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The Politics of Expansion
A study of educational policy in the Republic of Ireland
1957-1971

SUMMARY

This project set out to investigate the far-reaching transformation in the state’s
educational policy, which took place within the space of a single decade, between the late 1950s
and the early 1970s. A wide variety of significant changes in the educational system were
initiated in this period, but the transformation in the state’s policy approach, which provided the
essential context for these changes, has not received detailed historical analysis.

The Irish state’s policy towards education up to the 1950s was dominated by a
conservative consensus, which demanded a cautious and tentative approach by successive
governments towards the development of the educational system. The first indications that a
younger generation of politicians were seeking to promote a more active approach by the state
became apparent in the late 1950s, but progress was very limited until Sean Lemass’ intervention
in 1959. Lemass’ policy statement on the extension of the school leaving age in October 1959
marked the emergence of a viable government policy for the expansion of the educational system.
The transformation of the educational system was driven by a series of reforming initiatives
undertaken by the state in the 1960s. The reforms initiated by Dr. Patrick Hillery, as Minister for
Education between 1959 and 1965, involved significant policy changes, which were no less
important than the more dramatic measures announced by his successors. The new policy ideas
adopted by leading politicians and officials were heavily influenced by the Organisation for
Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD), which encouraged the policy changes in
various ways. The most important initiative proposed by the OECD in this period was a pilot
study of long-term needs for educational resources, which was undertaken by an Irish survey
team under the auspices of the international organisation and the Department of Education
between 1962 and 1965. The report of the survey team, Investment in Education, provided the
context and rationale for many of the reforms of the period. The confident and pro-active
approach taken by the Department of Education under successive ministers in the 1960s owed
much to the critical analysis of the Irish educational sector provided by the report. The
department, which had previously been distinguished by its hesitant and conservative approach to
educational problems, acted decisively to initiate reforms in almost every segment of the
educational system.

Donogh O’Malley’s dramatic initiative for the introduction of free post-primary
education was an important landmark in the rapid expansion of second-level education. But the
transformation of the educational system was not simply the product of free post-primary

education: it was an evolving process, which began in the late 1950s and continued throughout



the following decade. The expansion of higher technical education in this period was also a key
development, which extended educational opportunity and upgraded the status of technical
education within the third-level sector. The transformation of the Irish educational system was
shaped by persistent and far-reaching intervention on the part of the state. The almost bewildering
scope and pace of educational reform cannot be attributed solely to the efforts of reforming
ministers or officials within the Department of Education. Lemass played a central part in
initiating and directing the radical reform and expansion of Irish education during his term as
Taoiseach. The Department of Finance also gave a higher priority to education in this period than
in the previous decade, although the scale of the increase in educational expenditure increasingly
alarmed its senior officials by 1970. The pro-active policy approach adopted by the state in this
period contrasted sharply with the traditional conservative practice of the previous generation.

This study is based principally on archival material, which was not previously available
or was not fully exploited with regard to education. My study draws on the files of the
Department of Education, which are not yet publicly available. The files of the Department of the
Taoiseach for the 1960s also contain very considerable material on education, which has not been
fully examined in this context. The McQuaid Papers in the Dublin Diocesan Archives provided
an invaluable source of information on relations between the Catholic Hierarchy and the
Department of Education. The proceedings of the General Synod of the Church of Ireland and the
reports of the Secondary Education Committee, which was established by the Protestant churches
in 1965, gave a valuable insight into the approach followed by the Protestant educational
authorities in this period. My study has also drawn upon the proceedings of the Public Accounts
Committee, which have not previously been used in a study of educational policy. A wide range
of other archival and library material has also been consulted, including the records of the
Association of Secondary Teachers’ Ireland, the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation and the
Teachers’ Union of Ireland. This study seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of the
transformation of the state’s educational policy in the 1960s, based upon original archival

research.
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The Politics of Expansion
A study of educational policy in the Republic of Ireland
1957-1971

Introduction

The transformation of the Irish educational system, which was initiated in the
1960s, was the outcome of deliberate policy decisions taken by leading politicians and
officials. A wide variety of significant changes in the educational system were initiated in
this period, but the transformation in the state’s policy approach, which provided the
essential context for these changes, has not received detailed historical analysis. The
dramatic expansion of the educational sector in the 1960s cannot be fully explained
without considering the rapid and sweeping changes in education policy. The present
study seeks to explore the far-reaching policy changes adopted by the state in this period
and to investigate the impact of these changes on the Irish educational sector. The
transformation of the educational system was inextricably linked to the gradual evolution
of the state’s policy for educational expansion. This study seeks to investigate the origins
and development of the profound changes in educational policy adopted by politicians
and officials between the late 1950s and early 1970s.

There is no doubt that the educational policy of the Irish state was transformed
between the late 1950s and the early 1970s. The state’s timid and tentative approach to
education in the 1950s was based on a conservative consensus, which was shared by
politicians, senior officials and educational authorities. The Department of Education was
perceived by many contemporaries as a barrier to educational reform. Professor John J.
O’Meara of University College Dublin was by no means alone in his scathing critique of
the department in March 1958:

‘Hardly more than a ripple or two has come to disturb that stagnant pond which is
the Department of Education since the State was founded - and it would seem that hardly
aripple ever will - for that department seems to share some of the qualities of the natural
law: it seems to be immutable.”’

While conservative attitudes on the part of many stakeholders within the system
persisted throughout the 1960s, leading politicians and officials developed a pro-active
and interventionist policy for educational expansion. Indeed by the late 1960s the

Department of Education was regarded by the secondary school managerial authorities as

! John J. O’Meara, Reform in Education, p.6 (Mount Salus Press, Dublin, 1958)



an aggressive and insensitive force for change in the educational sector.” Sr. Eileen
Randles summarised the views of many secondary school managers when she argued in
1975 that the ‘intemperate zeal of the Department of Education officials’ aroused
considerable resentment among the secondary school authorities in the previous decade.’
These critical but strikingly divergent views of the department’s approach underlined the
fundamental transformation of the state’s policy within the space of a single decade.

The evolution of a pro-active, reforming approach by the state towards the
educational sector began in the late 1950s. The government’s adoption of a programme
of economic expansion in 1958 certainly encouraged the development of a more positive
appreciation of the potential benefits of education for national economic development.
The election of Sean Lemass as Taoiseach created a favourable political climate for the
formulation of a coherent reforming policy in education. The appointment by Lemass of
a succession of dynamic ministers, drawn from Fianna Fail’s younger generation, to head
the Department of Education also enhanced the status of the department and heightened
the profile of education as a political issue.* Domestic political and economic changes did
not provide the sole impetus for educational advances. The international context for the
policy changes should not be discounted, not least the Irish state’s involvement in the
Organisation for Co-operation and Development in Europe (OECD). The OECD’s
zealous promotion of scientific education and technological development among its
members exerted an important influence on the state’s educational policy.

The government’s educational policy initially evolved in a cautious and measured
fashion under the direction of Dr. Patrick Hillery, Minister for Education between 1959
and 1965. Séamus O Buachalla indeed suggested that ‘Hillery’s main role was
precursorial, preparing public and political opinion for the policy changes which were
still in preparation’.” This view suggests that Hillery’s term of office was important
largely because it prepared the way for key policy changes made by others. But it can
also be argued that the reforms initiated by Hillery involved significant policy changes,
which were no less important than the more dramatic measures announced by his
successors. The announcement by Hillery of the government’s plan for post-primary

education and the development of regional technological colleges on 20 May 1963

? E. Randles, Post-Primary Education in Ireland 1957-70, pp.322-323 (Dublin, 1975)

* Ibid

*S. O Buachalla, ‘Investment in Education: Context, Content and Impact’ Administration, vol.44, no.3
(Autumn 1996), p.10-20

5 S. O Buachalla, Education Policy in Twentieth Century Ireland, p.290 (Dublin, 1988)



underlined that the transformation of the state’s policy approach was already well
advanced in the early 1960s. The steady advance in the role and influence of the state
within the educational sector was reflected in the wide range of reforming initiatives
undertaken by the department under Hillery. While Lemass’ influence on the evolution of
the state’s policy was certainly significant, Hillery's own role in launching the process of
educational reform may well have been underestimated. Hillery’s contribution to the
reform and expansion of the Irish educational sector in this period deserves a detailed re-
appraisal.

The increasing importance attached to education as a key element in economic
development was reflected in the Second Programme for Economic Expansion, Part 1,
which gave considerable attention to the economic and social advantages of educational
expansion.’ Indeed it was alleged by various stakeholders within the educational system
that the government’s policy for educational reform was driven by economic
considerations. It would be foolish to argue that the government’s willingness to invest in
education had nothing to do with its concern to sustain economic progress. But the
commitment made by successive ministers to equality of educational opportunity in the
1960s is also relevant to any analysis of the various elements, which influenced the
state’s policy. The pro-active policy approach adopted by the state in this period was not
developed solely by ministers or senior officials. It is widely recognised that Investment
in Education, the report compiled by an Irish survey team between 1962 and 1965 under
the auspices of the OECD and the Department of Education, greatly influenced the
development of coherent educational planning by the department. The survey team’s
comprehensive analysis of the Irish educational system provided essential statistical data
for educational planning and shaped the policies adopted by George Colley, who served
as Minister for Education from April 1965 until July 1966.

Donogh O’Malley, who was the third reforming minister appointed by Lemass,
secured political immortality with his dramatic announcement of the introduction of free
post-primary education in September 1966. An assessment of the initiative for free post-
primary education has to consider not only O’Malley’s undoubted personal commitment
to the initiative, but also the influence of Investment in Education, the preparations within

the Department of Education for some form of free education by 1970 and the role of

® The Second Programme for Economic Expansion, Part Il, laid by the Government before each House
of the Oireachtas, July 1964, p.193 (Stationery Office, Dublin, 1964)



Lemass in facilitating educational reform. O’Malley’s influence has to be considered in
terms of his overall contribution to the transformation of the educational system, not
simply on the basis of his dramatic initiative for free second-level education. O’Malley’s
role in the expansion of higher technical education in the late 1960s has perhaps been
obscured by the greater public drama of his announcement on free education. Moreover
the Minister’s achievements should be seen in the context of Lemass’ commitment to
give priority to educational expansion in the allocation of scarce national resources.

Education in Ireland has attracted considerable academic interest, but there has
been no detailed historical analysis of the transformation of educational policy in the
1960s. Dr. Séamus O Buachalla has provided a detailed examination of the policy
process in his work Education Policy in Twentieth Century Ireland (Dublin, 1988).” This
work deals with the process of policy formulation and implementation in the first eight
decades of twentieth century and by its nature gives relatively little attention to the
development of educational policy in the 1960s. Professor John Coolahan also gives an
overview of educational change between 1960 and 1980 in his work, Irish education: its
history and structure (IPA, Dublin, 1981).® This is an informative commentary on the
extent of the educational changes after 1960, which is not intended to deal in detail with
the development of the state’s policy for educational expansion. A more recent work by
Dr. Eileen Doyle, Leading the Way: Managing Voluntary Schools (Secretariat of
Secondary Schools, 2000), focuses primarily on the development of the managerial
bodies in secondary education.” All of these works provide valuable insights concerning
the evolution of the Irish educational system in the twentieth century. There is a need,
however, for a comprehensive historical analysis of the far-reaching changes in the
educational sector in the 1960s.

