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Education of Farm Children 
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Abstract: In this paper we examined educational participation by farm children, from two small areas in the 
West of Ireland. There has been a dramatic increase in participation, especially since the introduction of free 
post-primary education in 1967. This reflects the changing ability of parents to afford education for their 
children. Participation on smaller farms was lower than on larger farms up to 1967, but since that time it has 
almost equalised. Differences between those from smaller as compared to larger farms up to 1967 reflected the 
relative ability of parents to afford education. The pattern since 1967 shows how public policy can bring about 
equalisation of opportunities between families. Differences associated with children's occupations still persist. 
Non-farming daughters had more education than non-farming sons, who are more concentrated in manual 
occupations which have lower formal education requirements. In attempting to ensure access to occupations 
parents give daughters more education. Sons entering farming had least education but their access to farming 
is assured by gift or inheritance. The differential allocation of education reflects the efforts of parents to 
equalise occupational opportunities among their children. 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

P art ic ipat ion in educa t ion 1 and its relationship to occupat ional s t ructure 
has been the subject of recent Irish social research. Interest in this subject 

owes m u c h to the d rama t i c expansion in the educat ion system over the past 20 
years. The educat iona l par t ic ipat ion levels of 15 year olds has risen from 54 per 
cent in 1966 to 87 per cent in 1981, with females hav ing higher rates up to the 
end of the senior school cycle (Murphy , 1983). Studies of educat ional 
par t ic ipat ion have focused on differential par t ic ipat ion and achievement levels 
between occupat ional categories, usually grouping occupat ions to approx imate 
social class categories. Despite Government reforms a imed at p romot ing 

1. Education in this paper refers to formal education. 

*The data on which this study is based are from a study part funded by the Commission of the European 
Communities. 



equal i ty 2 , disparities in par t ic ipat ion in relation to social class and gender have 
been found to persist. Studies (Rot tman et al., 1982; Clancy, 1982; Whelan and 
Whe lan 1984; Greaney and Kel laghan , 1984) have shown that the children of 
those in higher socio-economic groups are more likely to complete second-level 
schooling t han those in the lower socio-economic groups. Chi ldren of upper and 
middle class parents are markedly over-represented in third-level institutions. 
Educa t iona l par t ic ipat ion is also sex selective. H a n n a n , el al (1983) and Breen 
(1984) have shown that girls remain longer in second-level educat ion than boys, 
bu t are slightly less likely to go on to third-level educat ion. 

T h e evidence shows tha t the quan t i ty and quali ty of educat ion which a child 
receives is related to h i s /he r sex and parents ' class position. Moreover , the 
expansion of educa t ion and the decline in employment in family businesses have 
resulted in educa t iona l credentials becoming impor tan t de terminants of 
occupat ional opportuni t ies . As R o t t m a n , el al (1982) point out: 

Educa t ion in the 1920s evinced only a slight impact on a person's adul t 
si tuation; only for those from the middle classes with parents able to afford 
a pr ivate secondary school or university educat ion did it prove decisive. By 
the 1970s, social-class linked packages of educationally de termined skills 
and qualifications differentiated between skilled and unskilled m a n u a l 
workers, be tween professionals and rout ine service workers (p. 48). 

Fa rmers as an occupat ional g roup vary widely in terms of the resources they 
control so they are not easily classified along conventional status, 
skilled/unskilled or m a n u a l / n o n - m a n u a l dichotomies. Studies of educat ional 
par t ic ipat ion have dealt with this p roblem either by t reat ing farmers as a 
separate occupat ional category or grouping farmers within holding size 
categories with other non-farming occupations. The problem with the former 
method is tha t it masks the considerable heterogeneity within the farm 
popula t ion . The lat ter approach , on the other hand , enables us to say little about 
different categories of farmers per se, because they are amalgamated with other 
non-farming occupations. 

R o t t m a n et al., (1982) taking farmers as a separate category have shown tha t 
the par t ic ipat ion r a t e 3 for farmers' children aged 14-19 in full-time educat ion 
almost doubled in the period 1961-71 (from 28% to 55%), was higher than the 
average for other social groups, and was only exceeded by the rate for children of 
professionals, employers and managers . The same study also showed that 

2. These include the introduction of free second-level education and transport in 1967, raising the minimum 
school leaving age from 14 to 15 years in 1972 and considerable capital investment in secondary schools 
throughout the past two decades. 

