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Chapter 5 
Textbooks: Availability, Lists, Type & Content 1924 – 2001 

  
A new education system in Ireland has to do more than restore a  
national culture. It has to restore manhood to a race that has  
been deprived of it. Along with its inspiration it must, therefore,  
bring a certain hardening. It must lead Ireland back to her sagas.740 

 
 

Introduction 
 
As highlighted in Chapter 4, the textbook was the dominant, and most often the sole, reference 
material in the instruction process in the National Schools throughout the period under 
investigation. As such, its contents was arguably the most influential literature encountered by the 
scholars during their time in primary education, a position supported by an earlier researcher when 
stating, “(A) nation’s school books wield great power … and the sentiments they express become 
second nature to man.”741 
 
 

Availability of Textbooks 
 
The Department of Education no longer houses its own library on site at its headquarters in 
Marlborough Street Dublin. One consequence of this is that there is no complete collection of 
National School textbooks available at a central location either on the Department’s grounds in 
Dublin or anywhere else in the country. National School textbook collections, although incomplete, 
are however available at various locations in and around Dublin City.  Institutions where textbooks 
have been sourced for this study 742 include St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra, Education Company 
of Ireland Archives Walkinstown Dublin and the National Library of Ireland Dublin. In addition, 
further textbooks have been sourced from teachers, both active and retired, and from different 
locations around Ireland.  In all of the above mentioned locations, as only partial collections are 
available, the task of attempting to compile a complete representation of the school textbooks for 
the study period was indeed a challenging and time consuming task. Nevertheless, based on the 
sourced Department Circulars and Book Lists of different years throughout the eight-decade study 
period, the collection compiled743 is arguably a fair representation of the textbooks used in the 
National Schools over the time period under scrutiny. 
 
 

Textbooks: Lists, Circulars, Levels and Recycling  
 
Book Lists & Department Circulars  
Since the establishment of the Department of Education in 1924 it has been its policy to regularly 
issue Circulars related to school textbooks and also Book Lists of textbooks that have been 
sanctioned for use in National Schools to the Managers and Teachers of these schools. The ‘List of 
Books’, as it was officially termed, carried the authority of the Department and outlined which 
books were suitable and acceptable for use by the teachers in the schools, as is illustrated by the 

                                                 
740 P.H. Pearse,  in ‘The Murder Machine, VIII Back to the Sagas,’ as cited in S. Ó Buachalla,  A Significant Irish 
Educationalist. The Educational Writings of P.H. Pearse. (Dublin, 1980), p. 382.  
741 P.J.H. op.cit., (In House Publication, 1892), p.9. 
742 A complete list is available in Chapter 5. Appendix 1. 
743 See Chapter 7. Appendix 2 – Complete Corpus Text List / Decades Content. 
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following extract from 1936, “No book which does not appear on this List may be used for Secular 
Instruction in a national school without special sanction of the Department previously obtained.”744 

Such a policy remained in place well into the 1970s illustrating the recurrent influence the 
Department held over the material used in the schools.745 It also demonstrates the importance these 
Lists of Books held in the daily delivery of instruction in the National School learning environment 
and the role the textbook content played in influencing the growing minds of all the learner 
population. Only books listed could be used within the school setting, thus the content of these 
books was important indeed in guiding the learning in the classrooms.  

Additionally, Managers and Principal Teachers of all National Schools were required to 
submit their selection of books from the List to the School Inspector for their district each year by 
1st June.746 Later, at least up to the early 1970s, although not required to submit their selections, 
these professionals were still required to keep a copy of their chosen textbooks in the school records 
for inspection by the school inspector.747  In the Department’s Circular 7 of 1953 to Inspectors, and 
also forwarded to managers and teachers, inspectors are made fully aware of their role and 
responsibilities in this matter. It states:  
 
 The inspector should scrutinise closely the list of books submitted annually by each  

principal teacher and should also, when visiting the schools, take note of the books actually  
in use so as to ensure that no book which does not appear on the official list is used without  
the previous sanction of the Minister.748 

 
Furthermore, in situations where the teacher wished to use a book not listed on the sanctioned List 
of Books, he or she was required to submit a request in writing to the Department for permission to 
use such a book, no later than 1st September in any given year.749 Again this illustrates the firm 
control the Department exercised over curricula content in the material used in the schools for 
instruction. 
 