This study is based principally on archival material, which was not previously
available for research purposes or was not fully exploited with regard to education. My
study draws on the records of the Department of Education, which are not yet publicly
available. No policy files from the Department of Education after 1932 are available in
the National Archives, but I was fortunate to gain access to the records held by the
department itself. While all of the relevant material was not available within the

department, the available material was extensive, particularly with regard to primary and

7'S. O Buachalla, Education Policy in Twentieth Century Ireland (Dublin, 1988)

% J. Coolahan, Irish Education: its history and structure, pp.131-140 (IPA, Dublin, 1981)

? E. Doyle, Leading the Way: Managing Voluntary Secondary Schools (Secretariat of Secondary
Schools, 2000)



post-primary education. The files of the Department of the Taoiseach in the National
Archives also provided very full documentation on education, including extensive
records of the Department of Education, which were unavailable elsewhere. The records
of the Department of the Taoiseach had not been fully examined in this context
previously and yielded much valuable information especially concerning the interaction
between Lemass and successive Ministers for Education. The records of the Department
of Finance, especially its Economic Development Branch, also contained substantial
material on education and on the Irish’s state interaction with the OECD in the early
1960s. My study has also drawn upon the proceedings of the Public Accounts
Committee, which have not previously been used in a study of educational policy.

The McQuaid Papers in the Dublin Diocesan Archives provided an invaluable
source of information on relations between the Catholic Hierarchy and the Department of
Education in this period. The archive of the Secretariat of Secondary Schools was a rich
source for the papers of most of the Catholic managerial bodies, including the
Conference of Convent Secondary Schools, the Council of Managers of Catholic
Secondary Schools and the Catholic Headmasters’ Association. My study has also drawn
upon the records of the Irish Christian Brothers and the Irish Jesuit Archives: the records
of the Jesuit order contain papers and correspondence which have not previously been
used in a study of education in this period. I also consulted the proceedings ofthe Journal
of the General Synod of the Church of Ireland and the reports of the Secondary
Education Committee (SEC), which illustrated the views of the Protestant churches and
educational authorities to the process of educational expansion.

A wide range of additional archival and library material has also been consulted,
including the records of all three teaching unions and the Irish Vocational Education
Association. The back issues of national and local newspapers in the National Library,
which have not been fully exploited with regard to education, proved a valuable source
for ministerial announcements and public reaction to educational initiatives. Personal
papers are unfortunately not available for several prominent public figures in this period,
including Sean Lemass, Jack Lynch, George Colley and Donogh O’Malley. My study
has drawn upon the papers of other public figures, including General Richard Mulcahy
and Cearbhall O Dalaigh, which are available in the Archives Department of University
College Dublin. I have also undertaken a number of interviews with retired public
figures, including politicians, officials of the Department of Education and academics

who participated in the policy decisions of the period.



This study focuses on the expansion and development of the Irish educational
system from primary to third-level education. The thesis does not attempt to evaluate
developments relating to the reformatory and industrial schools, which came formally
under the remit of the Department of Education, although the policy issues affecting
reformatory education and juvenile detention also involved the Departments of Justice
and Health. The area of reformatory education is not explored by this study as it remains
a matter of contemporary controversy and much of the essential primary source material
is still inaccessible. The study therefore seeks to evaluate the influence exerted by the
policy changes in this period on the development of primary, post-primary and higher

education.




Chapter 1
The Conservative Consensus and the Origins of Reform
1957-59

“You have your teachers, your managers and your churches and I regard the
position as Minister in the Department of Education as that of a kind of dungaree
man, the plumber who will make satisfactory communications and streamline the
forces and potentialities of the educational workers and educational management
in this country. He will take the knock out of the pipes and will link up
everything. I would be blind to my responsibility if I insisted on pontificating or
lapsed into an easy acceptance of an imagined duty to philosophise here on
educational matters.”’
General Richard Mulcahy, Minister for Education in two inter-party governments
between 1948 and 1957, clearly expressed his view of the Irish educational system in his
statement to the Dail on 19 July 1956. The system was characterised by the
predominance of private interests, notably the Catholic and Protestant churches,
especially at post-primary level. The Minister’s statement was entirely consistent not
only with the prevailing practice of the Department of Education but with the dominant
political consensus concerning the state’s limited role in the development of the
educational system. Certainly Mulcahy’s Fianna Fail successor Jack Lynch gave no
indication that the limited role of the state in managing or directing the educational
system caused him any concern. Indeed he strongly defended the educational
achievements of the Irish system in June 1958, claiming that ‘misleading statements’
made by left-wing politicians and critical commentators would undermine the reputation
of Irish education abroad.” But while Lynch’s public pronouncements paid homage to the
conservative consensus of the previous generation, the new Minister proved willing to
initiate incremental reforms, especially in primary education where his actions were least
likely to involve conflict with established private interests.

The traditional policy approach followed by the state was accurately reflected in
the statement by Mulcahy, who served as Minister for Education between 1948-51 and
1954-57, on 19 July 195€<I§/fulcahy’s minimalist conception of the role of the Minister
and the Department of Education assumed that the management and direction of the

educational system rested with private managers and the churches, with unspecified input

' Ddil Debates, vol. 159, col.1494, 19 July 1956
? Ibid., 1489-1503



from the teache}y He had effectively disclaimed all responsibility for the formulation of
educational policy and indicated that the only viable role for the Minister was to facilitate
the work of the private interests, which controlled the educational system. Mulcahy wasa
staunch defender of the educational system, which had evolved in the independent Irish
state. Mulcahy’s highly restrictive definition of the state’s role in education was a
reflection of the consensus of the era. Sean O’Connor. who was appointed as a Principal
Officer in the department in 1956 and was personally appalled by Mulcahy’s statement,
commented that: ‘The sentiments he expressed, however, were in full accord with the
senior officials of the Department.”* Similarly, James Dukes, who served as Private
Secretary to Mulcahy, Jack Lynch and Patrick Hillery, believed that the senior officials
regarded Education, with some reason, as a junior department, under-staffed, under-
resourced and unable to take on any additional responsibilities: ‘they were up to their ears
with work and it was very tight where money was concerned.”> Mulcahy had expressed
openly the accepted position of the department.

The financial constraints imposed by the Department of Finance, especially
pressure for cuts in the Education Estimates between 1955 and 1957, also reinforced the
prevailing official reluctance to take a pro-active approach to the formulation of
education policy.® Dukes recalled: ‘We were completely under the thumb of Finance’.”
The Department of Education informed the Public Accounts Committee that no vacancies
for the positions of school inspectors could be filled without seeking the permission of
the Department of Finance.® Moreover the Secretary was not allowed to take any
measures to fill a vacancy until an actual retirement had occurred and even then
vacancies could not be filled as they arose, as the department was obliged to wait until a
number of vacancies could be filled en bloc.” Moreover efforts were made by the
Department of Finance to curtail national school building, teacher salaries and schemes
for the promotion of the Irish language during Mulcahy's second term as Minister. The

Minister for Finance, Gerry Sweetman, proposed a series of stringent restrictions on

educational expenditure in August 1954, including a reduction of future capital

3 Ibid., O Buachalla, Education Policy, p.274

* 8. O’Connor, A Troubled Sky: Reflections on the Irish Educational Scene 1957-68, p. 2 (Dublin,
1986)

3 Interview with James Dukes, 28 April 2003

¢ Interview with James Dukes, 4 December 2000

7 Interview with James Dukes, 4 December 2000

8 Report of the Committee of Public Accounts, Appropriation Accounts 1948-49, p.65 (Dublin, 1951)
? Ibid.



investment in vocational education.'” Mulcahy firmly defended his departmental
estimates and succeeded in blocking most of the cuts sought by the Department of
Finance at the outset of his second term, although he was obliged to accept reductions in
expenditure for secondary and vocational education in 1956."' Mulcahy had, however,
little inclination to promote new policy initiatives. While Education, like other
government departments, endured financial constraints in this period, it also appears that
Mulcahy and his senior officials did not seriously attempt to challenge the prevailing
financial orthodoxy or expand the role of their department. Mulcahy himself was
perceived by his officials as a decent and conscientious public figure but not a forceful or
innovative minister.'” He was not associated with any significant policy initiative during
his second term as Minister for Education between 1954 and 1957. Mulcahy was deeply
committed to the revival of the Irish language, but this commitment was expressed in his
implementation of existing departmental policy. The programmes organised by the
department to promote the Irish language, including special courses for teachers and
funding for Irish publications, were maintained under Mulcahy's stewardship in the face
of demands for severe reductions in such programmes by the Department of Finance."
Mulcahy’s approach fully reflected the existing minimalist approach of'the Irish state in
education, which was based upon the assumption that the policy initiative rested
primarily with private, mainly clerical, interests.'* The Department of Education did not
challenge the predominant position held by clerical managers or religious orders within
primary and secondary education until the 1960s."

_ Moreover a key feature of the Irish educational system up to the 1950s was the
underdevelopment and neglect of vocational and technical education. Comprehensive
assurances had been given by John Marcus O’Sullivan, Minister for Education, to the
Catholic Hierarchy in October 1930 that the vocational schools would provide
continuation and technical education of a strictly practical character under the terms of

the Vocational Education Act 1930: they would not provide general education, which
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would continue to be given in primary and secondary schools.'® OSullivan specifically
assured the Bishops that a more universal system of post-primary education would not be
achieved through the extension of the vocational system.'” Successive governments since
1930 had maintained the vocational character of the sector, which was guaranteed by the
Vocational Education Act and the Minister’s assurances to the Hierarchy.'® Vocational
school students were denied access to the Intermediate and Leaving Certificate
examinations and restricted to a two-year second level course for the Group Certificate.
The restrictions imposed by the state helped to ensure that the status of the vocational
system was always inferior to the prestige enjoyed by the private secondary schools. "

The deliberations of the Council of Education illustrated the conservative
attitudes towards education and the role of the state, which prevailed among the
educational authorities in this period. Mulcahy established the Council in April 1950 to
undertake a review of the functions of primary, secondary and vocational education.”’
The Council was intended to advise the Minister ‘upon such matters relating to
educational theory and practice as it might think fit and upon any educational questions
and problems referred to them by him.”*' The Council was entirely dominated by
established educational interests, especially clerical representatives of various
denominations. The membership of the Council was drawn largely from the ranks of the
educational authorities, excluding the teaching associations or formal representation by
pf.-lrents.22 Indeed twenty-six of the twenty-nine members appointed by Mulcahy were
professional educators and no less than eleven of the nominees were clergy of various
denominations: the Council was chaired by two Catholic clergymen, first by Canon Denis
O’Keeffe and then by Monsignor Martin Brenan.”® The narrowly based membership of
the Council underlined its status as a forum for powerful established interests, which had
the largest stake in the existing structures of the educational sector.

The Council made its report on primary education to Mulcahy in September 1954.

