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BACKGROUND1 
 
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. 
 
Laurence Gilson was born in Boolies, Oldcastle, Co. Meath and 
it is recorded that ‘in his youth Laurence neglected his farming 
business and applied himself to learning ’. It seems that he sold 
the portion of land he had inherited and earned a living by 
teaching in the area until he departed for London. 
 
On his death in 1810 he directed that the money he possessed, and the interest it would 
accrue, be used for the building and maintenance of a non-denominational school which 
would admit, with no fees, equal numbers of Catholics and Protestants from the parish; 
from all creeds and social classes. The first Trustees were two Catholics and three 
Protestants. His will also directed that his books be delivered to Oldcastle to establish a 
library in the school. 
 
The architect for the school was C.R. Cockerell and the Palladian style building remains as 
the gem in Oldcastle’s architecture. It has a classic design with a large central building with 
accommodation for the Headmaster and Headmistress with extended wings for boys and 
girls schools. Such was the specification of the building that the precise measurement of the 
nails used are recorded in the original Articles of Agreement which are lodged in the Irish 
Architectural Archive in Dublin. 
 
In 1832 there were 1,024 children on the books learning an impressive range of subjects.  
Visiting inspectors  in the 1860s report that ‘Latin and Greek were particularly good, and 
show skilful and thorough teaching’ and ‘it was highlight creditable to witness a lad of 
eleven years demonstrate the 32nd proposition of Euclid in a masterly manner’. 
 
The Laurence Gilson Summer School was established in 2012 to commemorate the 
educational legacy of Laurence Gilson and is organised by the Laurence Gilson 
Commemoration Association. The 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 aim 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. 
 
  
                                                             
1 All the information above taken from ‘Laurence Gilson and The Gilson Endowed School Oldcastle’ by Peter 
Fallon; After Hours Books; Oldcastle; 1996 

Bronze of Laurence Gilson by 
Anne Meldon Hugh 
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The Laurence Gilson Summer School 2013 – Education for Imagination 
 

 

 
The 2013 Laurence Gilson Summer School took place in Oldcastle, Co. Meath from 10-12 
May  and the theme this year was ‘Education for Imagination’. 
 
The Summer School comprised a series of Seminars and Presentations, Workshops and also 
included The Gilson Gathering with Gilsons and Gilsenans from around the world getting 
together to investigate their family history. As part of the Summer School’s exploration of 
the theme of Imagination, The Ark, the National Children’s Cultural Centre brought their 
multimedia exhibition ‘Mandscape’ to Oldcastle. (See the full programme, Appendix II). 
 
Transition Year students in St Oliver Post Primary School devised, produced and presented 
their own perspective on the theme: ‘Mission Imagination: A Teenage Perspective’ which 
consisted of a short film, a seminar and a drama. (See full report, Appendix II) 
 
SUMMER SCHOOL OPENING NIGHT 

 
The Summer School was formally launched 
by Cllr Jenny McHugh, Chairperson of Meath 
VEC. Speaking on at the evening Cllr McHugh 
congratulated the Committee on their 
achievement in inaugurating the Summer 
School and reiterated the importance of a 
forum which gave a voice to everyone 
involved in education to come together to 
discuss the issues. 
 
 

 
 

 
In keeping with the Summer School’s tradition of having an evening to focus on people of 
note from the Oldcastle area, historian Frances Tallon presented a paper on ‘Bishop 
Thomas Nulty: A Patriot Politican’.  

Cllr Jenny McHugh with Cllr Oliver Fox, 
Meath County Council. 
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Bishop Nulty was born in Oldcastle in 1818, was 
appointed Bishop of Meath in 1866 and attended the first 
Vatican Council in 1870. Dr. Nulty was fully involved in the 
secular matters of his day and was a fearless defender of 
the rights of the tenant farmer. In pastoral and pamphlet 
he gave his views on subjects ranging from second level 
education to town water supply. 
 
 In his famous publication "Back to the Land " (1881) he 
argued the case for reform in the system of land tenure 
then prevailing in Ireland. He was a firm supporter and a 
personal friend of Parnell, but like many of his fellow 
Bishops he became embroiled in the bitter controversy of 
the "Parnell Split" on the anti-Parnellite side.  
 
 
PANEL DISCUSSIONS 

 
 
The Road Not Taken was the title of the first Panel Discussion on Saturday morning 
where three very different speakers discussed their own personal educational journeys in a 
session facilitated by Moira Cassidy, the Netbox Project Coordinator for Meath Partnership.  
 