At this point I want to briefly outline the issue of attendance in the National School education 
environment during this study period to provide a clearer picture of the age range of the students 
attending the National Schools and using these school textbooks. Compulsory attendance at 
National School for all children from the age of 6 to 14 became law from 1st January 1927 and 
remained so until 1972.750 It was therefore normal for students to remain at National School until the 
age of 14, up to the 1960s at least. There was an increased tendency from the 1960s however for 

                                                 
744 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 
1936-37 (Dublin, 1936), p.1.  
745 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 
1937-38 (Dublin, 1937), p.1; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National 
Schools for the School-year 1945-46. Iml. 16/1945 (Dublin, 1945), p.1; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List 
of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 1971/72. Iml. 19/71 (Dublin, 1971), p.1 
746 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op. cit., (Dublin 1936), p.1. An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta.  
op. cit.,  (Dublin 1937), p.1. An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op. cit., (Dublin 1945), p.1. 
747 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 
1963/64. Iml. 15/63 (Dublin, 1963), p.1.  An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in 
National Schools for the School-year 1964-65. Iml. 18/1964 (Dublin, 1964), p.1.  An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas 
Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 1966-67. Iml. 10/1966 (Dublin, 
1966), p.1. An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1971), p.1. 
748 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. Inspection of Schools. Section 10 – List of Books Sanctioned for use in 
National Schools: Rule 52. Iml. 7/53 (Dublin 1953), p.3. See also An Roinn Oideachais. Brainse an Bhun-Oideachais. 
Inspection of Schools. Section XI – List of Books Sanctioned for use in National Schools. Iml. 16/59 (Dublin, 1959), 
p.6. 
749 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1945), p.1. 
750 J. Coolahan, op. cit. (Dublin, 1981), pp. 46-47. 
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many children to enter National School at the younger age of 5 so that it was then and still is today 
possible to have a variation of one year or slightly more between the ages of students in a class.751 
With the abolition of the Primary Certificate Examination in 1967752 and the introduction of the free 
education scheme for secondary schools also in 1967 the number of students going on to secondary 
education increased dramatically. This also resulted in students transferring to secondary school 
from National School at the approximate age of 12.753 Nevertheless, for the first five decades of the 
National School system (1920s-1960s) a large percentage of Irish children remained at National 
School up to 14 years of age. 

 
Textbook Levels  
Textbooks were written and published to suit the different ability levels of the learners and were 
assigned the following level titles by the publishers:754  
 

1. Primer I 2. Primer II 3. Introductory 4. Beginner 
5. Preparatory 6. Junior 7. Middle (Intermediate) 8. Senior 
9. Advanced    

   Table 1. Textbook Level Titles. 
 
These categorisations were printed on the covers of the textbooks and were also included next to the 
textbook title in the List of Books. From data compiled, the levels Primer I and Primer II seem to 
have been introduced in the 1960s, as they do not appear in any of the sourced Lists of Books prior 
to the one issued in 1963. 

The categorisation term used by the Department in the List of Books communiqués is 
‘Standard.’ Although not directly stated in the material, this term represents both level/ability of 
students and also the year, commonly referred to as ‘class’, in which the student was at in their 
school life, for example 2nd year or 5th year, (commonly referred to as 2nd class and 5th class 
respectively). In support of this deduction, while providing explanatory remarks to assist the 
teachers in choosing a suitable textbook for their respective class(es) and levels of students, the 
1936-37 document states: 

 
The programme requires Standard II to read a Beginner’s Book. Teachers who consider it  
desirable to use an Introductory Book before taking up a Beginner’s Book are at liberty to  
select an Introductory Book from those given below.755 
 

To illustrate the correlation between student age and class level up to the 1960s and from the 1960s 
to 2001 refer to Table 2 below. As can be seen, although students stayed in school longer up to and 
well into the 1960s, throughout the whole time period under investigation (1920s – 2001) students 
generally passed through the same classes at much the same age.  

 

                                                 
751 Personal communication with practicing National School teacher, May 12, 2007. 
752 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 1. op.cit., (Dublin 1971), p. 17. 
753 J. Coolahan, op. cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.134. 
754 As determined and presented in the List of Books communiqués from 1935 to 1968.  
755 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op. cit., (Dublin, 1936), p. 11. See also An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas 
Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 1968-69. Iml. 13/68 (Dublin, 1968), 
p. 19. 
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Table 2. Student’s Age (approximate) and National School Class Titles up to 1960s and from 1960s.  
 

