, cognitive, 
emotional, imaginative, aesthetic, social and physical. The curriculum reflects the 
educational, cultural, social and economic aspirations and concerns of Irish society. It also 
takes account of the changing nature of society and aims to help children to adjust to these  
changes.651 

 
This revised curriculum reiterated the commitment of the National School system to the ideas and 
practice of child-centred education and unlike past innovations it was being introduced on a phased 
basis rather than being implemented immediately (for example, the implementation of the revised 
history section of the curriculum was scheduled for 2005).652 It contained seven curricular areas,653 
with each subject presented in a single book, each one also having an accompanying Teacher 
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Guidelines book. The curricular content is presented in two-year cycles,654 four in total, in order to 
facilitate curricular planning and implementation. Finally, perhaps the most important facet of the 
revised curriculum was that for the first time in independent Ireland the previous curriculum was 
used as the foundation for revision and change, which resulted in educational continuity for the 
pupils, the teachers and many of the fundamental elements prescribed within the earlier 
curriculum.655 

Over this 30-year period (1971-2001) seventeen different people held the position Minister 
of Education covering 20 different terms of office. This continued the trend of the last two decades 
of the previous time period, 1933-1971, where there were numerous changes of personnel in the 
post. Once again there was also quite a difference in the amount of time each politician held the 
minister’s portfolio. The longest serving Minister of Education was Mary O’Rourke, serving 2 
terms of office in a time period of four years and eight months. The shortest term of office was a 
three-week portfolio served by Charles Haughey.656 As none of the politicians holding the post of 
minister were responsible for any direct policy statements on teaching methodology or curricular 
development similar to those made by MacNeill, Derrig or de Valera previously, they will not be 
discussed here. 

In summary, whereas the 1970s (after the introduction of the Primary School Curriculum in 
1971) and the 1980s witnessed little departmental activity concerning curricular issues, thus 
continuing a trend ingrained in earlier decades, the 1990s, especially under Ministers Niamh 
Bhreathnach (1993-1997) and Micheál Martin (1997-2000), was a decade of broader inclusion, 
legislative change and innovation that culminated in the Education Act of 1998 and the Revised 
Primary School Curriculum of 1999. The insularity of the National School teaching environment 
that prevailed up to the late 1960s gave way to a broader, more child-centred curricular aspiration 
from the introduction of the New Curriculum in 1971, although it still took many years for a clear 
implementation of the objectives set out. Development, review and change was achieved through 
the establishing of such groups as the NCCA and the recognition by the Department of the value of 
the inclusion of a broader spectrum of groups and individuals in curricular concerns and curricular 
innovation and change. By the end of the 1990s the situation had been reached where the 
Department alone was no longer the sole entity in charge of curricular change. Instead, adopting “a 
partnership approach”657 and based on the reports, advise and suggestions of the NCCA, the 
National School curriculum and changes thereof would now be approved by the Department of 
Education and Science and then implemented by the teaching staff through the Inspectorate.  
 
 

Textbooks: the Department of Education, the Inspectorate and the Publishing Houses 
 
The Department of Education 
The Department of Education has exercised and continues to exercise great powers over first level 
education in Ireland, specifically in the areas of educational policy and administrative procedures.658 
The Department devises the curriculum659 and ensures it is being implemented satisfactorily; it pays 
the salaries of the teaching staff and monitors teacher efficiency (through the National School 
Inspectorate); and it sanctions the textbooks that may be used in the schools.660 This administrative 
                                                 
654 Junior & Senior Infants, First & Second Class, Third & Fourth Class, Fifth & Sixth Class. Source: National Council 
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660 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.160. 
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situation results in a strong, centralised system of National School level education. In relation to 
school textbooks, “The Department of Education reserves the right to sanction the textbooks in use 
in the national schools and officers of the Department liase with the educational publishers for 
planning and approval purposes.”661  

However, it is at the school level that the choice and selection of the textbooks were and are 
actually made so that the theoretical policies and what actually occurs on the ground at publishing 
houses and in schools does not always concur. According to the NCCA, “[T]he selection of 
textbooks and classroom resources to support the implementation of the curriculum is made by 
schools, rather than the Department of Education and Science or the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment.”662 