Cathleen O’Neill is currently the Manager of the Kilbarrack Community Development 
Project and she spoke about how her ‘second chance’ learning began in KLEAR in Kilbarrack, 
Dublin, as a learner, organiser, fundraiser and activist. She went on to complete an MA in 
Equality Studies from UCD and was the Education Coordinator in the SAOL project a unique 
community based rehabilitation project for women in Dublin’s north inner city. Cathleen 
also outlined the devastating effects of recent cutbacks in resources and funding for 
community-based education particularly in areas of disadvantage. 

 
Gillian Wild works as part of a team 
with Waterford Institute of 
Technology capacity building in 
communities to work for social 
change and create a more equal 
society. She described how her own 
third level education began in her 
forties as a result of volunteering in 
her own community; she gained a 
degree in Social Science with UCC in 
2000; and she is presently completing 
an EdD with Maynooth looking at a 

Vision for 21stCentury Education in 
Ireland. Gillian’s passionate commitment to education was inspiring for all who participated 
in the Seminar. 
 

Historian, Frances Tallon 

Dr Gillian Wild, Waterford Institute of Technology 
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Local business man Tosh Kellet spoke about his education locally in Oldcastle, his early 
working life and how he started in the family business. He talked about the bedding factory 
and the successful expansion of business into overseas territories. He also spoke about a fire 
that destroyed the factory and the determination he and the workers had to keep the 
business going  
 

 
Panel discussion:  The Things you can only Imagine 
 
The first Seminar of the afternoon was facilitated by Sue Russell, Secretary of the Summer 
School Committee. This session entitled  ‘The things you can only Imagine’ brought 
together speakers who addressed the issue of how the education system might prepare 
learners for a world which has not yet been invented and for a future which we can only 
imagine. 
 
Dr Laurence Cuffe from Wicklow VEC started with some 
exercises in using the mathematical imagination including 
visualizing a four dimensional hyper cube. He discussed 
teaching imaginatively using the internet using online 
resources such as the galaxy zoo project and ‘Mind the Gap’ a 
health and statistics website. He suggested that the internet 
could be used to re-imagine learning, moving away from the 
idea of a course with set content towards some notions such 
as just in time learning and open ended content where the 
limits of learning are set by the student, not dictated by 
external agencies such as teachers or exam boards. 
 
Professor Lizbeth Goodman, UCD  is Chair of Creative Technology Innovation, Professor of 
Education (Design for Inclusion) and Executive Board member of the Innovation Academy. 
She described her award-winning work with community-based ethical learning and teaching 
models using interactive tools and games to inspire and engage learners of all ages. She 
presented some examples of that work with people who do not have physical voices 
(whether due to disability, injury, illiteracy, or other social/political factors), enabling the 
use of new creative technologies for expression vocally, in writing, and with movement and 
music. 
 
A business perspective was brought to the discussion by Mark Gilleran, Sales Manager for 
Yahoo! Ireland and board member of the Internet Advertising Bureau. Mark spoke about 
the need to move away from an education system which promotes rote learning to one 
which produces people with enquiring minds and who can quickly adapt to the constantly 
changing needs of a busy environment.  
 

A very lively final Seminar on ‘Imagining Difference was facilitated by Patrick Twomey, Vice 
Chairman of the Summer School Committee with panellists Niall Crowley, Arthur Lappin 
and Freida Finlay. This session posed the question of 'Imagining Difference', where the 
participants considered the idea of moving away from a 'one size fits all' approach to 
education towards one which can accommodate all kinds of abilities, dreams and talents.  
 

Thanks again for the 
opportunity to present at the 
Gilson Summer School.  I can 
truly say of all the talks I have 
given this year it was the one 
I most enjoyed, and the most 
memorable so far. 

Dr Laurence Cuffe 
Wicklow VEC 
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Niall Crowley, independent equality and diversity expert spoke about the need to recognise 
the vast range of abilities and talents in the population and reflected on how these are all 
too often not catered for by the current Irish education system.  Arthur Lappin, Acting 
Director of the Ark, looked back on his own education and childhood in considering the 
ability of our education system to cater for all.  Frieda Finlay of Inclusion Ireland concluded 
the session with a paper on the rights of people with intellectual disabilities to access third 
level education.  She spoke of the journey her family have faced in sourcing education for 
her daughter who has Down's Syndrome. 
  
After the speakers had concluded, the discussion was widened to take questions from the 
floor and a lively discussion ensued, touching on education of children with special needs, 
gifted children who are often not catered for adequately, the role of religion in education 
and a general acceptance that our current system is failing to educate children fully - the 
points race was much discussed and derided. 
 