To demonstrate how class level, textbook level and student age operated and to approximate the age 
at which a student read a particular level text we need to look at a number of different Lists of 
Books issued by the Department from different decades and co-relate and cross reference the 
information. This should then approximate the school year the student was in, the level of textbook 
used in that class year, and the student’s age. 

In the English Literary Section of the List of Books for the school-years 1936-37, 1945-46 
and 1968-69756 the Class Level, Textbook Level and Student age remained almost identical 
throughout, apart from the additions of the two Infant levels in the 1968-69 document.757 Therefore, 
a student in Standard IV would be approximately 10 years of age and would most probably be using 
the Junior Book of an English Literary Reader series. A large percentage of the corpus of textbook 
material for this study is compiled from Junior level textbooks, signifying that the readers of this 
material were in the age range 9 – 11, a highly impressionable age. The stories they would have 
read during these formative years would have been quite impressionistic, which would help form 
some of their views of both themselves and their surroundings such as their national self image. 
 
Policy of Recycling of Textbooks 
The Department pursued a policy of using the same textbooks and series of textbooks repeatedly 
down through the decades. Three years after the introduction of the Revised Programme for 
National Schools,758 in its Circular to managers and teachers of National Schools in September 
1937, the Department states: 
 
 … the Minister for Education … has decided that number 3 of the Preliminary Notes, page 8  

of the Revised Programme of Instruction, viz.: - “In all standards fresh reading material will  
be expected each year.”  shall cease to be operative and that instead, until further notice, the  
following arrangement shall be substituted: - 
(1) In a separate class or standard in charge of one teacher, the Readers and Text Books,  
when selected, are not to be changed, unless in exceptional circumstances, for a period of  
years. 
(2) In a division, consisting of two or more classes or standards combined, in charge of one  
teacher, a similar principle is to be adopted.  

                                                 
756 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1936), pp.11-13; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas 
Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1945), pp. 11-13; and An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin 1968), pp. 
15-18. 
757 Chapter 5. Appendix 2. Class Levels, Textbook Levels and Student Age. 
758 The Revised Programme for National Schools was introduced in 1934. See Chapter 4. 

1920s – 1960s  1960s - 2001 
Student’s age Class title/level  Student’s age Class title/level 
   5 Junior Infants 
6 Infants  6 Senior Infants 
7 First Class  7 First Class 
8 Second Class  8 Second Class 
9 Third Class  9 Third Class 
10 Fourth Class  10 Fourth Class 
11 Fifth Class  11 Fifth Class 
12 Sixth Class  12 Sixth Class 
13 Seventh Class    
14 Eight Class    
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The Readers and Text Books, when selected, should be changed in any year only to the  
extent which is absolutely necessary. … the same Readers and Text Books should be used in  
the division every third year at least.759 (emphasis added). 

  
Here is evidence of a clear policy of repeated use of the same material and also recycling material. 
It concludes:  
 
 Under this arrangement it will be possible for books, kept clean and in good order, to be  

transmitted to brothers and sisters of pupils who have used them or to be acquired by other  
children who need them, and, as a consequence, the cost of book equipment to parents of 
pupils of National Schools will be considerably reduced.760 

 
Consequently, as well as supporting its policy of recycling the textbooks, thus in effect recycling 
the same material and ideas contained in the textbooks for the pupils, this Department directive also 
served as an attractive economic package for the general public as it lessened considerably the cost 
of sending their children to school. This policy of recycling continued to remain constant right into 
the 1970s, as evidenced from the Department Circulars sourced.761 

The Department of Education thus pursued a policy in which a large body of textbook 
material continued to be recycled and used within the National School learning environment over a 
period of many decades. Consequently, we find the same stories appearing again and again from 
decade to decade resulting in similar thematic issues constantly running through the textbooks and 
being presented to the pupils. Such a policy therefore ensured a consistency of theme and message 
being delivered to National School pupils transgenerationally during a large part of the 20th century. 
 