As such each school, and in turn each teacher, is accorded a great deal of autonomy to 
choose and use textbooks which they deem suitable to carrying out their interpretations of the 
specific objectives outlined in the curriculum distributed by the Department. In so doing, the 
particular character of each school makes a vital contribution to shaping the curriculum in 
classrooms,663 where each classroom becomes its own unique entity664 in comprehending and 
applying the particulars outlined in the curriculum. This situation allows for a broad interpretation 
of curricular objectives to exist. On the other hand it may also lead to a great dependence on 
textbooks and textbook content, where teachers become over-reliant on the textbook with the result 
that the textbook actually becomes the curriculum and the sole course of study and focus of 
classroom activity. In such conditions the re-occurrence of specific texts in the schoolbooks, for 
example mythology stories, allowed for an uninterrupted flow and pattern of specific material, 
which assisted in the construction of a unique national self-image.  

The over-reliance and dominance of the classroom textbook is the situation that generally 
existed prior to the introduction of the New Curriculum in 1971 and indeed it continued afterwards 
as well. Coolahan refers to it as the dominance of the class textbook;665 Bennett terms it the tyranny 
of the textbook,666 and the Curriculum Unit of the Department even went so far as to state in their 
1985 Report667 that textbooks were being used in the schools as the major source for planning 
lessons and they tended to dominate class practice.668  

The New Curriculum of 1971 called for a reduced role for the textbook in the classroom, 
thus acknowledging its dominance up to that time. For instance, in presenting the new direction for 
the teaching of history that promoted the comprehensive study of chosen periods of history, 
(referred to as the ‘patch study approach’ as opposed to a chronological focus,669 the New 
Curriculum declared: 

 
The traditional textbook will have a limited part to play in such a scheme since it lacks the  
essential associations with the environment and since it is hoped that the child will consult  
many sources and gain experience in selecting matter most suited to his research.670 
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Furthermore, the Department issued revised guidelines671 for the publishers of school history 
textbooks in the early 1980s advising against presenting information in a strict chronological 
manner, reiterating its support of the child-centred learning curriculum and the necessity for the 
pupils to encounter a broader history programme.672 This illustrates that a decade or more after the 
implementation of the New Curriculum the dominance and use of the textbook still remained pretty 
much unchanged from the period prior to 1971. 

The textbook was thus the main source (if not the only source) used by the teachers in their 
instruction and classroom activities from 1922 up to and after 1971 and even into the 1980s. A 
continual theme in school inspectors’ comments throughout these decades is the dominance of the 
textbook in all classroom learning.673 Even as late as 1988, the textbook continued to dominate 
classroom life.674  

Therefore, the specific information and foci contained in these textbooks were arguably the 
main reference sources for the children to draw upon during their education in the National Schools 
as well as being the core information conduit used by teachers to disseminate information. 
Consequently, the regular inclusion of the mythological tales in the schoolbooks throughout the 
period in question (1922-2001) provided the teachers with sanctioned source material to connect to 
the heroic past. This helped them promote the national identity and self-image policies permeating 
out of Dublin and also helped provide the pupils with material distinctly connected with Ireland and 
its the country’s past. 
 
The Inspectorate 
The professional inspection of government-funded schools began in Ireland in the early nineteenth 
century under the auspices of the Kildare Place Society and became a central feature of the National 
Education System from its establishment in 1831. The early twentieth century witnessed the 
extension of the Inspectorate system to vocational education (1901) and second-level (intermediate) 
education (1909), all of which were eventually merged into one Inspectorate.675 Although the role 
and functions of the Inspectorate have since developed, its core functions have remained constant. 
These are, “the inspection of the quality of schooling, advising teachers and school management, 
and advising Ministers and other officials on educational policy.”676  

Additionally, the approach to conducting class observations and materials used by the 
Inspectorate remained almost unchanged after the formation of the Department of Education in 
1924 and well past the middle of the twentieth century. For example, the observation book used by 
the inspectors remained unchanged from 1834 to 1959.677 As with the situation pertaining to the 
NCCA, the Inspectorate was given a statutory basis in the Education Act of 1998. This legislation 
defines the main functions of the Inspectorate, now a Division of the Department of Education and 
Science, as broadly being the evaluation of the (primary and secondary) educational system and the 
provision of advice to the educational system and its policy makers.678 The 1998 Act gave the 
Inspectorate a legislative base to operate from and clearly defined its role in the national education 
system. Some of the main functions of the Inspectorate as defined in the Act are as follows: 