The report was generally conservative in its approach to educational problems. The

16 |etter from J.M. O’Sullivan TD, Minister for Education, to Dr. D. Keane, Bishop of Limerick, on the
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Council clearly rejected the idea of a higher statutory school leaving age and saw no
necessity to indicate any precise age for the end of primary education.?* The report also
strongly defended small one-teacher schools and regarded the transport of children to a
central school, instead of keeping an existing school open, as ‘an expedient of last
resort’.”” The Council’s conclusions on the management of national schools reflected its
hostility to state involvement in the educational system: the report expressed the fear that
an unhealthy perception of state control could be created by the term ‘National School’
and recommended that the designation of ‘Primary School’ should be used instead, to
indicate that the Irish schools were not in fact state schools.?® It is difficult to dispute the

dismissive verdict of Sean O’Connor, who described the report as ‘that lacklustre and

most conservative document’.?’

The second report of the Council, which dealt with the secondary school
programme, was even more dismissive of proposals for reform in second-level education.
The Council’s deliberations were informed by no great sense of urgency: it started its
analysis of the secondary school programme in 1954 and completed its report only in
November 1960.** The report presented a deeply conservative analysis, which gave
considerable emphasis to defending the distinctive character of secondary education in
Ireland. The Council started from the premise that the central purpose of secondary
schools was the inculcation of religious values: ‘The ultimate purpose of secondary
schools in Ireland is, in short, to prepare their pupils to be God-fearing and responsible
citizens.””” The report drew a sharp distinction between secondary and vocational
education, emphasizing that the liberal education, involving the all-round formation of
the individual, was the immediate object of the secondary school.’® The Council
proceeded to warn against the danger of giving excessive importance to science in
secondary education at the expense of general moral and intellectual development: they

argued that ‘demands are being made which would subordinate the general education of
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the secondary school to specialised study and sacrifice the formation of the man in the
interests of scientific progress.”'

The Council also showed a considerable suspicion of innovations, which might
involve increased state intervention in secondary education. The report noted with
approval that the involvement of the state in secondary education was limited and
defended the existing system, praising the co-operation between the department and the
private school authorities.”® The Council emphatically opposed the idea of a formal
system of vocational guidance operated by the state or indeed any public authority.™
They also categorically rejected any general scheme of ‘secondary education for all’ on
financial and educational grounds.*® The Council considered the idea of free post-primary
education although it was not directly relevant to its terms of reference and dismissed it
as ‘utopian’, as the state could not sustain the financial burden.”> Moreover they
considered a universal scheme of free secondary education to be objectionable on the
basis that it would reduce incentives for pupils and cause standards to fall. The Council
instead argued that private initiative, which should be supported by increased state grants
and scholarships, provided the best means of extending the facilities for secondary
education.’® The predominant attitude of the Council was not simply conservative and
hostile to state intervention, but also elitist in its conception of secondary education. The
report indicated that the managerial authorities represented on the Council were broadly
satisfied with the key features of the existing system and were reluctant to contemplate
significant changes.’’ The deeply conservative approach favoured by the Council ensured
that its influence on educational policy was virtually non-existent. The failure of the
Council of Education to make any impact underlined the strength of the conservative
consensus, which dominated the approach of the educational authorities in this period.
The hostility of powerful educational interests to any significant policy changes provided
much of the rationale for the timid and tentative approach towards educational policy
pursued by the state in the 1950s.

The replacement of General Mulcahy by Jack Lynch on 20 March 1957,

following the election of a Fianna Fail government led by Eamon de Valera, did not bring
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any immediate change in the state’s minimalist approach to education. Lynch maintained
cuts originally imposed by Mulcahy in secondary and vocational education, when he
announced his first Estimates as Minister on 1 May 1957.*® The Education Estimates.
which had been prepared by officials before Mulcahy’s departure from office, were
approved by Lynch without substantial amendment.*’ Mulcahy, in 1956, had imposed a
cut of 10% in the capitation grants paid to secondary schools and a reduction of 6% in the
annual state grants paid to the Vocational Education Committees (VECs).* Lynch
indicated that both cuts would be applied again in 1957-58 due to severe budgetary
problems, although he promised to review the reductions and expressed particular regret
that the cut affecting vocational education could not be reversed immediately.*' Perhaps
more significant than Lynch’s endorsement of his predecessor’s Estimates was the new
Minister’s commentary on the educational system in his speech on the Estimates. He
emphasized the importance of education, arguing that proper moral and social education
was required to inculcate civic virtues and discourage emigration by young people.** He
criticised unnecessary emigration, which was caused as much as by ‘a moral sickness’
afflicting many Irish people as by material conditions: he regarded education as an
essential means of overcoming this spiritual malaise and inculcating a strong national
spirit.** The Minister argued too that Ireland enjoyed a sound educational system, which
was not appreciated by critics of the system who propagated a misguided view ofthe role
of the state. While it was acknowledged that education in Ireland was faced with many
problems, Lynch emphasized that such problems were not solely a matter for the state.
The educational system was influenced by important private interests and the state could
not simply take control of the educational structures to enforce drastic changes. He
warned that a policy involving state control of education, which was, in his view, the
desired objective of such critics as the left-wing socialist TD, Dr. Noel Browne, would
require financial penalties to compel the participation of schools in a state system and
would infringe parental rights.** In his first major parliamentary contribution as Minister,
Lynch said little that was inconsistent with Mulcahy’s approach and endorsed the

traditional deference shown by the department to the private, clerical interests which
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dominated the educational system. The new Minister had at least indicated that the
department shared responsibility with private educational interests for the formulation of
future policy, suggesting that the Irish educational structure was a co-operative system in
which the state was obliged to work closely with the relevant educational interests.”
Lynch’s statement, however, was cautious and conventional, rejecting criticism of
educational provision as an unwarranted attempt to undermine the private managerial
system.

Lynch again enunciated his view ofthe Irish educational system in the Dailon 10
June 1958. The Minister argued, in his reply to the debate on the Education Estimates,
‘our system is fundamentally sound, that perhaps within the system there are defects, but
within the structure we can still cure many of these defects.”*® There was little sign that
Lynch saw any necessity for significant change in the state’s traditionally minimalist
approach to education. The Minister, however, gave a more reliable indication of his
intentions when he looked forward to the amelioration of educational problems by
working within the existing structure. Lynch’s general reference to unspecified defects in
the system, which were open to improvement, was consistent with his approach as a
cautious incremental reformer.

Despite the conventional tone of his rhetoric, Lynch gave indications that he was
ready to contemplate policy changes where reforms did not bring him into conflict with
established educational interests. He initiated a proposal for an oral Irish component
within the Leaving Certificate examination, announcing in his first Estimates speechon 1
May 1957 that he intended to conduct a study to determine the feasibility of such an oral
test.'” Lynch took a traditional approach in defending the established policy of reviving
the Irish language, praising the effort made to revive Irish in the schools and criticising
Fine Gael TD Patrick O’Donnell on 10 June 1958 for adopting a ‘defeatist view’, in
arguing that the language would fail unless priority was given to the Gaeltacht.*® The
Minister pointed that language revival was not simply a matter for the Department of
Education, as de Valera had announced the establishment of a Commission on the
restoration of the Irish language, which was to examine various means of achieving the

revival of Irish.”’ The Taoiseach took the leading role in determining the terms of
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reference for the Commission, which was established in July 1958.° Lynch was,
however, strongly committed to the introduction of an oral Irish test, believing that it
would be greatly beneficial for the teaching of Irish.”' Following the completion of a
favourable evaluation of the idea, the Secondary Education Branch indicated in a
progress report for the first quarter of 1958, that it had been decided to introduce the oral
test in Irish for the Leaving Certificate Examination in 1960.”> Lynch announced the
introduction of the oral test in the Dail on 22 May 1958, acknowledging that the
administration of the test would prove a difficult undertaking but expressing confidence
that the difficulties would be overcome by using not only Secondary inspectors but
national school inspectors also as examiners for the test.”” He strongly defended the
decision to introduce the oral test for the Leaving Certificate rather than the Intermediate
Certificate, arguing that the Leaving Certificate was the end-point of the Secondary
school course and oral Irish would therefore feature on the entire Secondary course from
the beginning.”* Lynch’s initiative was a significant curriculum innovation in the
teaching of Irish, especially in the context of the public emphasis given by successive

governments to the revival of the Irish language as a national objective.

Primary Education

The new Minister signalled another, more significant policy change very early in
his term. When Lynch replied to the debate on the Education Estimates for 1957-58, he
pledged to review the ban on the employment of married women teachers in national
schools.” Rule 72(1), which required women teachers to retire on marriage, had been
maintained by the department since 1933 despite the vociferous opposition of the
INTO.>® Lynch described the ban on 1 May 1957 as ‘a great waste of teaching power’.”’
While he made no commitment to change the rule, he had clearly demonstrated his
disagreement with the marriage ban maintained by the department for over twenty-five

years. Although his rhetoric remained cautious, the new Minister indicated early in his
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term of office that he was willing to reform traditional practices or policies, which were
outmoded or even detrimental to educational development.

The reforms initiated by Lynch, with the important exception of the oral Irish test,
involved primary education, the branch of the system in which the department exerted the
greatest influence. The Minister soon acted upon his commitment to review the marriage
ban, appointing a committee of six senior officials to examine the growing problem of
untrained teachers in national schools. The department had introduced the rule from 1
October 1934, in the context of the world economic depression, a declining population
and a surplus of teachers.” The situation was very different by the late 1950s, as the
number of pupils in the national schools was steadily increasing, growing from an
average enrolment 0f 472,536 in 1953-54 to 490,700 in 1957-58.%° The gradual increase
in the national school population meant that the output of trained teachers was
insufficient to deal with the increased demand, although the teacher training colleges
were fully subscribed.®” As the Department recognised a category of untrained teachers,
known as Junior Assistant Mistress, the marriage ban encouraged the employment of
untrained teachers, although national school managers also tended to employ married
women teachers on a temporary basis — no less than 235 married women teachers had
been given temporary appointments by 1957-58.°' But the shortage of trained teachers
was a severe problem for the national schools. 3,018 untrained teachers, out of a total of
13,262 serving teachers, were working in primary education in 1955-56; approximately
22% of all national school teachers were untrained in 1957-58.°* The marriage ban was
therefore a liability which was actively detrimental to the further development of primary
education. Lynch had clearly recognised a compelling case for the removal of the
marriage ban as early as May 1957, when he had told the Dail that the ban was a waste of
teaching power.®” The committee of senior officials also favoured a re-appraisal of the
policy in the light of the educational loss involved in the compulsory retirement of

trained teachers and of the shortage of trained teachers in the national schools. They
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expressed grave concern at the employment of a substantial number of untrained
teachers: over 2,000 lay women teachers serving in national schools on 30 June 1957
were untrained.” The departmental committee also took into account ‘present-day trends
in relation to the employment of married women’, acknowledging that the employment of
married women was becoming part of ‘the pattern of life in many countries.”®> Moreover
a continuation of the rule meant that expenditure on training colleges for women teachers
was increasingly unproductive, while the withdrawal of the ban allowed the department
to reclaim the marriage gratuity from married women teachers who returned to the
recognised teaching service and phase out payment of the gratuity for the future.*® The
senior officials of the department therefore perceived significant advantages in the
abolition of the rule: James Dukes recalled that ‘they finally said, let’s get rid of the ban,
save money and placate the Department of Finance, and provide trained teachers.’®’
The review announced by Lynch led rapidly to the removal of the marriage ban.