 

National School Textbooks: Type and Content 
  
Lists of Books 
The textbooks sanctioned by the Department in the Lists of Books encompassed all the subjects 
from the National School curriculum, as can be seen in Table 3 below. The Table includes the 
subject areas and, in parenthesis, the number of pages allocated to the school subjects on the List or 
the number of books actually listed where few are presented.  
 
List of Books 1936/37 List of Books 1945/46 List of Books 1965/66 
1. Irish (9½) 1. Irish (9½) 1. Irish (10¼) 
2. English Literary Readers (2) 2. English Literary Readers (2) 2. English Literary Readers (2⅔) 
3. Poetry (⅔) 3. Poetry (¼) 3. Poetry (⅛) 
4. Story Readers (4) 4. Story Readers (1⅛) 4. Story Readers (1¾) 
5. Grammar and Composition (⅛) 5. History (⅔) 5. Grammar and Composition (½) 
6. Mathematics (1½) 6. Geography (½) 6. Mathematics (1) 
7. History (1) 7. Music (⅔) 7. History (1) 
8. Geography (½) 8. Copy Books (⅓) 8. Geography (¾) 
9. Music (1) 9. Cookery (⅛) 9. Music (⅓) 

                                                 
759 An Roinn Oideachais. Readers and Text Books in National Schools. Iml. 13/1937 (Dublin, 1937), p.1. 
760 Ibid. 
761 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. Liosta de na Leabhair.  Atá ceaduighthe le h-aghaidh Scoileanna 
Náisiúnta sa Scoil-Bhlian 1944-45. Iml. 12/1944 (Dublin, 1944), p.1; An Roinn Oideachais. Imlitir do Bhainistroiri 
agus do phriomhoidi Scoileanna Naisiunta. Iml. 23/62 (Dublin, 1962), p.1; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. 
op.cit., (Dublin, 1963), p. 1; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1966), p. 1 and An Roinn 
Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. The list of books approved for use in National Schools for the school-year 1970-71. 
Iml. 13/70 (Dublin, 1970), p. 1. 
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10. Copy Books (½)  10. Citizenship (1 book) 
11. Books Recommended for the 
Use of Teachers (5⅓) 

 11. Copy Books (2 books) 

  12. Additional Irish (½) 
  13. Rural Science or Nature Study (¼) 
  14. Needlework and Dressmaking (1bk) 
  15. Béarla [English Skills] (⅛) 
  16. Uimhríocht [Arithmetic] (2 books) 
  17. Geometry (1 book) 
  18. Books approved for use in School 

Libraries (⅔) 
Table 3. List of Book Contents 1936/37, 1945/46, 1965/66. 
 
The sections on Irish books in all three Lists contains four subsections on Literature, Grammar, 
Poetry and Drama, presents textbooks for each of the different class levels/standards from a variety 
of publishing houses and is by far the largest of the sections in all three Lists. The sections from 
where the corpus is drawn for this thesis, the English Literary Readers (see below), presents 
textbooks for each of the different class levels/standards from a variety of publishing houses; and in 
all three Lists History books are listed from Standard IV and upwards and many are offered in a 
two-part publication format, Part I and Part II. What distinguishes the English Literary Readers 
from all the other English language books listed is that they are published and offered in a series 
format, from Introductory to Senior (sometimes Advanced) level publications, thus catering for 
each ability level of student. The Poetry textbooks are listed from class level/standard V and 
upwards and are one-off publications from a variety of publishing houses. The Story Readers are 
listed from Standard II and upwards in the 1936 and 1965 Lists of Books and from Standard IV and 
upwards in the 1945 List.  The Story Readers from all three Lists are predominantly one-off 
publications from a variety of publishing houses. There are however quite a number of one-off 
publications also and again they are from a variety of publishing houses. It can be concluded from 
these Lists that two core values of the Irish education system throughout this period are Irish and 
literacy. Furthermore, the Literary Readers reflect an emphasis on a cultural frame of reference due 
to the cultural literacy element in their content (see below). 
 
English Literary Readers and the Christian Brothers – the template defined          
As mentioned above, the English Literary Readers were published in a series format, from 
Introductory to Senior level mostly, by all of the publishing houses and this is what distinguishes 
the Readers from all the other English language school books listed. It is from these textbooks that 
the major part of the corpus has been compiled for this thesis.  