• To support and advise recognised schools, centres for education and teachers on matters 
relating to the provision of education 

• To evaluate the quality and effectiveness of the provision of education in the State 

                                                 
671 Department of Education, History Textbooks for Primary Schools: Suggestions for Publishers (Dublin, 1980). 
672 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.131. 
673 A Motherway, Developing the History Curriculum in the Primary School 1922-1986, (Dublin, 1988), p.38. 
674 Ibid., p.44. 
675 Department of Education and Science, The Inspectorate: A Brief Guide, (Dublin, 2004), p.5. 
676 Ibid. 
677 Personal communication with former National School inspector, 29th July 2004. 
678 Department of Education and Science, The Inspectorate: A Brief Guide, (Dublin, 2004), p.5. 
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• To conduct research into education and to provide support in the formulation of policy by the 
Minister 

• To evaluate the effectiveness of the teaching, development, promotion and use of Irish in 
schools 

• To advise the Minister on any matter relating to education policy and provision, including the 
curriculum taught in recognised schools, assessment and teaching methods.679  

 
In addition, the Inspectorate, the main liaison group between the schools and the Department,680 is 
actively involved with many of the initiatives to improve the quality of education in National 
Schools, for example advisory duties and carrying out investigations for the Department. For 
productive results in such activities it is therefore necessary for the Inspectorate to cooperate with 
the other Divisions within the Department of Education and Science.681 As regards curriculum 
development, the Inspectorate represents the Department on the NCCA where it provides its 
perspective and advice to the Council on ongoing issues related to curricular assessment and 
review.682   

There is no direct reference in the Education Act of 1998 to general school textbooks or the 
role the Inspectorate may have in the decision process related to the textbooks that are sanctioned 
by the Department for the National Schools. It may come under the umbrella of the advisory 
capacity to the Minister the Inspectorate holds on maters relating to the provision of education and 
the curriculum. However, issues related to textbooks are not directly referred to in the Guide and 
neither is there any reference to textbooks in the Education Act Part III. As mentioned above 
though, there is direct reference to the Minister’s obligation to establish a group to plan and 
coordinate the provision of textbooks in Irish for learning and teaching the subject Irish.683  

The Inspectorate were involved in the production and sanctioning of school textbooks, at 
least during the first two decades after independence.684 According to a retired National School 
inspector, during the early years of the Department it was the case where some inspectors wrote 
books for use in the National Schools.685 Within the Department among the inspector group, a 
smaller group were informally assigned with responsibilities to overview the incoming books from 
the publishing houses as well as from individuals such as inspectors and teachers and then consider 
them for distribution.686 Particular subjects, such as History, English, Mathematics, would be 
assigned to specific inspectors based on their experience and knowledge in that particular field. 
They might then have this responsibility for a number of years.687  
 
The Publishing Houses 
The major publishing house of educational material for the National Schools throughout the 
twentieth century has been The Educational Company of Ireland (ECI). Founded in 1910 in Dublin, 

                                                 
679 Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998. (Dublin 1998), pp.16-17, Part III. 
680 J. Coolahan, op. cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.164. 
681 Department of Education and Science. A Brief Description of the Irish Education System. (Dublin, 2004), p.25, and 
The Inspectorate: A Brief Guide, (Dublin, 2004), p.6, 8. 
682 Department of Education and Science, The Inspectorate: A Brief Guide, (Dublin, 2004), p.10. 
683 Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998. (Dublin 1998), p. 30, Article 31. 
684 Personal communication with former National School inspector, 29th July 2004. 
685 The process would proceed through the following stages: the Inspector would write a book, then submit it to the 
Department where it would be checked and referred by some other inspectors assigned to such a task, then if the text 
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686 Ibid. 
687 The trend of inspectors writing textbooks was later discontinued by the Department because it was considered that 
textbooks written by inspectors could possibly hold an unfair sales advantage, for example in the event of the inspectors 
introducing their publications during the school inspection visits. (Ibid.). 
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it has played an influential role in Irish education from its inception.688 From the beginning it 
established a strong working relationship with teachers and launched a new educational journal, The 
Irish School Weekly, to facilitate communication and the dissemination of information among the 
educational community.689 By the 1930s it had expanded its operations to Cork and had become “the 
leading supplier of school textbooks and materials in the country.”690 In 1971 ECI merged with 
Longman and Browne and Nolan, making it the largest school publishers in the country.691 Other 
publishing houses active in the output of educational material for the National Schools are CJ 
Fallons and Folens. During the early decades of the Free State the publishing house of Alex Thom 
released schoolbooks, as did Browne and Nolan up until its merger with ECI in 1971.692 

