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BACKGROUND
Early in 2011 a public meeting was held in Oldcastle to organise
a Weekend Festival to coincide with the unveiling of a
commemorative bronze of Laurence Gilson. Laurence Gilson,
philanthropist and educator, was a native of Oldcastle who in
1810 endowed a school which would admit both Protestant
and Catholic children from every social background and would
be free of charge. What subsequently became the Gilson
Endowed School opened its doors in the 1830s and the building
is now held in trust for the people of Oldcastle and is managed
by a Board of Trustees.
The Festival, held over the May Bank Holiday 2011, was a great
success. The Committee (see Appendix I) organised a number of talks, an exhibition of
photographs and memorabilia, field trips to the nearby Loughcrew Cairns and a Family Day
with music and entertainment, culminating in the unveiling of the bronze by Bishop Richard
Clarke and Bishop Michael Smith.
The event attracted many visitors and past pupils of the school and was supported by many
local voluntary groups and organisations, businesses and individuals and gave a much
needed boost to morale in the town.
Later that year, the Committee – the Laurence Gilson Bicentennial Committee - met to
consider its future. It was decided to proceed as the Laurence Gilson Commemoration
Association whose main purpose would be to commemorate the educational legacy of
Laurence Gilson by establishing an annual Summer School.

The Laurence Gilson Summer School
Ireland already has many well established cultural,
literary, music and political summer schools. However
despite our reputation as an 'island of scholars' and
our pride in our educational system, this is the first
summer school devoted entirely to education.

I predict a great future for this
innovation. Not only is this the first
such School devoted to education,
but importantly to the issues of
access and equality of educational
opportunity; this is an area that
could benefit from further debate
and discussion.
Anna Kelly,
Director, Access & Lifelong Learning
at University College Dublin (UCD)

The Laurence Gilson Summer School is designed to
attract those working in the field of education –
teachers, academics, trainers, philosophers and
policy-makers; students and learners of all ages,
stages and disciplines; parents and grand-parents;
legislators and politicians. We aimed to involve public figures and opinion formers – people
who can lead, create and debate on an issue which is of fundamental importance for
citizens as individuals and as a society.
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The Summer School is not confined to the classroom. Field Trips to places of historic and
archaeological interest aimed to show the practical application of education and learning –
not just in terms of career and occupation; but learning as a leisure activity, as a lifelong
interest and an essential component of engaged and active citizenship.
‘From Gilson to Google: the changing face of education in Ireland’
The first Laurence Gilson Summer School took place
in Oldcastle, Co. Meath on 25, 26 and 27th May 2012
and took as its theme ‘From Gilson to Google: the
changing face of education in Ireland’.
The Summer School comprised a series of Seminars
and Presentations, Walks & Talks and Field Trips in a
number of different locations including both primary
and post-primary schools, St Bride’s Church as well as
Oldcastle public library. (See the full programme,
Appendix II)

I really hope the event goes
from strength to strength over
coming years - you really managed
to get a great blend of speakers on
board!
Anita Flanagan
Global Talent Systems Manager,
Google

OPENING NIGHT

The Summer School was formally opened by John Lonergan, former Governor of Mountjoy
Prison. He recalled his extensive experience within the prison system and the research he
had conducted which found extremely low levels of educational attainment amongst the
inmates.
The keynote address on the theme of the weekend given by Dr Aidan Mulkeen, Head of the
Department of Education in NUI Maynooth. Dr Mulkeen traced the ‘profound
transformation’ of the educational system in Ireland from 1832 to the present, showing the
progression from a time when only 3% of the population entered secondary school to the
current situation where 70% of secondary students transfer to higher education.
He concluded however that the current system no longer meets the needs of a postindustrial society and proposed a system which builds confidence rather than compliance,
more understanding than memorising and which is flexible and encourages collaboration.
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SEMINARS
An early start and a fascinating way to begin the day, there were three very different
perspectives at the ‘Learning is a Lifetime’s Work’ Seminar. Ted Fleming’s presentation ‘A
complex web we weave’ traced the move from theo-centric to econo-centric influences in
education and proposed an agenda for community education in which in Ireland today
which would ‘address the pervasive nature of violence in our relationships, in families, in
communities, in workplaces, and in society’.
Berni Brady traced her own learning journey through a lifetime of involvement in adult and
continuing education which lead her to champion the cause of adult education in Ireland as
Director of AONTAS the national adult learning organisation.
Liz Waters CEO of An Cosán, the Shanty Educational Project spoke about their distinctive
model of community education. She outlined how transformative learning embodies a
curriculum that touches the mind, heart, body and soul in
The Digital Revolution in Action
a belief that it can generate enough individual and
Immediately following the Digital
communal energy to change lives and communities.
Participants then made their way to St Oliver’s Post
Primary School for the second Seminar of the day ‘The
Digital Revolution: the move from teaching to Learning’
where the three panellists presented very different views
on the influence of digital media in education. As Head of
Research and Learning at the National College of Ireland,
Dr Leo Casey spoke about a number of projects he had
been involved with where a variety of digital media was
used to enhance the learning experience.