The origins and format of the Literary Readers can be traced back to the Christian Brothers 
National School Textbooks of the nineteenth century. Due to the growing criticism the National 
Schools started receiving from the Irish Catholic Hierarchy in the late 1830s, the Christian Brothers 
began to withdraw their schools from the National School State System from 1835 onwards.762 This 
allowed the Brothers to develop their own teaching methodology and in-house teaching materials 
independently of the National School Board. In 1839, under Superior-General Brother Riordan they 
undertook the writing of a complete set of textbooks for use in their schools, textbooks that carried a 
strong Catholic and nationalist tone.763 The Brothers’ secular instruction and their textbooks, or 
Readers, of which there were four from the 1840s and six after 1885, were to have quite an 
influence on Irish education in the 20th century.  

                                                 
762 See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion. 
763 Anon. Chapter L. History of the Institute of Religious Brothers of the Christian Schools, Ireland. Christian Brothers 
Educational Record (In-House Publication, nd), p.27.  
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 Much more revolutionary was the way in which secular instruction was impregnated with  

nationalism. Being critical of the text-books  issued by the National Board, the Brothers  
produced their own editions – reading lessons which emphasised the works of Irish 

 authors, a geography which devoted much of its attention to Ireland alone, and a history  
which was frankly critical of government policy.764 

 
An article in the Waterford Chronicle of July 1844 reviewing the Christian Brothers’ textbooks 
stated, “… their class-books … infuse everything that can make their pupils proud and fond of their 
country … they [textbooks] are thoroughly national, and are highly creditable to the country.”765 
The format used, the mixture of content included and the tone presented basically set the standard 
for the National School English Reader textbook style up to and especially post 1924 under the Free 
State Government. What was particularly important in the Christian Brother textbooks was the 
combination of material of religious and native Irish interest (historical, mythological and lyrical). 
All these components helped to inculcate patriotic and nationalistic sentiment and image in the 
pupils as well as promoting the concept of a Celtic Catholic Ireland across the educational 
environment in general, and as a consequence across society as well. Walsh declares: 
 
 It was in the field of cultural nationalism that the Brothers’ books had their greatest impact.  

From the first publications in the 1840s it was not the overt nationalistic content of the  
books which was significant but rather the almost hidden fact that, in contrast to the reading  
books of the National Board, the books of the Christian Brothers were compiled by Irishmen  
who used Irish sources and who were themselves steeped in Irish history and literature. 
Consequently, from the very beginning a sense of Irishness pervades the Brothers’ books. 
Lessons on the supposed origins of the Irish race, Irish customs, antiquities of Ireland and on 
Irish music made the pupils aware of a separate cultural identity. … The overall impact was 
… that there existed in ancient and contemporary times a set of relationships, a way of 
looking at and doing things different from an ‘English’ way of doing things.766 
 

Additionally, Coldrey asserts that in the Christian Brothers educational environment, “the pupils 
were left in no doubt as regards their country being a separate entity with a separate identity,”767 and 
he also claims that the Brothers helped contribute to the growth of Irish national consciousness by 
“providing ideal patriotic education for Irish boys,”768 aided to a large extent by their textbooks. 
The template for the content of the Christian Brothers Reader was a combination of short prose 
pieces interspersed with one or two items of poetry. There was usually an average of two to three 
prose pieces followed by a poem or two and this presentation was repeated throughout the Reader. 
In addition, these publications also appear to have applied a strong element of recycling, including 
the same content or very close to identical content in their successive publications. For example, the 
Third Reader published in 1906 contains 83 texts in total, 48 prose and 35 poetry.769 The 1935 
publication of the Third Reader contains 73 texts in total, 38 prose and 35 poetry.770 The publication 
of 1935 contains 37 of the same prose pieces and 17 of the same poems from the 1906 publication. 
 