MY EDUCATION 

 

 
Author and broadcaster John Quinn conducted one of his award winning ‘My Education’ 
interviews with journalist Manchán Magan on Saturday evening. In what was one of the 
highlights of the Summer School, Quinn elicited a highly entertaining and engaging interview 
with Magan which ranged from his encounters with the formal education system through to 
his experiences of learning about life through his travels in Africa and India. 
 
  

John Quinn interviews Manchán Magan at Matthews Auction Rooms, The Square, Oldcastle 
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Arthur Lappin & Michelle Boyle 
pictured at the Launch of 
Mandscape in Oldcastle Library. 

MANDSCAPE EXHIBITION 
 

 
‘Mandscape’ was curated by Martin Drury, founding 
Director of the Ark National Children’s Cultural Centre. It 
is comprised of 10 mixed media works by ten national 
and international artists and it was exhibited in Oldcastle 
Library as part of the Gilson Summer School.  
 
The exhibition features work where mankind is present or 
has left a mark on the landscape and invites the viewer to 
engage and to act as a starting point for conversations 
between children and between adults and children about 
their environment.  
 
The Exhibition was launched by Arthur Lappin, Acting 
Director of The Ark and Cavan based artist Michelle Boyle 
whose work has been exhibited in the Bankside Gallery, 
London, the Royal Hibernian Academy, Dublin and the Royal 
Ulster Academy, Belfast. 
 
Funding from Meath Partnership and support from Meath County Council Library Service 
enabled this very prestigious collection to be exhibited in Oldcastle. Approximately 347 
children and adults from Meath and neighbouring counties visited the Exhibition over the 
course of the 3 weeks that it was on view in the Library. 
 

 
Children watching a video installation at the Mandscape exhibition, Oldcastle Library. 
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THE GILSON GATHERING 
 

 
Tying in with Fáilte Ireland’s Gathering Initiative, Sunday was devoted to ‘The Gilson 
Gathering’ – where Gilsons, Gilsenans and any of the 22 variations on the Gilson name were 
invited to attend. A leaftet on the history of the Gilson/Gilsenan name was prepared by a 
Transition Year Student from Virginia College as part of her Work Experience (Appendix VIII) 
 
A workshop on Tracing Family Roots using both digital media and Library and Archive 
Sources was presented by Tracey Holsgrove to an audience of about 60 people who had 
travelled from far and wide for the occasion. An exhibition of photographs and memorabilia 
from the Gilson Endowed School was also available for past pupils to enjoy. 
 
The Workshop was followed by a bus trip to places of interest beginning with Boolies just 
outside Oldcastle where Laurence Gilson lived, for a short discussion. The tour crossed 
through Summerbank where all the stone walls were noted, then on to Clonabreany House. 
A large group had arrived via cars at Clonabreany graveyard with many branches of 
Gilsenans and great discussion took place concerning which branch of the family were on 
the various headstones and many other aspects of this historic graveyard were discussed. 
 
The route back to Oldcastle took in various sites including Diamor motte and forts, 
Loughcrew house and estate, Millbrook Mills and finally back to Oldcastle. 
 
The Gathering event finished with a ‘Family Fun Day’ which again was organised by some of 
the Transition Year students from St Oliver Post Primary and included a reading by Brendan 
Tiernan from his new novel ‘The Druid Ith’. 

Some of the Gilsons & Gilsenans who took the opportunity to visit Clonabreany graveyard as part of the 
Gilson Gathering 
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MARKETING, PROMOTION & PUBLICITY 

 
 
The Gilson Summer School was publicised using a variety of traditional and social media and 
this year thanks to support from Meath Partnership we were able to purchase paid press 
and radio advertising. Due to delays in getting funding approval, printed material was 
delayed and a planned national radio advertising campaign was not possible. However 
posters and flyers (Appendix III) were distributed as widely as possible through network of 
committee’s own contacts. 
 
We issued regular press releases 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 were interviewed on LMFM and local press (in Meath, Cavan and 
Westmeath) covered the event extensively before and afterwards. 
 
We had planned an advertising campaign involving national media (print and broadcast) 
however delays in funding approval meant that the lead time required for planning and 
payment limited us to one display advertisement with The Irish Times and local radio 
advertising with LMFM over the course of the week preceding the Summer School. LMFM’s 
Roadcaster was also on-site on the Saturday and a number of live interviews with speakers 
were broadcast. 
 
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.   
 
Meath Tourism promoted the event on their website as did the Le Chéile Arts & Music 
Festival, Meath Festivals and AONTAS. Other organisations such Oldcastle Tidy Towns, 
Oldcastle Chamber of Commerce and the Netbox Project 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. 
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FUNDING 
 

 
The 2013 Summer School was supported by in part by Meath Partnership through LEADER 
funding. It was also financed by generous contributions from the Gilson Trust, Gilson School, 
Oldcastle Credit Union, Clonabreany House and Paddy Donoghue. 
 