There was not a great variety or quantity of National School textbooks published from 1922 
to the 1970s, as is evidenced from the publishing activities of all the publishing houses presented in 
Appendix 3.693 Many of the Reader Series of books were republished and much of the content of the 
textbooks was regularly recycled, as can be seen from the selection of mythology texts that are 
included repeatedly over class levels and decades throughout this period (see Chapter 9). This 
phenomenon is directly linked to Department policy and the lack of innovation or change within the 
curriculum during this period; it can also perhaps be connected to the economic circumstances of 
the majority of the population and their inability to spend money on education necessities.  

By 1971 however there was the realisation that the issue of textbooks needed to be 
addressed and impetus was needed to provide a more diverse selection of material for schools. 
According to Coolahan: 
 
 Following the publication of the ‘new’ curriculum in 1971, educational publishers arranged  

for new schemes of textbooks which reflected the change in emphasis. A wider range of  
textbooks and alternative readers became available which, in general, were more colourful  
and better presented than the older schemes.694 

  
Nevertheless, although style and variety of the school textbooks did begin to change, the 
mythological stories included in the school textbooks remained constant even after 1971.695  

As explained above, the mythological cycles had been incorporated into the history curriculum 
during the nineteenth century and as such had become embedded within the history syllabus in the 
National Schools. The Department of Education had issued statements pertaining to the inculcation 
of a national pride and the teaching of history and the history syllabus included a number of 
textbooks specifically dealing with Irish mythology (examples are provided in ‘The New 
Curriculum 1971’ above). Additionally, many of the regular history textbooks contained a variety 
of mythology texts.696 However, there were relatively few history textbooks published during the 
years 1924-1971 and by far the most common type of school textbook up to the introduction of the 
New Curriculum in 1971 were the Literary Reader series of textbooks. These covered a range of 

                                                 
688 J. J. Dunne, The Educational Company of Ireland Limited, (Dublin, n.d.), p.3.  
689 Ibid., p.4. 
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692 Refer to Appendix 3. Publishing Houses and Textbooks 1922 – 1967 for a sample overview of publication output. 
693 Chapter 4. Appendix 3. Publishing Houses and a Sample of Textbooks Published 1922 – 1967. 
694 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.181. 
695 Refer to Chapter 4. Appendix 4. Mythological Texts: Thematic Groups & Number Breakdown by Decade. 
696 For example, The Land I Love Book I, Stories from Irish History (ECI, 1926) contains Cuchulainn, Finn Mac Cool –
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 97  

subject and topic areas, mythology included.697 Examples of these Literary Reader series textbooks 
are: 

 
• The Oriel Readers 1926  
• The Saint Enda Readers 1929  
• The Clarion Readers 1931  
• Ireland School Reader 1935 
• The Saint Brigid Readers 1937 
• The Kincora Readers 1940  
• Emerald School Readers 1945 
• The Golden Key Readers 1954 
• On Wings of Words 1956 
• The Road to Reading Series 1958  
• The Mellifont Readers 1960 
• Fact and Fancy 1963 
• The Day by Day Readers 1967698  

 
Many of these Literary Reader Series had more than one publication run and some were reprinted 
under a different book title, so that the same book may have been reprinted and reissued multiple 
times over a number of years. Based on the fact that few history books were published in these 
years, that both the Literary Reader Series of books and the history books in circulation contained 
similar (often identical) mythology texts, and that there were no specific time periods for particular 
subject areas to be covered during the course of a day in the National School699 (so that an element 
of history could very easily be covered in conjunction with reading a mythology story from the 
general textbook), the mythology tales can have served a similar purpose when focused on in the 
Literary Reader Series as when covered in a history class.  