                                                 
764 N. Atkinson. op.cit., (Dublin 1969), p.79. 
765 Anon. Chapter L. op.cit., (In-House Publication, nd), p.30-31. 
766 L. Walsh. Nationalism in the Textbooks of the Christian Brothers. Irish Educational Studies, Vol. 6 Number 2 
(Dublin, 1986-87), pp. 11-12. 
767 B. Coldrey. op.cit., (Dublin 1988), p.65. 
768 Ibid., p. 271. 
769 The Third Reader, by The Christian Brothers. (Dublin, 1906). 
770 The Third Reader, by The Christian Brothers. (Dublin, 1935). 
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 Third Reader 1906 Third Reader 1935 Identical texts 
Prose 48 38 37 
Poetry 35 35 17 

    Table 4. Christian Brothers Third Reader comparison 
 
Another characteristic the Christian Brothers applied in content delivery was the incorporation of 
iconography and illustrations to enhance the mythology themes being presented, as seen in the Our 
Boys publication in Chapter 2. This style was also transferred to the Literary Reader textbooks 

The Christian Brothers realised very early on in their development as a teaching institution 
the important role the class textbook can play in the education of youth and in the dissemination of 
their ideals to the pupils. The emphasis on Catholicism, Irish history,  the Irish language and a 
separate cultural frame of reference not alone greatly influenced their pupils, but helped to shape the 
curriculum of primary education, and most especially textbook contents, well into the 20th century. 

The textbook style developed by the Christian Brothers became the platform and model for 
an important segment of National School Textbooks, The Literary Reader, for well over half a 
century after the formation of the Irish Free State. From the early days of the establishment of the 
Department of Education (1924) the publishers of the English Literary Readers took this 
presentation and contents template developed in the Christian Brothers Readers and used it in an 
almost identical fashion (see below for more detail). 
 
English Literary Readers: Contents and Thematic Concerns 
The English Literary Reader was the core classroom text in Irish National Schools up to and beyond 
the introduction of the New Primary School Curriculum in 1971, a period of 50 years or more. 
During this time the Department instigated a policy of recycling the textbooks. One result of this 
was that, as far as the mythological tales are concerned, generation after generation of National 
School pupils met many of the same stories and characters, were introduced to the same moral 
messages and were instructed to learn a particular angle of the Irish historical past and its cultural 
identity garnered from the stories chosen and covered in class.  

As the mythology tales had become incorporated into the historical realm of Ireland’s past in 
the teaching environment and can therefore be classified as history texts, Bennett’s comments from 
his research in Irish history textbooks are valid and valuable in this discussion. Concerning history 
texts he observes,  
 

The 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.771 

 
He elaborates, 
 

The inculcation of patriotism and a sense of national identity were seen as important 
functions in the teaching of history, but the texts interpreted these concepts in a very limited 
fashion. The content of the texts was used as corroborating evidence for the validity of the  
revival campaign, and the texts were seen as one of the main weapons in the process of the  
Gaelicisation of the State. They perpetuated a vision of an inward looking Ireland, and they  
contributed to the marginalisation of all cultures other than the Gaelic speaking, Nationalist,  

                                                 
771 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.118. 
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Catholic tradition.772 
 
The inclusion of a Gaelic Antiquity component in the Literary Reader, most commonly either in the 
form of a retelling of one of the Irish myths or a story in relation to one of the figures of the early 
Celtic Church, insured that the heroic Irish past was never far away from the minds of the pupils. It 
allowed for a strong reference factor to be always present to remind the pupils of their unique 
country’s past. As with the English Literary Readers, there was also a limited change in text focus 
or the central themes in the history texts from the 1930s to the 1960s.773 Bennett further remarks, 
 

The 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 (into the 1960s).774   

 
For the purposes of this thesis, the Literary Reader textbook contents can be divided into four 
salient categories: 
 
a. Gaelic Antiquity  This represents themes, events and scenarios from the earliest times to  

the arrival of the Normans in 1169.  
b. Oppression and  This represents themes, events and scenarios in the time period  
    Resistance    covering the Tudor conquest to 1921. 
c. Neutral    This represents all those texts outside the above two categories. 
d. Unknown This represents those texts that I am unable to identify from their 

titles alone, as provided in the Textbook Table of Contents pages. 
 
In Table 5 below a sample of the Literary Readers across six decades is presented as a 
representative body of the textbook content. The text types are divided, where it can be identified, 
into two categories, poem texts and prose texts, with a total number of texts in the schoolbook also 
provided. Additionally, a percentage breakdown of each category to text type and also to the overall 
text number is given to illustrate the volume of each text type included in the schoolbooks. 
 