Revolution Seminar, there was a
video conference with Michael
Foley from the Global Learning
Development Network in
Washington DC. Transition Year
Students from St Oliver’s showed
a short video they had made and
took part in a Q&A session with
Mr Foley who works extensively
with schools in South East Asia
developing learning networks.
(www.gdln.org)

Dr Brian Donovan presented an opposing view in which
he outlined some of the damaging environmental impacts of, for example, mobile phone
production – as well as some of the pedagogical concerns around whether computers
encourage critical thinking quoting Jane Healy who said that ‘Today’s children are the
subjects of a vast and optimistic experiment.
In her presentation Anita Flanagan talked about some of the ways in which Google uses its
products to encourage collaborative learning within its own organisation as well as
highlighting some of the ways in which digital media have been used as assistive
technologies enabling some with learning issues to
Walk & Talk: The Revised Primary
achieve their potential.
Seminar: ‘Access & Equality & the Right to Learn’
The first Seminar of the afternoon ‘Access & Equality &
the Right to Learn’ brought together speakers who
addressed the issue of widening participating policy and
reviewed the targets set by the higher education sector.
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School Curriculum
Mark Carey, Principal of the Gilson
National School led a ‘Walk &
Talk’ around the school giving
parents an overview of the school
curriculum, its aims and
objectives, followed by a tour of
some of the classrooms.

Dr Carmel Mulcahy from the School of Education in DCU looked at the issue from both a
personal and professional perspective. Exploring successful actions for inclusion in Irish
education she showed how the participation of families and community members in the
education system becomes a significant potential resource to enhance educational and
social inclusion.
Claire Conneely from Bridge 21 looked at how education could be transformed through
teamwork and technology. She presented the Bridge21 learning model which includes
project-based learning, teamwork and the creative use of technology, and has been
implemented with more than 4,000 students over the past 5 years via their Bridge2College
outreach programme and school reform programme.
Anna M. Kelly, the Director of Access & Lifelong Learning at University College Dublin
addressed policy in Ireland for widening participation in Higher Education including progress
made and barriers faced, targets and outcomes for specific target groups such as people
with disability, those from disadvantaged socio-economic groups, mature students etc, as
well as provision for Flexible/Part-time study as part of widening access. She outlined the
journey being undertaken by UCD reframing widening participation in the university.
The discussion and questions which followed these
presentations ranged from the mainstreaming of
special needs children to the recognition of traveller
culture in Irish education and the need for a diverse
curriculum to reflect the changing population.

The Learning Point
Oldcastle Library played host to
another innovative idea for the
Summer School. People from a
variety of occupations – a pilot,
auctioneer, hairdresser, financial
advisor, farmer etc – were
available to answer questions on
their chosen occupations, while a
Career Guidance officer was on
hand with information about entry
requirements on a range of
different courses.

A very lively final Seminar on ‘Creativity &
Education’ was facilitated by John Quinn with
panellists Ann Meldon Hugh, Michelle Boyle and
Emer Dolphin. Each of the speakers talked about
their own artistic journeys including some of the
positive and negative influences of formal education
on their creativity. Discussion from the floor
followed these presentations and ranged from suggestions on how Ireland could learn from
other systems of education, to condemnation of the ‘points race’ and its effects on teachers,
students and parents.
The session ended with participants joining in a chant lead by Emer Dolphin on Harmonium
while watching a short presentation on some recent creative work she had been involved
with a women’s group in Portlaoise.
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GILSON’S EDUCATIONAL LEGACY
Generations of children from Oldcastle and the
surrounding area would not have received an
education were it not for the generosity of Laurence
Gilson. As part of the wish to keep his memory alive,
the Summer School have established what will be a
feature of the school every year - a talk about people
who benefited directly from Gilson's bequest by
attending the school he endowed.
The first in this series was given by RTE's Myles
Dungan on the life and times of Charles Graham
Halpine, also known as Miles O'Reilly, who grew up in
Oldcastle.
Dungan traced his eventful life from Oldcastle, through
his years in journalism in New York and Boston to his
joining the 69th Brigade ‘the fighting Irish’ during the
American Civil War.
As part of the evening’s events, a memorial to Halpine
was unveiled outside St Bride’s Church by Lt Col Shawn Purvis USAF, Senior Defence Attaché
at the US Embassy. A Colour Party from ‘C’ Company, 65th Battalion of the Reserve Defence
Force also attended the unveiling.