The school textbook was, and remains, a significant feature of the National School learning 
environment. It has traditionally played a central role in the life of the pupil700 but has also been 
recognised and documented as holding an unduly prominent position in the teaching environment 
from 1922 to 1971 and later.701 Motherway notes: 

 
The over-dependence of teachers on poor quality textbooks in history was regarded by 
inspectors as a major problem during the period 1922-1971. Most teachers restricted the 
range of the course to the contents of what one inspector described as ‘meagre and arid 
little textbooks’.702 

 
The National School textbook was the core reference material and central instruction and 
information source for sixty years or more in first-level education in Ireland. As stated earlier, as 

                                                 
697 Of the total 88 National School textbooks from 1924-2001 in the writer’s corpus, 78 are ‘General’ texts and 10 are 
History textbooks. 
698 This corpus will be fully presented in Chapter 7. 
699 “… although curricular “subjects” differ somewhat from each other in the areas of knowledge they are said to 
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Part 1, p.19. 
700 A. Motherway, op.cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.196. 
701 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.129 and J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1994), p.27. 
702 A. Motherway, op.cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.196, citing the inspector comment from Report of the Department of 
Education, 1928-29. (Dublin, 1930), p.60. 
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recent as 1985 the Curriculum and Examinations Board reported that textbooks still tended to 
dominate lesson planning and class practice.703  

The Second National Programme Conference of 1925 had decided that the aim of the 
teaching of history was the inculcation of national pride.704 As this objective remained unchanged 
after the minor revisions to the curriculum in 1934, one of the main curricular aims in National 
Schools up to 1971 and in the teaching of history especially, was to cultivate a patriotic outlook in 
the children.705 Concerning history texts Bennett states:  
 

(T)he nationalist texts … were avowedly propagandist as distinct from being historical and 
they sought to inculcate a concept of patriotism which glorified valour and bravery in battle 
above all other qualities. The heroism of the ‘fighting men’ provided the criterion by which 
all ‘good’ Irish people were judged.706 
 

Additionally,  
 

the fact that many of the people in government (in the 20s) had been so recently involved in 
the 1916 Rebellion and the War of Independence, it is understandable that the textbooks 
emphasised bravery in battle. The use of history books to inculcate a sense of patriotism is 
also understandable.707  

 
Moreover, there was limited change in text focus over the next four decades and thus the central 
themes in the texts prevailed as such throughout this period.708 Bennett confirms that into the 1960s: 
 
 (T)he centrality of religion in Irish life, the narration of heroic deeds by Irishmen and  

Irishwomen, the importance of patriotism and the depiction of the Irish language as a key  
component of Irish identity remained the staple diet of the texts.709 

 
The 1971 New Primary School Curriculum outlined and called for a number of innovations in the 
teaching of history. Most notably that a central place be accorded to local history to allow the child 
to become more involved in the study of history through exploration and discovery, a call for the 
use of a variety of source materials and a more integrated approach to the study of history.710 It still 
acknowledged the importance of teaching “a simple sequence of history,”711 a recognition of 
“examples of patriotism, courage, self-sacrifice and devotion to noble ideals,”712 and a continued use 
of the traditional class textbook, although in a more limited capacity,713 while moving beyond the 
primary focus on patriotism/nationalism to include a broader focus on personal development and 
citizenship. Curtailing the dominance of the textbook in National Schools did not materialise 
immediately however. As a tool of instruction and information source the class textbook remained 
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central throughout the 1980s and even the 1990s in the selection of historical content and the 
teaching methodology applied, as research conducted during these decades continued to find.714  