 
 
Year Textbook Title / Level     
1927 The Saint Columba 

Readers / Junior 
Text Type Poems 

22 
Prose 
21 

Total 
43 

  Gaelic Antiquity  3 (13.6%) 5 (23.8%) 8 (18.6%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 2 (9%) 0 2 (4.6%) 
  Neutral 16 (72.7%) 16 (76.2%) 32 (74.4%) 
  Unknown 1 (4.5%) 0 1 (2.3%) 
1931 Irish Life and Work 

Readers / Junior 
  

21 
 
22 

 
43 

  Gaelic Antiquity  2 (9.5%) 7 (31.8%) 9 (20.93%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 0 0 0 
  Neutral 17 (80.9%) 14 (63.6%) 31 (72.1%) 
  Unknown 2 (9.5%) 1 (4.5%) 3 (6.9%) 
1936 The Saint Brigid Readers 

/Junior 
  

23 
 
55 

 
78 

                                                 
772 Ibid., pp.258-259. 
773 Ibid., p.302. 
774 Ibid., p.313. 
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  Gaelic Antiquity  1 (4.3%) 32 (58.2%) 33 (42.3%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 0 0 0 
  Neutral 21 (91.3%) 23 (41.8%) 44 (56.4%) 
  Unknown 1 (4.3%) 0 1 (1.3%) 
1948 Young Ireland Reader / 

Junior 
  

22 
 
27 

 
49 

  Gaelic Antiquity  1 (4.5%) 4 (14.8%) 5 (10.2%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 2 (9%) 1 (3.7%) 3 (6.1%) 
  Neutral 18 (81.8%) 22 (81.5%) 40 (81.6%) 
  Unknown 1 (4.5%) 0 1 (2%) 
1958 Road to Reading / Junior   

23 
 
40 

 
63 

  Gaelic Antiquity  0 5 (12.5%) 5 (7.93%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 1 (4.3%) 0 1 (1.6%) 
  Neutral 22 (95.7%) 34 (85%) 56 (88.9%) 
  Unknown 0 1 (2.5%) 1 (1.6%) 
1963 Fact and Fancy / Junior   

25 
 
40 

 
65 

  Gaelic Antiquity  1 (4%) 4 (10%) 5 (7.7%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 1 (4%) 0 1 (1.5%) 
  Neutral 23 (92%) 36 (90%) 59 (90.7) 
  Unknown 0 0 0 
1974 Signposts 2 / Junior Note. Unable to determine 

type of text (poem or 
prose) 

 
 

  
43 

  Gaelic Antiquity    2 (4.7%) 
  Oppression & Resistance   0 
  Neutral   41 (95.3%) 
  Unknown   0 
Table 5. Content and Thematic Breakdown of the Literary Readers, 1927 – 1974. 
 
 
A complete breakdown of the text titles and the authors for the seven textbooks listed above are 
provided in Chapter 5 Appendices 3-8.775 Various elements from Table 5 will be elaborated on and  
discussed in Chapters 8 and 9, most specifically related to the small percentage of Gaelic Antiquity 
texts included in the schoolbooks. 

Although the table contents above represents just a sample of the texts analysed, based 
especially on the Department’s policies in relation to recycling of material, it can nevertheless be 
considered a solid representation of the textbooks used in the National Schools in the period under 
investigation. Thus the graphic overview below of this information can be interpreted as an 
illustration of the proportion of Gaelic Antiquity texts included in the Literary Readers for the major 
part of the period under investigation. 

                                                 
775 Chapter 5. Appendix 3. Textbook Contents – 1927, Appendix 4. Textbook Contents 1931 & 1936, Appendix 5. 
Textbook Contents – 1948, Appendix 6. Textbook Contents – 1958, Appendix 7. Textbook Contents – 1963, Appendix 
8. Textbook Contents – 1974. 
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Chart 1. Content & Thematic % breakdown: Quantitative Comparative overview 1920s – 1970s. 
 