The Minister proposed the abolition of the rule to the government on 28 April 1958,
emphasizing that the policy change was dictated by the necessity ‘to alleviate the present
untenable position in regard to untrained and unqualified women teachers serving in
national schools’.®® The Cabinet approved the removal of the marriage ban on 20 May.*’
The Secretary issued a circular to the national schools in June 1958, which provided for
its abolition. Rule 72(1) was revoked with effect from 1 July 1958.”° All women teachers
who had retired under the rule became eligible for permanent employment in the national
schools. Married women teachers who held temporary appointments were recognised in a
permanent and pensionable capacity from 1 July.” The conditions laid down by the
department provided for the restoration of such teachers to the point on the salary scale
which they had reached before their involuntary retirement: married women teachers

were obliged to refund their marriage gratuity to obtain credit in respect of previous
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service for the purpose of pension and retirement benefits.” The circular also confirmed
that no credit for any purpose would be given to teachers for the period between their
retirement on marriage and their re-appointment as recognised national school teachers.”
Finally the department indicated that no women teachers appointed after the removal of
the marriage ban would be eligible for a marriage gratuity; only teachers serving in a
substantive capacity before 30 June 1958 were eligible for the payment.”* The senior
officials had accepted the case for revoking the marriage ban ostensibly to expand the
supply of trained teachers. The department’s progress report for the second quarter of
1958 expressed the hope that the removal of the Rule would ‘help to relieve to some
extent the current shortage of trained teachers.’” The conditions laid down for the re-
entry of the married women teachers to recognised employment, however, indicated that
the department also hoped to make savings in the short-term on the basis of the rule
change.” The rapid progress of the initiative to revoke the rule can be explained by
official recognition that it was financially prudent as well as educationally desirable to
allow married women teachers back into the permanent teaching service.

Lynch made the educational case for the decision when he announced the removal
of the marriage ban in the Dail on 22 May 1958 in the course of the debate on the
Estimates for 1958-59. He noted with disapproval that a substantial proportion of the
teachers in national schools were untrained, while at least 85 trained women teachers
were being lost annually due to Rule 72(1 ).”” He criticised the educational effects of the
ban, arguing that married women teachers were being forced to retire from recognised
teaching posts by the time they had reached an effective standard of teaching.”® The
Minister declared that there was ‘no reasonable alternative’ to the removal of the ban,
which would potentially provide between 400 and 500 married women teachers for
permanent service in the national schools, including the trained temporary teachers
already re-employed in the system. ” The department had also estimated that

approximately 85 additional teachers would be available annually for primary education
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as a consequence of the abolition of the ban.*” Lynch emphasized that the initiative would
significantly expand the supply of trained teachers in the national schools and would
facilitate an improvement in the pupil-teacher ratio.*' The Minister placed the greatest
emphasis on the genuine educational considerations, which demanded the removal of the
marriage ban.

Lynch continued to defend the initiative as an essential reform dictated by
educational considerations on 11 June 1958, when he outlined the specific terms of the
decision to the Dail. When Mulcahy questioned the social grounds for the decision,
Lynch replied that the marriage ban was ‘educationally indefensible’ and reiterated that it
represented a severe loss to the state of effective teaching capacity.®* He asserted too that
greater security of tenure for women teachers would encourage more effective and
dedicated teaching. The Minister did not ignore social arguments which might support
the decision, arguing that the provision of more married teachers was socially desirable,
as emigration from both rural and urban areas could be reduced by encouraging married
teachers to settle in their communities on a long-term basis. He bluntly dismissed
Mulcahy’s concern about the propriety of mothers returning to the teaching force,
arguing that ‘a mother has the necessary poise and maturity’ to deal with children.® But
on the whole Lynch made the case that the initiative was based on unassailable
educational grounds, informing Deputies that it was his duty to provide ‘the highest form
of education for all our children’.** Lynch’s central contention that the marriage ban was
educationally wrong and damaging to primary education was not seriously challenged by
opposition politicians. While Mulcahy expressed reservations about the reversal of a
policy maintained by all parties for a quarter of a century, he did not vigorously oppose
it, indicating that he did not wish to make it a matter of partisan controversy.” Brendan
Corish TD, speaking for the Labour Party, argued that only improved conditions for
teachers, not the removal of the marriage ban, would relieve the scarcity of trained
teachers and regarded the removal of the rule as a bad precedent in the absence of any
debate on the employment of female public servants in general.*® But Corish referred

only briefly to the ban and did not offer any suggestion that the Minister’s proposal
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should be rejected. The Minister’s initiative was also accepted without serious
controversy by the most influential educational interests. The initiative satisfied a long-
term demand of the INTO, which had strongly advocated the withdrawal of the rule since
its introduction: the policy change marked a significant success for the national teachers’
union.*” More importantly, the most powerful clerical interest in the educational system,
the Catholic Hierarchy, was essentially neutral towards the policy change. A
memorandum from the Minister, indicating his reasons for removing the marriage ban,
was simply noted without any further comment, by the general meeting of the Irish
Hierarchy on 24 June 1958.%® The department had introduced the rule and neither the
Hierarchy nor the clerical managers showed any desire to defend it if the state now
wished to reverse its own long-term policy. The removal of the marriage ban was an
initiative, which commanded widespread acquiescence or even active support among
influential forces in Irish education.

The return of married women teachers to permanent employment in the national
schools allowed the department to reduce its dependence on untrained teachers. The
removal of the ban was followed by the Minister’s decision to end the formal recruitment
of untrained teachers.*” Lynch announced on 8 April 1959 that the competition for the
category of Junior Assistant Mistress was being discontinued.” The indefinite suspension
of recruitment for the position of Junior Assistant Mistress was facilitated by the return of
approximately 250 married women teachers to the recognised teaching service in
September 1958. Lynch estimated in April 1959 that the end of the marriage ban
provided about 330 additional trained teachers in 1958-59. ’! The decision to stop the
recruitment of Junior Assistant Mistresses did not end the practice of employing
untrained teachers but it ensured that such appointments would be temporary and
indicated a new commitment by the department to achieve a fully trained teaching
service.”” The removal of the marriage ban brought an end to the department’s policy of
recruiting a recognised category of untrained teachers. The rule change also paved the

way for a modest improvement in the pupil-teacher ratio, which was announced by the
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Minister in April 1959. The unit figures, which governed the appointment of assistant
teachers, were reduced in national schools from 1 July 1959 to allow the appointment of
a second assistant teacher on the basis of lower average ratios.”> While the improvement
was marginal, it established a new element in educational policy. Lynch’s improvement
in the pupil-teacher ratio would be expanded by his successors.”* The government made a
definite commitment for the first time to achieve a gradual improvement of the pupil-
teacher ratio in primary education. The removal of the marriage ban was not only an
important policy change in its own right, but also paved the way for new efforts by the
state to minimise the dependence upon untrained teachers and to improve the pupil-
teacher ratio in national schools. The policy change also underlined a new willingness on
the part of the Minister and the senior officials of the department to reform traditional
policies, which were damaging to the educational system and detrimental to the prospects
for educational expansion.

The removal of Rule 72 (1) was the most significant policy change introduced by
Lynch. The decision was the most important element in a process of incremental reform
at primary level, which revised the established framework for the appointment, training
and inspection of national teachers. Lynch announced the revision of the procedures for
the recruitment of lay teachers to the teacher training colleges on 22 May 1958.”° The
competition for lay candidates, who were not students of the Preparatory Colleges, was
based on the results of the Leaving Certificate examination along with the outcome of
oral and practical tests held during Easter week.” The students from the Preparatory
Colleges received access to the training colleges on a preferential basis: 25% of all the
places in the training colleges were reserved for them and such students were also
allowed entry to the training colleges without further competition, provided they fulfilled
the minimum Leaving Certificate requirements for entry.”’ The Minister did not alter the
preferential allocation of places to students of the Preparatory Colleges, but reformed the
process of recruitment for all lay applicants. The ‘Easter orals’ were ended from 1959
and instead an order of merit based on the Leaving Certificate results, was introduced.”®

The highest placed candidates on this list were required to undergo an oral test and an
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interview, conducted by a board drawn equally from departmental inspectors and
representatives of the training colleges.g9 The introduction of the interview for all
candidates enabled the department and the college authorities to evaluate candidates on
their suitability for the teaching profession, not on their examination results alone and
also gave the college authorities a voice in the selection of the entrants for the first
time.'"” The effect of the revision of the admission procedures was relatively modest.
Although candidates could now be assessed by the interview boards, departmental
officials recognised that the most effective evaluation was still provided by the training
course itself.'”" The reform of the admission procedures for the training colleges was
perhaps most significant as an indication of the department’s readiness to modify a
traditional system of recruitment and seek a more realistic assessment of the suitability of
candidates for primary teaching.

The reform of the system of national school inspection was a more controversial
policy change, which was vigorously promoted by Lynch and the Secretary of the
department, Dr. Tarlach O Raifeartaigh, with the support of Dr. John Charles McQuaid,
Archbishop of Dublin. Lynch indicated on 22 May 1958, in the course of the debate on
the Estimates for 1958-59, that he had initiated a review of the system of inspection for
national school teachers. ' The review had been initiated at the request of the INTO: the
national teachers’ union was vocally critical of the system of inspection, which its leaders
had described as oppressive and dominated by the use of threats against national
teachers.'”® The INTO particularly objected to the form of the inspector’s report, which
awarded ‘merit marks’ in each subject giving marks ranging from “Very Satisfactory’ to
‘Not Satisfactory’.'™ Previous efforts by the INTO to achieve a revision of the inspection
regime had been frustrated by the opposition of the school managers and the Catholic
Hierarchy. The Catholic bishops and the managers of all denominations had only
reluctantly accepted the previous reform of the inspection system in 1949, which had
involved the abolition ofthe ‘Highly Efficient’ rating for national schoolteachers. ' The

INTO officers had made further proposals for reform, which were considered by a
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conference on national school inspection composed of representatives of the managers,
the Catholic Hierarchy, the department and the teachers on 31 January and 1 February
1956."% The INTO proposals, including the termination of formal general inspection and
the removal of the ‘merit mark’ were opposed by the Catholic school managers and the
Hierarchy’s representative, Dr. McQuaid, although the Protestant school managers were
willing to consider the proposals.'”’