WALKS, TALKS & FIELD TRIPS
Education is not and should not be confined to the classroom and so Field Trips will always
be an essential part of the Laurence Gilson Summer School. Situated as it is in an area of
natural beauty and significant national historical and archaeological monuments, there is no
shortage of possibilities in the immediate locality.
The morning began with a Historical Tour of
Oldcastle led by Tracey Holsgrove from local
tour company Beyond the Blarney. This tour
takes participants from the Famine and the
Oldcastle Workhouse through to the
Republican Monument in the centre of town.
Botanist Kate Flood from Meath Eco Tours on
a botanical tour of Mullaghmeen Forest – the
largest planted beech forest in Western Europe
and just 15 minutes from Oldcastle.

7

Later in the afternoon Richard McLoughlin a Conservation Architect from Lotts Architecture
conducted a tour of some of the notable buildings and features of Oldcastle – a town whose
essential layout has not changed since the 1600s.
Ireland’s megalithic and early medieval history was explored on a tour of the Loughcrew
Cairns and Fore Abbey led by local historians Malachy Hand and Gerry Boylan.
MARKETING, PROMOTION & PUBLICITY
The Gilson Summer School was publicised using a variety of traditional and social media. We
printed posters and flyers (Appendix III) which were distributed as widely as possible
through network of committee’s own contacts. An eye-catching display was also created in
two prominent vacant shop windows in Oldcastle to publicise the Summer School.
Regular press releases were issued to all national and local radio and television stations; to
national and local press and to relevant organisations – INTO, TUI, AONTAS, VECs etc. with
mixed success. We had one interview on LMFM and local press (in Meath, Cavan and
Westmeath) did cover the event, but we had no national broadcast or print media coverage.
With our own website, Facebook page and Twitter we found social media to be more
successful and also different in terms of the audience reached. (One Tweet about us by the
Joe Duffy Radio show would have reached their 40,000 followers).
Meath Tourism promoted the event on their website as did the Irish Library Council, the Le
Chéile Arts & Music Festival and AONTAS. Many other organisations such as An Cosán, the
National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA), Oldcastle Tidy Towns and Virginia 400 promoted the
Summer School through their own email networks and social media.
We also established links with other fledgling summer schools such as the Countess
Markievicz and the Irish Feminist Network who promoted us on Twitter, Facebook and
distributed our leaflets.
With a longer lead time and a budget for marketing and promotion, all these links could be
developed and the profile of the Gilson Summer School raised nationally and internationally.
FUNDING
The Summer School was financed by sponsorship from Oldcastle Credit Union and by
donations from St Bridget’s Parish, individual Committee members and through ticket sales.
The event was made possible by the generosity of all the speakers and facilitators at the
Seminars, Walks and Talks who donated their time, energy and expertise and who travelled
and accommodated themselves at their own expense.
.
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THE FUTURE
Our strategy for the future is to build on the hard work and good will generated by this
Summer School. We intend to continue and strengthen links established with local
organisations – local schools, teachers and principals, parents association, school pupils – as
well as many voluntary and community organisations.
We have involved educational organisations at county level – in particular the VEC - and will
develop these contacts throughout the country. In our first year we established links with
Dublin City University, University College Dublin, NUI Maynooth, Trinity College Dublin and
the National College of Ireland and we intend to widen this network nationally and
internationally in future years.
In the longer term we intend to build a Summer School of international reputation.
Capitalising on Ireland’s brand as a nation which has fostered learning through many
centuries, we believe that an educational summer school can attract world leaders in the
field of education to Ireland and to Oldcastle.
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APPENDIX I
Laurence Gilson Commemoration Association
Officers:
Michael Mullen, Chairman
Sue Russell, Secretary
Tommy Moore, Joint Treasurer
Eddie O’Reilly, Joint Treasurer
Tracey Holsgrove, PRO
Committee members:
Oliver Fox, Malachy Hand, Gerry Boylan, Michael Gilsenan, Fidelma Gibney, Leo Halpin,
Michael Farrelly, Rev Ray Kelly, Richard Kilroy, Pat Healy, Patrick Twomey, Mark Carey, Gerry
Farrelly
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