A number of points from the data presented are immediately evident. First of all, in relation to the 
overall number of text types, the Gaelic Antiquity texts make up a small percentage of the overall 
text content, apart from the rise in number during the first two decades, 1920s and 1930s. Based on 
the information in Table 5 above, the content ratio for the Gaelic Antiquity texts in 1927 is 18.6%, 
in 1936 it is 42.3%, in 1958 it is 7.9% and in 1974 it is 4.7%. These Gaelic Antiquity texts can hold 
a strong indoctrinating value and, as illustrated in their inclusion in the schoolbooks, they remained 
quite constant throughout the study period. Although proportionally very small indeed compared to 
the other text types in the textbooks the students were assigned to read, what is intriguing about 
these texts is that, quantitatively, this indoctrination characteristic is resting solely upon a very small 
proportion of the school textbook contents. Furthermore, the messages these texts can be interpreted 
to contain and the images they imply are closely aligned with Government policies of the day, that 
of an inculcation of a national pride among the school population. These texts then are a salient, 
prominent and arguably a deliberately introduced proportion of the textbook content throughout the 
century. Their inclusion in the textbooks can be associated with a strong Government policy 
investment. This salience will be addressed in more detail in Chapter 9. 

Secondly, the number of texts in the Neutral category overshadows all of the other 
categories and are the dominant group of texts of the Literary Reader. However, on analysis of the 
text types in the Neutral category, it is evident that there is no central theme nor set of themes in this 
category that focus the contents or organise them in any way. For example, the prose texts in the 
1931 schoolbook include such diverse titles as How the Bees Work I, II., The Golden Bowl and 
Wonderful Trees while the poem texts include such titles as A Song of Work, God Made All and 
Kylemore Lake.776 The prose texts in the 1958 schoolbook include such titles as By Air to Paris, Our 
Lord and the Children and The Wonderful Story of the Eel and the poem texts include such titles as 
The Clocks, My Heart’s in the Highlands and The Sea-Gull in the Garden.777 The texts in the 1974 
schoolbook include such titles as Famous Indian Warriors, Whiddy Island Oil Terminal and 
Waving at trains.778 Thus there is no umbrella theme or controlling idea in the Neutral text category 
knitting the list of text titles and contents together into one or more connected themes.  

The remaining two categories, Oppression and Resistance and Unknown, will not be 
discussed here as they both account for very small proportions of the schoolbook contents and have 
no impact of the study focus. All the above points are elaborated and discussed in Chapter 9 below. 
The data provided above is not a complete representative breakdown of the whole corpus but it does 
serve to highlight an approximate text percentage that was being allocated to texts with Gaelic 

                                                 
776 Chapter 5. Appendix 4. Textbook Contents 1931 & 1936 
777 Chapter 5. Appendix 6. Textbook Contents - 1958 
778 Chapter 5. Appendix 8. Textbook Contents - 1974 
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Antiquity themes in the English Literary Reader textbooks. When considering that there was a 
History Book also in use in the curriculum, the amount of text included in the English Literary 
Reader with a theme related to Gaelic Antiquity is worthy of note, as it is ranges from 7.7% to as 
much as 42.3%. In his thesis Bennett states that “(A)ccording to the Council of Education, the study 
of history was next in influence after religion in creating and fostering a training in citizenship, and 
the love of country.”779  

Based on such a finding alone, one can deduce that the inclusion of mythological tales and 
other texts with a Gaelic Antiquity theme was a considered policy by elements within the 
Government and the Department of Education. Furthermore, considering the evidence presented in 
Chapter 4 related to the attention given to religious school textbooks by the Department (the 
Department’s communication with the Archbishop of Dublin), one may assume the Department was 
also careful when considering other types of text included in the school textbooks, especially when 
these texts helped to forward or strengthen a government policy.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 

As mentioned above, the National School textbook is an influential and important publication both 
in its delivery and in its imparting of particular viewpoints and beliefs within the school learning 
environment and beyond. It is capable of having quite an impact on the developing minds that read 
and studied it during the formative years spent at National School. This Chapter has detailed the 
administrative position the Department of Education held in relation to the dissemination and 
recycling of the National School textbooks from the 1920s up to and after the introduction of the 
New Primary School Curriculum in 1971. It has also presented the influential role the earlier 
publications of the Christian Brothers had on the form and content of the Literary Readers. It needs 
to be reiterated that this sampling of texts  is not a complete representation of the mythological texts 
used in the Literary Readers. It is a cross-sampling of the corpus which attempts to highlight an 
approximate percentage that was being allocated to texts with a Gaelic antiquity content or theme in 
the Literary Readers over the study period in question. With a better understanding of the 
development, content and thematic concerns of these publications, it is now time to introduce and 
outline the actual mythological tales that were included in these school books.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
779 J. Bennett, op.cit. (Maynooth, 1992), p.314. 