The INTO were by no means deterred by the Hierarchy’s rejection of their
proposals, seeking a further conference to review the question again in 1957. 108 Lynch
and the senior officials were sympathetic to the national teachers’ case and hoped to
achieve reform of the system of inspection. The position of the Minister was clearly
illustrated in correspondence between O Raifeartaigh and Dr. James Fergus, Bishop of
Achonry and joint secretary to the Hierarchy.'” O Raifeartaigh brought Lynch’s views to
the attention of the Hierarchy in a letter addressed to Fergus on 12 June 1957.""" The
Minister proposed to end annual inspections except for teachers on probation and
teachers rated ‘Not Satisfactory’."'" The Observation Book would be discontinued as a
record of the inspector’s comments on individual teachers; the inspector would in future
record only the date and duration of his visit, the number of pupils present and the nature
of his business.''* Most significantly, the Secretary sought clarification on Lynch’s behalf
ofthe Hierarchy’s view on the ‘merit mark’.'"? O Raifeartaigh indicated that the Minister
was sympathetic to the INTO argument that the ‘merit mark’ could not adequately reflect
the complexity of a teacher’s work: moreover the senior inspectors themselves had
advised that the replacement of the “‘merit mark” by a continuous narrative, outlining the
work of the teacher, was educationally sound at least for satisfactory teachers. The
Minister had also been advised by the officials that the replacement of the ‘merit mark’
would promote ‘fuller co-operation and harmony’ between the relevant educational
interests.''* The Secretary informed Fergus that Lynch proposed to discontinue the ‘merit
mark’ for all teachers except those on probation or teachers considered ‘Not

Satisfactory’. Similarly the ‘merit mark’ would no longer be used to assess any schools
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except for newly established capitation schools or schools rated ‘Not Satisfactory’. The
Minister was seeking the Hierarchy’s views before coming to a final decision, but O
Raifeartaigh clearly indicated that Lynch favoured the replacement of the “merit mark”
and a wide-ranging reform of the inspection system.'"

Lynch certainly hoped to improve relations between the department and the
national teachers through a comprehensive reform of the system of inspection, which
would remove a deeply held grievance repeatedly raised by the INTO over the previous
decade. It was a sensible move in political terms to conciliate the vocal and increasingly
powerful INTO. But it is evident that Lynch and his senior advisers were also influenced
by educational considerations. Senior officials of the department no longer regarded the
traditional inspection regime, which retained features of the system introduced by the
British administration in Ireland at the beginning of the twentieth century, as reasonable
or even viable in the circumstances of the late 1950s. Sean O’Connor, who served as a
Principal Officer in the Primary Education Branch between 1956 and 1965, described the
inspection system as ‘intolerable to any professional body’ because of the level of power
given to the inspectors.''® The Department had little to gain by maintaining a system
which was causing increasing tension between teachers and inspectors and so the
Secretary, O Raifeartaigh, took the lead in the negotiations with the INTO and the
Catholic Hierarchy concerning the removal of the controversial ‘merit mark’.""”’

While Lynch and the senior officials had resolved to achieve a comprehensive
reform of the inspection system, they were obliged to seek the agreement of the school
managers and the Catholic Bishops, who exerted the greatest influence over the Catholic
managers. The agreement of the Hierarchy was not easily secured. The Catholic Bishops
considered the Secretary’s proposal at the general meeting of the Hierarchy on 25 June
1957 and agreed that they would consent to the abolition of the “merit mark’ only on
condition that the ‘Highly Efficient’ rating for national teachers was restored.''® The
Hierarchy’s response was in effect a definite rejection of the department’s proposal on
inspection. Dr. James Staunton, Bishop of Ferns, who was willing to accept the
Department’s proposal, accurately summarised the position reached by the majority of

the Hierarchy: “They approved a statement, which, though not absolutely insisting on the
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retention of the “merit mark’, in its general tone did so insist.”'"* The opposition of the
Hierarchy presented a formidable obstacle to the Minister’s proposal. The Catholic
national school managers took their lead from the Bishops and were in any event
unenthusiastic about the removal of the ‘merit mark’."*” Lynch sought to overcome the
Hierarchy’s opposition by initiating negotiations directly with McQuaid, who had
expressed willingness to consider a modification of the inspection system in
correspondence with Labhras O Muirithe, the previous Secretary, in June 1956."%' O
Raifeartaigh addressed a detailed communication to McQuaid on 11 January 1958,
arguing on behalf of the Minister in favour of the replacement of the ‘merit mark’.'** The
Secretary made two key arguments in favour of the proposal. Firstly he noted that Lynch
wished to replace the ‘merit mark’ on educational grounds, in accordance with the views
of the senior inspectors. The Secretary also reiterated the more pragmatic rationale cited
in his previous correspondence; McQuaid was informed that the Minister placed great
importance on the achievement of greater harmony between the various educational
interests, which could be secured by the abolition of the ‘merit mark’.'** O Raifeartaigh
sought McQuaid’s assistance in raising the issue with the Bishops once more. The
Archbishop was requested to propose the replacement of the ‘merit mark’ with a
continuous narrative ‘in the trust that their Lordships will on further consideration see
their way to modify their view in the matter.”'** The Secretary had asked McQuaid,
politely but clearly, to induce the Hierarchy to change their mind and support the
Minister’s proposal.

McQuaid responded favourably to the Secretary’s overture, minuting a
handwritten comment on O Raifeartaigh’s letter, which indicated his agreement to the
proposal on condition that the continuous narrative gave an evaluation of the teacher’s
work equivalent to the ‘merit mark’.'*> Moreover he immediately agreed to communicate
the views of the Minister to the Bishops at the meeting of the Hierarchy’s Standing

8.126

Committee on 14 January 195 McQuaid’s intervention transformed the position of

the Hierarchy. Following a discussion by the Standing Committee, the Bishops agreed, at
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their general meeting on 24 June 1958, to the proposal for the replacement of the ‘merit
mark” by a narrative report, ‘in deference to the wishes of the Minister for Education®.'*’
They stipulated that the new narrative report should make an assessment on the teacher’s
work which would fulfil a similar function to the previous procedure: not surprisingly
this condition, set by McQuaid, was accepted by the Minister and incorporated within the
reformed system of inspection.'”® The importance of McQuaid’s intervention was
acknowledged by Lynch himself. Following the Hierarchy’s formal acceptance of the
reform, Lynch warmly thanked McQuaid for his intervention in a letter addressed to the
archbishop on 3 July 1958.'%° The Minister acknowledged that he had been greatly
concerned to win the agreement of the Bishops for the reform of the inspection system
and he believed that the Hierarchy’s decision had been made at McQuaid’s instigation.'*”
While the Hierarchy had claimed to be acting in deference to the wishes of the Minister,
their change of course was taken more in deference to the Archbishop of Dublin. The
interaction between the department and the Hierarchy concerning the abolition of the
‘merit mark’ underlined Lynch’s tenacity in pursuing the reform ofthe inspection system
despite the initial opposition of the Bishops. The episode also illustrated the continuing
power of the Catholic Hierarchy in the Irish educational system. The Minister was able to
proceed rapidly once the agreement of the Catholic Bishops had been achieved. The
revised directives for national inspection were announced in a letter to the INTO and the
school managers by O Raifeartaigh on 23 July 1958."' The main features of the reform
included the replacement of the ‘merit mark’ with a continuous narrative on the work of
the teacher, for all teachers except those on probation or with the rating “Not Satisfactory’
and the abandonment of obligatory general inspections every year for all teachers except
those in the same categories.">> The Observation Book, which had been used to record
the inspector’s comments on teachers, was discontinued.'** The Minister also clarified
the regulations on the teaching of oral Irish, indicating that a satisfactory rating could be

provided for teachers even when oral Irish was weak, unless the weakness was caused by

negligence.'** The reform of the inspection system was welcomed by the INTO General
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Secretary, D.J. Kelleher: the union’s former General Secretary T.J. O’Connell
commented, ‘A new and enlightened system of inspection had come into being.”'*’
Certainly the reformed system was much more acceptable to the primary teachers, who
were no longer subject to close and critical assessment by the inspectors as a result of the
changes in the reg,ul:f.ltions.13 ® The Minister, advised by the senior officials, had done
much to eliminate long-term grievances pursued by the INTO over the previous two
decades. The reforms introduced by Lynch between 1957 and 1959 established a revised
framework for the employment, inspection and training of national school teachers. The
reforms were primarily rule changes which, with the exception of the removal of the
marriage ban, were by no means radical in character. But the incremental reforms
implemented in this period reflected Lynch’s desire to adopt a more active approach than
his predecessors in confronting educational problems at primary level.

The department, however, remained cautious in dealing with issues which might
cause conflict with powerful educational interests, even in primary education where its
influence was strongest. When the INTO pressed for the abolition of the compulsory
Primary Certificate Examination in 1958, Lynch’s response was sympathetic but non-
committal. He informed the officers of the INTO on 9 January 1959 that he intended to
seek the opinions of all relevant educational interests about the examination."”’ He
assured the INTO that he was impressed by their case against the Primary Certificate, but
acted to placate school managers, who had made strong representations to the department
in favour of the compulsory examination, by indicating that any official action would be
preceded by consultation with the managers. 13 The Catholic Hierarchy and most school
managers were vehemently opposed to any undermining of the Primary Certificate.
Following a decision by the Standing Committee to make representations to the
Department, Dr. Fergus communicated to the Minister the collective position of the
Bishops on 27 January 1959. 139 Fergus indicated that the Bishops were strongly opposed
to the abolition of the Primary Certificate and warned the Minister that the abolition of
the examination in the face of pressure from the INTO ‘would be a great blow to the

prestige of the Bishops and Managers.”'*" The Hierarchy’s statement of adamant
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opposition to the undermining of the examination made any ministerial initiative on the
Primary Certificate hazardous and probably futile. Moreover the outcome of the
department’s consultation process with the various educational interests also evoked a
hostile response to the abolition of the examination. All the clerical managers, with the
sole exception of the Presbyterian managers, and all the religious teaching orders
favoured some form of examination.'"*' Lynch therefore took no further initiative
concerning the examination and the Primary Certificate was retained until 1968. The
Minister’s readiness to undertake incremental reforms in primary education did not
extend to the Primary Certificate, largely because any initiative threatened to provoke
conflict with most clerical managers and the Catholic Bishops. But the initiation of
moderate reforming measures under Lynch not only brought constructive advances in
primary education but also helped to pave the way for more radical initiatives by his
successors, as Lynch’s more active approach began to undermine the traditional pattern

of ministerial inertia in education.

Post-Primary Education

Shortly after taking up office, Lynch had expressed his view that state investment
in the Irish educational system was inadequate. He had argued in presenting the first
Estimates for his term on 1 May 1957 that Irish education suffered especially from the
allocation of insufficient resources.'** The Minister did not, however, have the resources
available to him to initiate major changes in the educational system.'** There was little
evidence of increased investment in education for most of Lynch’s term. The
government’s spending on primary, post-primary and higher education in 1958-59
revealed only a very modest increase from the previous year: indeed the state’s
expenditure on the secondary sector even showed a marginal decline (Table 1). Lynch
indicated on 22 May 1958 that he was unable to restore the cut in the capitation grants to
secondary schools and gave no timeframe for the reversal of the cut.'** The retention of
the 10% cut in the capitation grants underlined that secondary education continued to
suffer a decline in state support in real terms. The vocational sector fared better than

secondary education. Lynch secured the approval of the Cabinet on 17 December 1957
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for the restoration of the 6% cut in the annual grants to the VECs for 1958-59."* But
with the exception of the restoration of the cut affecting vocational education, the
financial stringency imposed upon the Department of Education during Mulcahy’s
second term was largely retained. The Department of Finance successfully opposed the
withdrawal of the cut in the capitation grants for 1958-59.'%° The Department of
Education submitted the question to the government on 7 December 1957, but Lynch
failed to get the agreement of the government to reverse the cut. The Minister and his
officials tried again on 15 November 1958, when they resubmitted their case for the
withdrawal of the cut in the capitation grants to the Department of Finance.'*” On this
occasion the Department of Finance proved more amenable and the restoration of the cut
was agreed by the government on 1 April 1959."*® The cuts which Lynch was obliged to
impose in 1957, due to the pressure of the Department of Finance in an unfavourable
economic climate, were therefore not fully removed until April 1959, only three months
before the end of his term. '** Lynch’s freedom of action was severely limited by
financial constraints for most of his term as Minister for Education.