The Department of Education, realising that the teaching environment was not undergoing 
much change and the implementation of the 1971 curriculum was proceeding at a snail’s pace, 
issued revision guidelines for the publishers of textbooks in 1980 in the hope of initiating change in 
the classroom.715 This resulted in the beginning of a number of new series of textbooks being 
published, starting in 1983. Although a new style approach to the school textbooks was adopted by 
the publishers, it did not diminish the inclusion of mythology-related stories in the books. For 
example, Pathways in History: Book 1 published by The Educational Company in 1983 contained 
six Irish legends.716 Irish mythology still remained entrenched within the teaching of early Irish 
history to the children of the country as well as continuing to appear in the general English language 
texts also.717 Moreover, in the teaching of reading, syllabus text editors continued to include legends 
in the textbooks which concurred with the Revised Guidelines for a Reading Programme in Primary 
Schools that advised that “the programme should contain legends, historical … material, and 
reading matter which the children might be expected to meet in their out of school lives.”718 
 
 

The History Curriculum 1999 
 
In culmination of much debate and work by the Department of Education and all others involved in 
the educational environment from the early 1990s, the 1999 Primary School Curriculum was 
launched reiterating the commitment of the primary education system to child-centred education.719 
In this revised curriculum History, along with Geography, and Science, remained within the subject 
grouping Social, Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE). In relation to the teaching of 
history, “(T)he movement away from a predominantly nationalist narrative, which began in 1971, 
comes to fruition here in a curriculum which both acknowledges and celebrates diversity.”720 
Nevertheless, the document states that SESE is (still) concerned with “the cultivation of important 
values and attitudes … [and that] it seeks to generate an appreciation of cultural and historical 
inheritance.”721   

Declaring that the history curriculum places a very strong emphasis on the study of local 
history in all classes at National School,722 it emphasises: 
 
 The history curriculum is constructed on the premise that history can make a unique and  

valuable contribution to the education of the child if it involves the simultaneous acquisition  
of knowledge about aspects of the past, the development of historical skills and the  
cultivation of important attitudes.723 (emphasis added) 

 
It stresses two of its aims as being “to enable the child to play a responsible role as an individual, as 
a family member and as a member of local, regional, national, European and global 
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communities,”724 and “to foster a willingness to explore personal attitudes and values and to 
promote a openness to the possibility of changing one’s own point of view.”725 (emphasis added) 

Furthermore, as one of its broad objectives it declares that the history curriculum should 
enable pupils “to develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through 
studying the history and cultural inheritance of local and other communities.”726 Therefore, this 
curriculum is effectively continuing, albeit implicitly, the policies carried forward in all curricular 
revisions carried out in 1925, 1934 and 1971 - that of the implanting of an attitude of national 
awareness, pride and respect in Ireland. In the section ‘Values, attitudes and responsibilities’ the 
document declares, “(T)he curriculum stresses the role which history may play in cultivating a 
sense of responsibility for the preservation of heritage, and a sense of local, national, European and 
global identity.”727 (emphasis added) On this issue it further elaborates: 
 
 History can also reveal how our sense of identity – on a personal level and as a member of  

family, national and other communities – has been shaped by the cultural and social  
experiences of many different peoples in the past. Perhaps most of all, history can help the  
child to begin to explore how people’s interpretations of the past can exert a powerful 

 influence on their attitudes, beliefs and actions today.728 (emphasis added). 
 
The curriculum is divided into three two-year blocks – first and second classes, third and fourth 
classes, fifth and sixth classes. Within each block Strands and Strand Units729 are presented to 
provide content focus for subject coverage and progression and their arrangement in the curriculum 
“gives considerable flexibility to schools and teachers in the selection of appropriate topics for the 
history programme.”730  

Additionally, it acknowledges the possibility of covering historical points in an integrated 
fashion, when teaching other subjects and skills.731 Each of the three two-year blocks makes 
reference to the application and use of Irish myths. For first and second classes, in the strand unit 
‘Stories’ students should be enabled to “listen to, discuss retell and record a range of myths and 
legends from different cultural, ethnic  and religious backgrounds in Ireland.”732  

For both the third and fourth classes and fifth and sixth classes the strand unit itself is titled 
‘Myths and legends’, thus according the theme its own prominent position. For the third and fourth 
classes it states students should be enabled to  
 

listen to, discuss retell and record a range of myths and legends from different cultural, 
ethnic  and religious backgrounds in Ireland … (and also be enabled to) express or record 
stories through oral and written forms, art work, drama, mime (and) movement.733  