The Summer School is also enabled through the voluntary work of the Laurence Gilson 
Commemoration Association which works throughout the year on organisation and 
promotion as well as the many volunteers who assist at the various events. 
 
THE FUTURE 

 
 
We have developed a 3-year Action Plan to build on and develop the Laurence Gilson 
Summer School nationally and internationally.  
 
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.  
 
Goal 1:  To raise awareness about the summer school among teachers, educators, 
  parents, politicians and policy makers  
 
Goal 2:  To become a focus for informed debate on educational issues in Ireland and 
  beyond 
 
Goal 3:  To build on local community involvement and pride in Oldcastle  as a  
  location for national/internationally renowned events 
 
 
Our strategy is to build on the hard work and good will generated locally and nationally. We 
will strengthen links established with local organisations – local schools, teachers and 
principals, parents association, school pupils – as well as many voluntary and community 
organisations.  
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APPENDIX I 
 
Laurence Gilson Commemoration Association 
 
Officers: 
Malachy Hand, Chairman 
Patrick Twomey, Vice Chairman 
Sue Russell, Secretary 
Tommy Moore, Joint Treasurer 
Eddie O’Reilly, Joint Treasurer 
Tracey Holsgrove, PRO 
 
2013 Committee members: 
Oliver Fox, Gerry Boylan, Michael Gilsenan, Michael Mullen, Fidelma Gibney, Leo Halpin, 
Richard Kilroy, Gerry Farrelly, Colin Smith, Emma Smith. 
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APPENDIX II: Report on ‘Mission Imagination’ 
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Laurence Gilson Summer School 
TY’s Mission Imagination 

 
On Saturday the 11th of May 2013 the transition year students in St Oliver Post Primary School held 
an event in the Laurence Gilson summer school. We Held a seminar based on this years theme which 
was ‘Imagination for Education’. Our research led us to Ted talks, the Goodman Immersive learning 
center of Stanford, the Dalai Lama Center, the Karolinska institute, the Ideo lab, London Business 
Forum, The Wikipedia education program at Harvard and all of these we found from looking at 
YouTube. These gave us loads of ideas so we split the seminar into three main topics. 

 
 
1.  ‘Imagination will take 
you everywhere’. We looked for 
ideas and found loads of 
different people talking about 
imagination. We compiled all 
these Youtube videos together 
to edit and develop a short film. 
In it we heard Sir Ken Robinson, 
Steve Hawkins, Steve Jobs, Tim 
Brown, J.K. Rowling and others 
talk about their view on the 
importance of developing your 
imagination.  
 
2. A seminar about 
bringing creativity to the 
classroom through policies, 

principles, space and design. These were split into two different 
presentations.  
 
a. In policies and principles we decided that a two year ‘express 
yourself’ cycle should be included in our education system. This would 
lead people to realize what they are good at and what they could 
pursue in their futures. It would include other subjects and activities 
that are not already included in our education system, such as dancing, 
beauty therapy, computer programming etc. 
b. In Space and design we came up with a whole new perception 
on what schools and their interiors should look like. We took ideas from 
some of the most successful businesses in the world including Google 
and Ideo. We collaborated all of our different ideas and came up with a 
stimulating and inspiring classroom space that would motivate students 
to do their best and use their imagination to the fullest. 

                
3. Group three to work on a live performance about the conflicting 
sides of the brain called ‘Brain Waves’. The brain has two sides, the 
logical side and the creative side. We felt that in our current education 
system our logical side is being overused and we are not making full use 
of our creative side so we did a performance about a young girl named 
Amy who is struggling in school because she is not very good at maths. 
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She is being forced to do maths all the time so she can improve for her exams. This makes her 
tired and the logical side of her brain stops functioning while the creative side is bored with 
nothing to do. Eventually Amy decides to write a poem, as she does this her brain starts to work 
together. When she is finished her teacher reads it and realizes that Amy is very talented - just 
not at maths.  

 
The day was a success. We all really enjoyed ourselves and I think the work paid off. There were over 
75 people present. Everyone said they were extremely impressed by how much effort and work we 
had put into it. 
 
Myself and Alan Jennings got an opportunity to go on the LMFM Radio Roadcaster afterwards to talk 
about the day. I really enjoyed that and it went well.  
     

 
                                                                                            

By Emma Smith 
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APPENDIX III: Full Programme 
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APPENDIX IV: Poster 
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Appendix V: Flyer for Mandscape Exhibition 
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Appendix VI: Poster/Flyer for Gilson Gathering 
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Appendix VII : Samples of press coverage 
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Appendix VIII 
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