The undoubted financial constraints may have contributed to Lynch’s caution in
discussing the government’s education policy, which remained ill defined especially with
regard to post-primary education. Indeed while Lynch’s initiatives brought modest
practical advances in primary education, the Minister remained wary of articulating a
definite policy approach that went beyond piecemeal improvements. He certainly
emphasized the importance of improving the pupil-teacher ratio and increasing the supply
of trained teachers, but he did not articulate a clear vision of the future for Irish
education. He was criticised on 8 April 1959 by various opposition TDs, including
Mulcahy and Dr. Noel Browne, for failing to outline a definite policy in the debate on the
Education Estimates.'”” Lynch acknowledged that he had made minimal general
reference to educational policy and the future educational programme of the government
in presenting the Estimates: ‘I did not prognosticate on what would happen in the

future.’’”' He drew attention instead to practical improvements introduced during his
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term, including the removal of the marriage ban and the modest reduction in the pupil-
teacher ratio in the national schools.'”> While these initiatives were clearly beneficial,
Lynch’s piecemeal reforms almost exclusively benefited primary education. The Minister
was particularly wary of outlining a definite policy approach for the expansion of post-
primary education. Certainly he restored the cut in funding for vocational education. But
no attempt was made to mitigate the disadvantages imposed by the state, in agreement
with the Catholic church, upon vocational education.'>* Lynch recognised the widespread
perception that vocational schools offered only second-class education. When he
announced the restoration of the cut in the grants to the VECs on 22 May 1958, the
Minister praised the work of the vocational schools and suggested that the public had not
yet fully appreciated the advantages of vocational education.'”* His statement was
scathingly described by O’Connor as ‘an effort to blame the parents for the failure of the
system to attract pupils to its schools despite the energy and drive of its administrators
and teachers and the enthusiasms of politicians.’'*> Certainly Lynch offered no indication
of any constructive move by the government to enhance the status of vocational
education. While the Minister was concerned that parents were not using the vocational
system in sufficient numbers, he did not propose to take any action to remove the
restrictions imposed by the state upon the vocational schools. Any such initiative would
risk incurring the hostility of the Hierarchy, by undermining O’Sullivan’s assurances that
vocational schools would never interfere with the provision of general education,
especially by the secondary schools."*® Lynch was content in 1958 to restore the cut in
the annual VEC grants, showing no inclination to propose measures which might raise
the status of vocational education.

The Minister’s statements, however, underlined an increasing official concern
with the development of vocational education. On 8 April 1959 Lynch again emphasized
the importance of vocational education in the Dail, arguing that many vocational courses
provided for the well being of the country.””’ Likewise Economic Development,

composed by T.K. Whitaker and other officials of the Department of Finance, which was
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published in November 1958, drew attention to the potential of vocational education to
contribute to national development.'”® The report, which formed the basis of the first
programme for economic expansion, envisaged that rural vocational schools could play a
significant part in agricultural training, due to the flexibility of the vocational systemand
the enthusiasm of the vocational teachers.'*® The growing emphasis among politicians
and senior officials on the development of vocational education was reflected in the
increased spending allocation for the vocational sector. The department made available
additional funding for vocational school building: Lynch announced that it had been
decided to initiate the building of 16 new vocational schools in 1959-60 at a cost of
£480,000, while £155,000 would be spent on improvements to 15 existing schools.'*"
The Minister also indicated that he favoured an amendment to the Vocational Education
Act 1930 to increase the maximum liability of the local authority for vocational education
beyond 15d in the pound. The department would match the greater contribution from the
rates by a corresponding increase in the state contribution.'®' Lynch increased the state
funding available for the capital development of the vocational sector and proposed to
facilitate the expansion of vocational education by amending legislation, which would
allow the VECs to receive additional funding from the local authorities and the state.
Lynch and the senior officials of his department regarded the expansion of vocational
education as an important objective. But the Minister made no attempt to remove the
disadvantages previously imposed by the state on vocational education, which restricted
the development of the vocational system and greatly limited the potential contribution of
the vocational schools to a general expansion of post-primary education.

The Minister also avoided any real intervention at all in the secondary school
system. Indeed Sr. Eileen Randles, who later served as a member of the executive of the
CCSS, recorded a contemporary view that ‘he virtually ignored Secondary Education’. &
Lynch followed the example of his predecessors in pursuing a minimalist approach, as
the department had traditionally acknowledged the managerial autonomy of the private
secondary schools, subject to the department’s control of the curriculum. 1> Moreover the

Council of Education was still considering the curriculum of'the secondary school. Asthe

Council’s report was submitted only to Lynch’s successor, Patrick Hillery, the Minister
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could undertake initiatives at secondary level only by pre-empting its views.'* It is
evident also that the Minister and senior officials identified other priorities, which could
be pursued with less risk of conflict with powerful educational interests.'® It was clearly
more pragmatic for Lynch to initiate reforms in primary education, where the role of the
department was most clearly established and even to encourage the development of
vocational education within traditional constraints, than to risk confrontation with the
private educational interests, which controlled the secondary schools. The progress
reports of the Department of Education, which were undertaken on a quarterly basis for
submission to the Department of the Taoiseach, illustrated the low priority given to
secondary education between 1957 and 1959.'°® The Secondary Education Branch
submitted no substantive entry at all for five of the twelve progress reports compiled by
the department between January 1957 and December 1959.'%” In response to requests
from the department’s Headquarters Section for relevant material relating to the quarter
ended on 31 December 1958 and to the quarter ended on 30 June 1959, N. O
Loingseachain of the Secondary Education Branch replied: ‘Nil aon rud le tuairiscia’,

indicating that there was nothing to report.'®®

The same reply was given for the quarter
ended on 31 December 1959.'° Likewise the Branch submitted no material for the
department’s quarterly reports covering the final quarter of 1957 and the second quarter
of 1958. When the Branch did submit material for the progress reports, the entry for
secondary education usually consisted only of the number of schools which had applied
for recognition from the department, the number of new schools accorded recognition
and sometimes a summary of the training courses provided by the department for
teachers.'” The only other decisions on secondary education recorded by the progress
reports related to improvements in the pay and conditions of secondary school teachers.

The Minister authorised improved scales of incremental salary for secondary teachers and

increased allowances for teachers holding an Honours degree in May 1957, in accordance

' Ibid

165 O’Connor, 4 Troubled Sky, p.37

166 W26/30, M80/1, C.O. 704 (ii), Progress Reports 1957-65, Department of Education

'7 Ibid

168 W26/30, M80/1, M. O Flathartaigh to L. O Laidhin, October 1958, W26/30, M80/1, Tuairisc ar
dhul chun cinn na Roinne don rdithe dar chrioch 30 Meitheamh 1959, Secondary Education Branch,
Department of Education, 4 July 1959

169 W26/30, M80/1, Tuairisc ar dhul chun cinn na Roinne don rdithe dar chrioch 31 Nollaig 1959,
Secondary Education Branch, Department of Education

170 W26/30, M80/1, C.O. 704 (ii), Progress Reports 1957-65, Department of Education

32



with a commitment inherited by Fianna Fail from the previous government.'”' No
ministerial or departmental initiative at all affecting secondary education was recorded in
the progress reports between 1957 and 1959. The Secondary Education Branch was
largely left to its own devices in this period, without any substantial ministerial
intervention. The minimalist approach maintained by the department with regard to
secondary education is best explained by the absence of any coherent state policy for the
development of post-primary education.

The lack of a clearly defined government policy on post-primary education was
underlined by Lynch’s response to demands by opposition TDs for an extension of the
statutory school leaving age. Dr. Noel Browne asked a parliamentary question on 19
February 1958, inquiring whether the Minister intended to raise the compulsory school
leaving age from fourteen to fifteen or sixteen years.'”> Lynch responded that he did not
propose to consider an extension of the school leaving age, arguing that the number of
pupils was currently increasing in conjunction with increased facilities.'”” The Minister
made no commitment to the provision of increased educational facilities, but instead
sought repeatedly to refute arguments made by Browne in the Dail and by educational
commentators in the national newspapers, that a large majority of Irish children received
no education at all after the age of fourteen. Lynch urged TDs on 10 June 1958 to reject
ill-informed criticism of the Irish educational system, arguing that almost two-thirds of
Irish children between the ages of fourteen and sixteen received full-time education, as
78,000 children out of a total of 125,000 in the relevant age category were attending full-
time school courses in 1956-57.'" These statistics, however, included 18,000 pupils who
were still attending primary schools, including schoolchildren in the Secondary Tops
attached to national schools. This meant that approximately 60,000 children, out ofa total
of 125.000, were receiving full-time education in recognised post-primary schools.'” It is
evident that about half of the cohort aged between fourteen and sixteen did not receive
full-time post-primary education in the secondary or vocational sector. Browne had
overstated his case, but Lynch’s defence was equally dubious and the scale of the
challenge facing the government if its members wished to promote wider participation in

post-primary education was clear.
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Lynch did not clarify the intentions of the government with regard to post-
primary education. He indicated, in response to parliamentary questions by Declan
Costello TD on 25 November 1958, that he was not convinced that the extension of the
school leaving age was appropriate: he argued instead that it appeared to be ‘rather a
matter of providing increased educational facilities’ than of raising the age for
compulsory attendance.'’® Lynch gave essentially the same response to a Dail question
by Liam Cosgrave TD on 27 January 1959: ‘the necessity appeared to me to be one of
increasing the school facilities rather than of extending the school leaving age.”'”” But in
these responses, Lynch indicated his own view of the course which future policy should
take, rather than making any definite statement of government policy. The Minister
indeed indicated that the government had not made any assessment of the implications of
extending the school leaving age or about what form of education would be appropriate if
pupils were required to attend full-time courses for a longer period.'”® The necessity for
the provision of additional facilities to expand participation was acknowledged, but no
indication was given of the appropriate methods to achieve this end. The government’s
approach concerning post-primary education therefore remained shrouded in ambiguity.