 
As discussed in Chapter 3, these are objectives that bear resemblance to what Pearse was carrying 
out at the beginning of the twentieth century at Saint Enda’s with his inclusion and development of 
the mythology texts, both in the classroom and in drama form. As well as including the above 
objectives for the fifth and sixth classes, it also states that students at this level should be enabled to  
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relate the myths and legends to the beliefs, values and traditions of the peoples from which 
they came, … (and also be enabled to) explore and discuss common themes and features 
which are to be found in the myths and legends.734 

 
All of the above illustrate the prominent position the mythological cycles and stories continue to 
hold within the National School history curriculum and general curriculum due to the integrated 
nature of the overall curriculum. This is the history curriculum whose implementation was 
scheduled for 2005. It is fitting to conclude with an observation from Waldron, one that exemplifies 
the position Irish mythology has gained and continues to hold in the teaching of Irish history in the 
Irish National Schools and also exemplifies that, within the Irish National School educational 
environment, pluralism in theory gravitates back to Gaelicism in practice. She writes: 
 
 There is famous history and there is family history and maybe myths and legends are history  

like the Children of Lir or Setanta. There are lots of different types of history. Even wars are  
history. There are even stories about love and sorrow in history like Deirdre of the Sorrows.  
A lot of things have happened in history.735 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
From 1922 to 1971, individuals and groups politically and educationally affiliated were explicitly 
articulating educational policies and opinions in relation to the inclusion of a national tone within 
the teaching curriculum of the National Schools.  Individuals such as O Brolcháin, MacNeill, Derrig 
and de Valera publicly declared the vital role the National School environment was to play and 
maintain if Ireland was to establish itself as a distinct, separate nation. Additionally, administrative 
documentation from the Department of Education and the INTO throughout this period – in 1925, 
1934, 1947 and 1971 – stated categorically the official position the government and the teaching 
community held in support of the inculcation policies initiated in the early years of the Free State.  

After 1971 these inculcation policies still remained entrenched, but in a different way, in the 
attitudes and documentation released by these agencies, oftentimes in a more implicit manner to 
what was hitherto the case. The 1995 White Paper on Education stressed that the education system 
has an important role to play in the conservation and development of Ireland’s rich cultural heritage 
and National School education can achieve this by: 
 

inculcating a strong sense of pride in being Irish and by emphasising the Irish language and 
traditions, Irish literature, music and other cultural activities.736 (emphasis added) 

 
Furthermore, one of the functions of the National School as determined by the Department of 
Education in the Education Act of 1998 is to promote the development of Irish traditions, Irish 
literature, the arts and other cultural matters,737 which is again implicitly acknowledging and moving 
forward the above mentioned inculcation policies. While yet again the Revised Primary Curriculum 
of 1999, in presenting its revitalised history curriculum, declares that the teaching of Irish history 
needs to involve the cultivation of important attitudes related to developing a sense of personal, 
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local and national identity in each child.738 Simultaneously, this revised history curriculum presents 
separate sections within each of its 2-year cycles of classes specifically devoted to the myths and 
legends of Ireland, noting that students should be enabled to relate these myths and legends to the 
beliefs, values and traditions of the people of early Ireland.739 Therefore, throughout all this time a 
reverberating call is being transmitted to inculcate the school children in an Irish pride and self-
image and one of the means of achieving this is through the mythology tales in the schoolbooks. 

From information presented in this chapter it is clear that the Irish government, with the 
support of the Department of Education and Science, continues to frame a good deal of the Irish 
identity phenomenon around Ireland’s unique past and that the National School environment 
remains one of the key areas in which a platform for this identity can be established. We have 
witnessed almost a century of national concerns in curriculum development in the independent Free 
State. We have also seen how various areas were singled out for underlining and inculcating a sense 
of distinct Irishness (such as language and history) and how especially one cardinal area in all this 
was the Irish myths and legends. 

Part of Ireland’s distinct past is to be found in the Irish Mythological Cycles of stories. 
Therefore the inclusion of the mythology tales in National School textbooks has remained a 
constant throughout the eighty odd years since Ireland gained independence and began to forge its 
own unique place in the world. It is to these mythology texts that this study will now turn. Prior to 
introducing the mythology texts however, I will first introduce the school textbooks in which these 
mythology tales are contained. 
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