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Context – Ireland in 1832 



4 

In 1832 Irish education was very different 

 There were about half a million children in school - 1824 estimate.  
 

 About 400,000 in hedge schools  
 9,000 schools, average of 45 pupils each.  

 Typically 1 teacher, payment per subject. 
 

 About 137,000 in Kildare Place Society schools (1831) 
 1,631 schools, average of 85 pupils, pupil teacher ratio 72:1.  

 Lancastrian system – using monitors to allow large class sizes. 
 

 Most teachers had no formal training 
 Powis commission 1868, only 34% of teachers trained. 

 

 National Schools had just been established (1831) 
 Planned to be a state funded system of multi-denominational schools 

Sources: Coolahan 1981, Walsh 2012. 
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 A profound educational transformation 

Then 

 40-50% enrolment in primary 
school. 

 

 47% literacy rate (1841). 
 

 Only 2-3% in secondary 
school 

 1871: 21,225 students in 
“superior schools”  

 1879: 3,954 examination 
candidates  
 

 Less than 0.5% in university 

 1900:  Only 3,200 students at 
university 

 

Now 

 114% primary enrolment (2008) 

 

 99% adult literacy 

 

 88% complete secondary 
education (2004 cohort)  

 356,000 in secondary (10-11) 
 

 70% of cohort enter higher 
education 

 162,000 in third level (10-11) 

 

 

Sources: Coolahan 1981, Walsh 2012,  

DES statistics, EFA Global Monitoring Report 2012. 

African comparisons 
Somalia 33% 

Eritrea 52% 

Niger 62% 

(GER 2008: GMR 2012) 
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In the last 180 years we have had a 

very profound transformation in 

education. 

1 
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Education systems are not static, they 

change in response to the structure 

and needs of society. 
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Images of pre-industrial education…… 
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Images of pre-industrial education…… 
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The pre-industrial system 

 Economic and social factors 
 Economic: The majority do not need an education 

 Social: Assumed hierarchical society 

 

 A variety of models of education 
 Private tutors for the rich and powerful 

 Small classes around individual scholars,  

 Specialist schools for specific professions or roles (monks, lawyers) 

 

 Some general characteristics 
 Small numbers 

 Not necessarily organised by age 

 Not a standard curriculum (schools could specialise in areas) 

 No standard tests – mastery learning 

 Not intended as a selection system 
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The industrial system 
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The industrial system 
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In an industrial society…. 

 Economic and social drivers 
 Economic:  

 Need for mass literacy, and large numbers of clerical staff,  

 A few progressing to high levels – engineers, inventors, managers 

 Social:  
 Rights of Man (Tom Paine), American and French revolutions, rise of a middle class 

 

 Mass education 
 Performance can be used to select (failure is “wastage”) 

 Key skill is ability to retain a body of procedural knowledge 

 The discipline of keeping time, staying on task, is important. 
 

 So:  
 Large classes, same age, filled to capacity,  

 Class moving at the same pace – mass production of education 

 Standard skills, assessment. 

 Curriculum is procedural, rote learning, solving standard problems. 

 Education as a system of selection 
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The mass clerical jobs 

Sears headquarters building 

circa 1913, hundreds of women 

processed mail orders. 
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Clerical workers processing forms; 1944 
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We are now in a post industrial 

society, which needs a different 

education system.   
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A general classification of jobs 

Skilled manual work 

Services and 

manufacturing 

Non routine 

Managerial, creative. 

 

Unskilled manual work 

 

Routine clerical work. 
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The trend in employment since 1960  

Skilled manual work 

Services and 

manufacturing 

Non routine 

Managerial, creative. 

 

Unskilled manual work 

 

Routine clerical work. 

From: Levy and Murnane 2005 
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A seismic shift in employment 

 IT has facilitated a transformation in employment 
 A greater need for non routine thinking 

 ‘‘Rapid job change raises the value of verbal and quantitative literacy’’  

 A reduction in routine clerical roles (and up-skilling of the remainder) 

 

 Globalisation has facilitated a global competition for economic activity 
 Bangladesh – advertising cheap labour 

 Vietnam – attracting Chinese factories 

 Lesotho – TV assembly constrained by cost of high skill staff. 

 Oman – using education to substitute for oil. 
 

 High level skills employers want 
 Problem solvers – able to make good decisions, sometimes in new contexts 

 Learners – able to learn new ideas and deal with changing contexts 

 Communicators – able to express ideas and engage meaningfully in discussions. 

 People skills – able to work in teams, collaborate, accept direction, deal with people. 
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What should we want, as a society? 

 “Teach, test and discard” is no longer acceptable 

 Not just for “those who are needed” – we see education as a right. 

 So we need a system which can cater for different needs, interests and capacities. 

 

 The lotto question 

 

 I suggest something like the following: 

 Able to think independently and make their own judgements 

 Make balanced and mature and ethical judgements. 

 Able to manage and organise themselves 

 Learn new things as needed 

 Are able to work with others, communicate their ideas. 
 

 These are not very different from the high level skills employers want 
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What kind of school would you want to 

teach those kinds of skills? 
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What kind of education system – 8 ideas 

 Start early 
 Children decide at a very young age that 

they are “not clever”. 
 

 Build confidence more than compliance 
 More about learning and encouraging, less 

about testing and ranking. 
 

 More understanding than memorising 
 Less emphasis on learning a body of 

knowledge 

 More time devoted to inquiry. 

 Still need a body of knowledge, but more 
emphasis on how it is learned and used 

 

 High standards 
 Everyone should be challenged and 

stretched.   

 No sense that “any answer will do”. 

 

 The tests dominate the system – so 
make them good tests 
 Less predictable tests 

 Tests of understanding, problem solving, 
judgement. 
 

 More collaborative work, team work. 
 Students should be used to working 

together, helping each other. 

 Not cut and paste– challenging activities 

 

 Students learning to learn 
 Taking responsibility for their own learning 

 Developing learning skills 

 

  More flexible structures 
 A variety of interests and capabilities. 

 More “second chances”  

 EG Piano, Judo, Swimming. 
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Honours maths paper 'a battle' 
irishtimes.com Friday, June 10, 2011, 17:50 

 Today's honours maths paper was "battle" for the 
one in five students taking the subject at higher 
level. 
 

 "Of the six most popular questions, three of them 
had elements that were exceptionally 
challenging," said Aidan Roantree of the Institute 
of Education in Dublin. "It was of little 
consolation that the other two questions that are 
generally less popular were accessible." 
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In summary 

 We have had a huge educational transformation. 
 

 But our system is based on a design for an industrial society 

 Emphasis on memory and compliance 

 Selection and rejection 
 

 But this system was not designed for our needs 

 An information age,  

 A caring society  

 Students, parents and teachers struggle with this system 
 

 A different kind of system is possible 

 Why don’t we have it? 

 Don’t blame teachers, the policy makers. 

 It is an issue for society – we need to have a vision for education. 
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Thank you 