The Minister and the senior officials of the department had no clear idea in the
late 1950s of how to manage and facilitate the expansion of post-primary education. The
secondary system was enjoying a steady expansion in this period, absorbing an annual
increase of approximately 3,000 students. The department received applications for
recognition from 40 new schools between 30 September 1957 and 30 September 1959:
21 new secondary schools were accorded recognition between 1 January 1958 and 31
March 1959.'7° Private secondary education was, however, beyond the means of a

180 Moreover while the Minister hoped to see a greater

majority of Irish parents.
development of vocational education, the vocational system laboured under restrictions
concerning the provision of general education imposed by the state itself. The dilemma
that faced the Minister and the department in the late 1950s was neatly summarised by
O’Connor: ‘Nobody doubted the need for additional facilities: the question was where to
site them’.'®! Both the secondary schools and the vocational system in different ways

presented significant obstacles to a serious effort by the state to promote the expansion of
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post-primary education. The extension of the school leaving age posed intractable
problems, due to the divided structure of post-primary education in the Republic, to
which the Minister and senior officials had as yet no clear answers.'** Moreover Eamon
de Valera, in his final term as Taoiseach, made no attempt to encourage a pro-active
approach by the state to the development of the educational sector. De Valera displayed
no inclination to encourage the Minister to take potentially risky or controversial policy
initiatives, which might provoke conflict with established educational interests. Lynch’s
decision to avoid any commitment to raising the statutory school leaving age reflected the
realities of the educational system and the absence of any definite government policy to
overcome traditional divisions in post-primary education.

The lack of a coherent government policy on post-primary education did not
prevent the allocation of greater resources to the educational system. The Estimates for
1959-60, which were proposed by Lynch on 8 April 1959, provided an early indication of
the growing importance attached to education by politicians and senior officials. The
state’s net expenditure on primary education increased substantially in 1959-60 by about
12% from the previous year (Table 1).'* The enhanced spending allocations gave a new
impetus to the primary school building programme. The allocation for primary school
building provided by the Office of Public Works was increased by over £250,000 in
1959-60 (Table 3).'* Secondary education was by no means neglected, as Lynch secured
the necessary resources to reverse the 10% cut in the capitation grants to secondary
schools. Moreover the Exchequer’s spending on vocational education showed a
significant increase of almost 10% (Table 1)."® While Lynch particularly praised the
work of the VECs, the educational system as a whole benefited from a higher level of
state expenditure. Significantly Lynch, in his presentation of the Estimates, argued that
vocational education brought important benefits to the nation, underlining that education
could make a major contribution to national progress.'*® This acknowledgement that
education could contribute to the social and economic development of the nation

provided the first real indication of changing official attitudes towards education and a
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new commitment by the government to allocate greater resources to the expansion of the
educational system. The development of a coherent policy, which would ensure the
effective use of the increasing resources available to the Minister for Education was,

however, a challenge inherited by Lynch’s successor, Dr. Patrick Hillery.

Higher Education

If the government’s policy approach towards education was generally ill defined
in the late 1950s, it was almost non-existent with regard to third-level education. Higher
education presented a special category in many respects, not least because the
Universities and Colleges had been under the jurisdiction of the Department of Finance
until 1957 and were not at all part of the traditional remit of the Department of Education.
The responsibility for universities and colleges was transferred to the Department of
Education in 1957, at the instigation of T.K. Whitaker.'®” The reaction to the transfer
within the Department of Education itself was initially unfavourable. James Dukes, who
was given a share of responsibility for the third-level sector as a newly appointed
Assistant Principal Officer in 1960, believed that he was one of the few officials willing
to have anything to do with third-level education.'*® Certainly the financial constraints on
the department in the late 1950s did not encourage the senior officials to welcome any
new responsibilities, especially as the Department of Finance agreed to give Education
only a single additional staff post — the position of Assistant Principal Officer filled by
James Dukes - to deal with the new responsibility.'* Dukes himself recalled: ‘Mine was
the only job we got out of taking over the Universities. It was typical of Finance — they
gave us one post — one post!’'”’ Dukes’ acerbic view of Finance’s actions was
undoubtedly shared by the senior officials, who were obliged to assume responsibility for
the third-level sector with only a very modest increase in available staff resources.'”’

The department also assumed responsibility for Universities and Colleges at a
time when the third-level sector was struggling with a severe accommodation crisis. The

number of students in the National University of Ireland (NUI) had approximately

87 Committee of Public Accounts, Appropriation Accounts 1956-57, p.5 (Dublin, 1958), Interview with
James Dukes, 28 April 2003

88 [nterview with James Dukes, 28 April 2003 _

18 Thom s Directory of Ireland 1961, pp.17-19 (Dublin, 1961)

19 Interview with James Dukes, 28 April 2003

! Ibid

36



doubled from 2,684 in 1930-31 to 5,980 in 1957-58."> While this represented a very
limited expansion in the proportion of the population involved in third-level education.
the increase had occurred over three decades in which there had no significant capital
development at all in the university sector.'” The colleges were therefore heavily
overcrowded, unable to cope with any further expansion and facing arrears of building
work, which they lacked the funding to undertake.'”* De Valera responded to an appeal
for assistance from the authorities of the National University by proposing the
establishment of a Commission to consider the accommodation needs of the NUL'** The
Cabinet approved on 20 August 1957 the establishment of the Commission, which was
intended to ‘inquire into the accommodation needs of the Constituent Colleges of the
National University and to advise as to how in the present circumstances these needs
could best be met.”'*® The Commission was chaired by Cearbhall O Délaigh, a judge of
the Supreme Court: its membership included J.J. Davy, Seamus Fitzgerald, J.E. Hanna,
George Lee, Sean MacGiollarnaith, Stephen O’Mara, Joseph Wrenne and Aodhogan
O’Rahilly, with Seamus O Cathail ofthe Department of Finance acting as secretary to the
Commission.'”” Lynch addressed the first meeting of the Commission on 15 October
1957. He urged the members to examine the urgent accommodation problems in the three
colleges of the National University and to relate these problems to ‘the national need’.'”®
The government had delegated to the Commission the responsibility for an evaluation of
the accommodation and development requirements of the largest segment of the third-
level sector, encouraging the members to make a case for state investment in the colleges
in terms of its value to national development.

The universities received only a brief discussion in Lynch’s presentation of the
Estimates for 1958-59, as he was awaiting the report of the Commission. He indicated
that he lacked the necessary information to make any definite provision for third-level
accommodation requirements and announced that state funding for the third-level
colleges would be marginally reduced (Table 1). 19 Lynch’s brief presentation underlined

that the government had formulated no definite policy at all towards higher education in
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1958 and had delegated much of the planning required for the development of the
university sector to the Commission. Trinity College Dublin was not included in the
terms of reference of the Commission, as the government was responding primarily to
representations from the authorities of the NUI to resolve its accommodation problems
and was not seeking to initiate any wide-ranging review of third-level education. The
authorities in University College Dublin (UCD) were particularly concerned to secure the
endorsement of the government for the transfer of the college from Earlsfort Terrace to a
new site at Belfield.*” The college authorities had secured ownership of a unified site of
252 acres on the Stillorgan Road through a gradual process of purchase by 1957. The
transfer of the entire college to the new site was vigorously promoted by the President of
UCD, Dr. Michael Tierney, and had been supported by the governing body of the college
since November 1951.%°' The proposed transfer of UCD to Belfield was highly
contentious even among the college’s academic staff. A form of amalgamation between
the two universities in Dublin was proposed by John J. O’Meara, Professor of Classical
Languages at UCD, in a lecture entitled ‘Reform in Education’, delivered under the
auspices of the Research and Information Centre of Fine Gael on 27 March 1958.2"* He
argued that ‘Dublin would have one of the greatest universities in the English-speaking
world, if to the old and great tradition of Trinity College were joined the traditions of
Newman’s Catholic University,” as some form of union would bring both financial and
political benefits to both institutions.””” O’Meara urged a close association between UCD
and Trinity College, involving a pooling of resources and a joint approach in acquiring
funding and property from the government and private sources.*”* While O’Meara did not
regard a full merger between the two colleges as practical in the short-term, his call for a
considerable measure of amalgamation between Trinity and UCD underlined that the
academic staff of UCD were not fully united in favour of the transfer to Belfield.
Aodhogéan O’Rahilly, who strongly advocated the integration of Trinity College
with UCD, soon sought to have option of amalgamation considered by the Commission.
O Dalaigh therefore asked Lynch on 5 March 1958 to clarify whether the Commission

was permitted to make a recommendation concerning the integration of the two
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institutions.””” The government rapidly closed off this option, resolving on 14 March that
the terms of reference for the Commission could not be interpreted in this way and that
they would not be amended to allow for a recommendation on amalgamation.””®
O’Rahilly threatened to resign from the Commission when it became obvious that
integration was not a practical option in the short-term, but was persuaded to remain a
member by the Taoiseach.?’’ De Valera, who maintained regular contact with Dr.
Tierney, was concerned to facilitate the plans for expansion on the new site made by the
college authorities.”” It was therefore not surprising that the Commission was
constrained by the restrictive terms of reference approved by the government.

Lynch had expressed the hope, in appointing the Commission, that the group
would make their report as soon as possible.?’”” The Commission did indeed complete
their work rapidly. The group produced interim reports on the accommodation needs of
UCD by 14 June 1958 and on the building requirements of University College, Cork
(UCC) by 18 October 1958. The final report, incorporating a section on University
College, Galway (UCG) and general considerations for future university development,
was completed by 1 May 1959.*'° The Commission made a compelling case for
investment by the state in higher education, arguing that ‘The well-being of university
education and of the country are closely linked.””"" The report indicated that
accommodation problems were already so severe in all the colleges that ‘break-down
point has almost been reached’” and recommended an ambitious building programme,
which would cost £8 million over a ten year period.”’* The Commission laid down
general principles for university development, which underpinned their conclusions,
including the maintenance of the physical unity of each institution, the accommodation of
the sciences in new buildings, the importance of flexible site planning and the provision
of accommodation which was open to adaptation.”” These general considerations had a

clear relevance not only for the NUI Colleges but also for all future developments in
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third-level institutions. The Commission’s analysis also drew attention to the
consequences for university education of state underfunding for over three decades.
The Commission made specific recommendations for each ofthe three colleges of
the NUI. They endorsed the view of the authorities in UCD that the accommodation
available to the college in Earlsfort Terrace was completely inadequate and
recommended the transfer of the entire college to a new site at an estimated cost to the
state of £6,700,000. The Commission concluded that the site on the Stillorgan Road
would deliver ‘a final and satisfactory solution to the College’s accommodation
problems.”*'* This definite endorsement of the transfer of UCD to a new site was made
by the majority of the Commission, despite a vigorous dissent by O’Rahilly, who argued

> The Commission’s

for the amalgamation of UCD and Trinity College.”’
recommendation proved highly influential. Lynch proposed on 23 April 1959 that the
government should give its approval in principle to the transfer of the entire college to the
new site.”'® The Minister also sought the establishment of an inter-departmental
committee to consider whether it was feasible to initiate the immediate construction ofa
building to accommodate certain Science departments at Belfield in advance of any
comprehensive site planning.”'” The Minister and senior officials of his department had
accepted the Commission’s recommendations concerning UCD even before they received
its final report. The proposal did not command universal support within the government.
The Minister for Health and Social Welfare, Sean MacEntee, strongly objected to the
proposed transfer and argued that the government should consider the amalgamation of
the two universities in Dublin. MacEntee firmly endorsed O’Rahilly’s dissenting opinion,
warning that the transfer of UCD could only be accomplished ‘at an enormous capital
cost’.?'® The Department of Education rejected the arguments of MacEntee and
O’Rahilly. A submission by the department to the government on 20 May ruled out

amalgamation on the basis that it would contravene the ban on the attendance of

Catholics at Trinity College maintained by the Hierarchy and deny Catholics their
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legitimate right to denominational education at university level.?'’ This argument was
given additional force by an intervention in the debate on the part of Cardinal John
D’Alton, Archbishop of Armagh. D’ Alton issued a public warning against any merger of
the existing universities on 23 June 1958, at a prize-giving ceremony in Maynooth: he
hoped that there would not be ‘any ill-considered experiment in the education field” and
described a merger between Trinity College and UCD as ‘a union of incompatibles’.”*’
The Cardinal’s statement underlined that any proposal for amalgamation carried the risk
of serious conflict with the Catholic Hierarchy. Moreover the Department of Education’s
proposal enjoyed the crucial support of the Taoiseach. De Valera fully agreed with the
proposed transfer of UCD to the new site. He stipulated only that such a decision in
principle should be subject to the approval of the Dail and that an appropriate motion
should be put down by the Minister to secure parliamentary approval for the proposal as
soon as possible.””' The government soon adopted de Valera’s approach. The Cabinet
approved in principle the transfer of UCD to the Belfield site, subject to the agreement of
the Dail, on 26 May 1959. They agreed that a supplementary estimate for a token amount
would be presented to the Dail at an early stage to secure parliamentary approval for the
proposal.”** The government also approved the establishment of an inter-departmental
committee to assess whether the provision of a new Science building at Belfield was
feasible and desirable in the short-term.”** Although the Dail did not consider the transfer
of UCD until March 1960, the government’s decision marked a decisive commitment by
the state to the development of the new campus at Belfield.

The Commission also indicated that the existing accommodation for UCC and
UCG was inadequate. While their accommodation needs could be met on the main
college sites, it was recommended that open ground adjoining the institutions should be
reserved for third-level development, if necessary by legislation. The report concluded
that the necessary building projects for the two colleges should be funded by the state, at
a cost of £495.000 for UCC and £597,750 for UCG.*** A University Development
Committee was proposed not only to supervise the extensive building programme

recommended by the Commission but to serve as a liaison mechanism between the
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Colleges and the government and perhaps also to advise on long-terms plans for

225

development. While the government did not immediately implement this

recommendation, the establishment of the Higher Education Authority in 1968 created an
institution which fulfilled many of the functions proposed by the Commission. The report
of the Commission not only provided a comprehensive building programme for the
colleges of the National University, but also made an eloquent appeal for public
investment in third-level education as a national priority.

The Commission’s report was completed shortly before the end of Lynch’s term
of office. While the department had not received the final report before the Estimates for
1959-60 were prepared, the enhanced allocation for higher education provided a definite
indication that Lynch appreciated the message of the Commission. The net expenditure
for Universities and Colleges in 1959-60 amounted to £948,560, which marked an
increase of 37% from the previous year.””® The improved level of state support
represented a more substantial advance in a single year than the total net increase enjoyed
by higher education between 1954-55 and 1958-59 (Table 1).”*’ Lynch indicated in his
comments on the Estimates that the university sector had taken on great importance,
especially in the teaching of the sciences.””* He acknowledged that Irish universities had
lacked sufficient funding to compete with third-level colleges in other European states
and stated that the government was now acting to increase the grants to each institution.
This additional funding was designed to meet the current spending of each institution,
which was estimated on the basis of various elements, including the colleges’ income, the
number of students in each institution and the staff-student ratio. Lynch noted that the
final report of the Commission was expected soon and indicated that increased capital
grants would be provided in the meantime to fulfil the most urgent accommodation
requirements of the universities.””” The compelling case made by the Commission
exerted some influence even before its final report was presented to the Minister. Lynch
was already aware of the interim reports on UCD and UCC and could not have been
ignorant of the likely conclusions of the Commission. Certainly Lynch’s Estimates
speech gave a clear indication that the development of higher education had become a

priority for the government. A new commitment had been made by the Minister to capital
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investment in third-level education. While the state had not formulated any definite
policy for the development of higher education, the government had accepted the
principle that the universities should receive significantly greater state support, especially

in terms of capital development.

Conclusion

Lynch’s term drew to a close less than three months after the approval by the Dail
of the Estimates for 1959-60, which gave an early indication of the changing attitudes
towards education by politicians and senior officials at the end of the 1950s. Following
the election of Eamon de Valera as President of Ireland in June 1959, the new Taoiseach,
Sean Lemass, appointed Lynch as Minister for Industry and Commerce.”*" Dr. Patrick
Hillery, who was appointed to the government for the first time by Lemass, succeeded
Lynch as Minister for Education.

Educational policy in the 1950s was dominated by a conservative consensus,
shaped by deference to private, mainly clerical educational interests and by financial
constraints, which limited the activity of the Department of Education. Lynch’s term of
office saw the first tentative indications of policy change with regard to education. The
new Minister adopted a cautious reforming approach, which reflected his lack of
sympathy with the traditional conception ofthe role of the state in Irish education. Lynch
undertook reforming initiatives in primary education, including the removal of the
marriage ban and the first tentative measures to improve the pupil-teacher ratio in
national schools. The revision of the system of national school inspection illustrated
Lynch’s approach as an incremental reformer who worked effectively within the
traditional constraints of the educational system. The Minister adopted a more active
approach to the resolution of educational problems than his predecessors, especially in
primary education, while taking care to avoid conflict with established educational
interests. He promoted piecemeal reforms of considerable importance but avoided any
new general statement of educational policy. Post-primary education enjoyed increased
spending allocations under Lynch, but the policy of the government concerning the
expansion of post-primary education remained uncertain and indeed incoherent. Lynch
restored the cut in funding for vocational education, but took no initiative to raise the

status of vocational education or remove the restrictions imposed by the state in the
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previous generation. While the restoration of the cut in the capitation grant to secondary
schools was achieved under Lynch, the department maintained the existing tradition of
minimal intervention in secondary education. Although de Valera took an active interest
in the development of higher education, he did not attempt to formulate a coherent policy
for educational expansion or encourage his Minister to undertake any pro-active
measures to facilitate the growing expansion of post-primary education. But despite the
continuing incoherence of'the state’s policy especially at post-primary level, it was in the
late 1950s that the first indications appeared of a new conviction among politicians and
senior officials that education could play an important part in the social and economic
development of the nation. The changing official attitude towards education was
underlined by the substantial increase in education expenditure in 1959-60. The new
commitment by the government to give a higher priority to education was also illustrated
by the establishment of the Commission on accommodation needs in the colleges of the
NUI and by the Minister’s endorsement of greater public investment to develop third-
level education. While Lynch’s initiatives were by no means radical, the Minister’s
cautious reforming approach marked a significant break with the past. The first hesitant
indications of the state’s policy of educational expansion in the 1960s can be found in

Lynch’s term of office between 1957 and 1959.
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Chapter 2
Developing a policy for Educational Expansion
1959-1961

The importance of initiatives taken by the state at an early stage of the process of
educational expansion has perhaps been underestimated. Dr. Patrick Hillery was
characterised by O Buachalla as a conscientious Minister who was cautious and tentative
in formulating and expressing his policy objectives, although he delivered desirable
practical improvements in the educational system.' This interpretation was shared by
influential contemporaries especially with regard to Hillery’s first term as Minister
between June 1959 and September 1961. Sr. Eileen Randles regarded the Minister on the
basis of his early pronouncements as ‘an ardent champion of the existing educational
system’.> Sean O’Connor, who served as a Principal Officer in the Department of
Education throughout Hillery’s term, believed that he showed ‘no evidence of any
intention to exert change” in his first two years as a Minister.” While this interpretation of
Hillery’s approach is by no means entirely inaccurate, it does not adequately consider the
importance of the initiatives promoted by the Minister and senior officials of the
department during Hillery’s first term.

Hillery was initially cautious in pursuing policy changes and generally tended to
avoid announcing his policy approach through public speeches or press conferences early
on in his ministerial career. But even as a new Minister, Hillery initiated important
incremental advances in primary and post-primary education. He undertook also a
general re-appraisal of the traditional approach employed by the department to promote
the revival of the Irish language through the educational system. An activist approach by
the state to educational problems was gradually developed by Hillery, although the
government still remained wary of conflict with established private interests. The
department under Hillery began to implement a definite policy for the expansion of post-
primary education for the first time. While the state allocated greater resources to the
development of the universities, a Commission on Higher Education was established to
chart the future development of third-level education. The Department of Education
under Hillery began to intervene more effectively and consistently to address long-term

problems within the educational system.

! O Buachalla, Education Policy, pp.277-285
2 Randles, Post-Primary Education, p.39
3 O’Connor, A Troubled Sky, p.60

45



Hillery and Lemass clarified the policy of the government towards education in
October 1959, in a debate on a motion proposed by Dr. Noel Browne and Jack
McQuillan, the two members of the left-wing National Progressive Democrat party
(NPD), calling for the extension of the statutory school leaving age to at least fifteen
years. Hillery defended the educational system against criticisms by Browne: in the
course of the debate on the motion he declared that there was nothing to prevent
‘expansion or adjustments to allow our system to cater for all our needs and it is on that
basis that I would approach the motion.”* But the new Minister also indicated that it was
his “earnest wish’ to enable all children to continue in post-primary education at least up
to the age of fifteen, arguing that the most effective way to achieve this objective was to
accelerate the rate of increase of the necessary facilities for post-primary education.’
Hillery also promised to extend the scholarships scheme to create wider opportunities of
post-primary and university education for talented pupils.” He had given the first real
indication of a definite policy approach by the state for the gradual expansion of post-
primary education.

The new policy was clarified and given the full support of the government through
a statement made by the new Taoiseach. Lemass intervened personally on 28 October
1959 in the debate on the Dail motion put forward by Browne and McQuillan.” Lemass
made a commitment that ‘The aim of Government policy is to bring about a situation in
which all children will continue their schooling until they are at least fifteen years of
age.”® The Taoiseach informed the Dail that the government fully agreed with the aim of
the motion, but disagreed with the method proposed by the Opposition TDs, namely the
extension of statutory compulsory attendance at schools up to the age of fifteen years.’
Lemass pledged to achieve this objective as soon as possible, without extending
compulsory attendance on a statutory basis up to fifteen years of age. 'Y He summarised
the government policy as a commitment to the gradual extension of both secondary and

whole time technical educational facilities, combined with the expansion of scholarship
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schemes."' The government’s approach was based on the assumption that the expansion
of the facilities for post-primary education would deliver their objective within a
reasonable timeframe.'” Lemass and Hillery had outlined a policy based on a measured
expansion of post-primary facilities and scholarships. It was not at all the radical
approach sought by Browne, which involved the provision of free education by the state
up to the age of fifteen; but Lemass’ policy statement provided a definite gradualist
approach by the state for the expansion of post-primary education.'” Moreover the
Taoiseach’s intervention in the debate, only four months after his election, underlined his
interest in education and the increasing priority which would be accorded to education by
the government under his leadership. Lemass’ statement not only established clearly a
new policy commitment by the Government to educational expansion, but also indicated
that the new Taoiseach would not hesitate to intervene directly to clarify or promote a
policy for which one of his younger Ministers had respons