3. Expressed as a percentage of the available cohort of children from each social group who are in full-time 
education. 



fanners ' chi ldren were roughly equally represented in secondary and vocat ional 
educat ion, while Breen (1984) found that slightly more than half (56%) were in 
secondary schools. C o m p a r i n g a t t a inmen t levels a m o n g occupat ional groups 
over the 1980-82 period Breen found tha t more than two-thirds of farmers ' 
chi ldren a t ta ined Leaving Certificate s tandard . By contrast , only 38 per cent of 
the offspring of semi/skilled m a n u a l parents a t ta ined tha t s tandard . 

Tak ing these statistics at face value one could form the impression that 
farmers ' chi ldren fare exceedingly well in regard to par t ic ipat ion and 
a t t a inmen t in second- and third-level educat ion. However , as R o t t m a n et ai, 
readily admi t , these da t a conceal considerable var iat ion a m o n g the farming 
populat ion. H a n n a n (1970) in a study of young people in County Cavan 
provides information on educat ional par t ic ipat ion for different levels of farm 
resources. H a n n a n examined the educat ional par t ic ipat ion of farm children by 
the ra teable va lua t ion 4 of the farm. He found substantial variat ions between 
valuation categories and between males and females in relation to educat ional 
par t ic ipat ion (Table 1). 

Tab le 1: Educational participation of male and female farm adolescents, by valuation 
of farm 

Post-primary Valuation of farm 
education 
received, if any Under £15 £15-£29 £30-£44 £45 and over 

% % % % 
Males 

Secondary 21.7 17.4 53.1 55.9 
Vocat ional 24.3 31.3 25.0 14.7 
Pr imary only 52.2 50.7 21.9 29.4 

Total 98.2 99.4 100.0 100.0 
N 115 114 32 34 

Females 

Secondary 29.2 36.6 46.2 73.5 
Vocat ional 50.0 46.2 30.8 17.6 
Pr imary only 20.0 17.2 23.1 8.8 

Tota l 99.2 100.0 100.1 99.9 
N 120 145 39 34 

Source: H a n n a n (1970). 

4. Valuation is a measure of the productive capacity of the farm. 



Both sexes had higher proport ions in post-pr imary educat ion at higher 
valuat ions. For females especially, the level of farm valuat ion was closely related 
to the type of post -pr imary educat ion received, the proport ions in secondary 
educat ion consistently rising and those in vocational educat ion falling as 
valuat ion increased. This t rend was less marked in the case of males. W h a t is 
most striking, however, was the difference between the sexes with regard to the 
overall level of par t ic ipat ion in post-primary educat ion. Even at the lowest level 
of valuat ion, four-fifths of females had some post-pr imary educat ion rising to 
more than nine- tenths in the higher categories. U p to IR£30 valuat ion more 
than half the boys had no post-primary educat ion. The proport ion of males with 
no post-pr imary educat ion even at high valuations was greater than for females 
in the lowest valuat ion category. 

H a n n a n a t t r ibutes sex differences in educat ional par t ic ipat ion to the 
differential obligations of boys and girls on farms, more boys having to stay at 
home and work on the farm on complet ion of p r imary educat ion. Nevertheless of 
those moving off the farm, girls still received a bet ter educat ion — 91 per cent of 
girls and 78 per cent of boys receiving post-primary educat ion. H a n n a n 
concludes tha t his results confirm an earlier observation by M c N a b b (1964) tha t 
farm females are given a bet ter educat ion to enhance their occupat ional and 
mar r iage opportuni t ies outside their own area, as employment opportunit ies in 
rura l areas are likely to be scarce. 

The educat ional level of farmers, as revealed by Census and other da ta , are 
consistent wi th H a n n a n ' s findings for those taking u p farming. The 1971 Census 
revealed tha t 95 per cent of farmers farming less than 12 hectares had no post­
p r imary educat ion , bu t this decreased to 51 per cent for those farming more than 
80 hectares. T h e corresponding figures for farmers ' sons are 81 and 36 per cent. 

A more recent survey of farm operators carr ied out in An Foras Talunta is in 
1980 (Frawley, 1985) showed that 76 per cent of all farm operators had pr imary 
educat ion only. T h e proport ions ranged from 81 pe r cen t on farms of less than 12 
hectares to 50 per cent on those of over 40 hectares. Although the levels have 
improved since 1971, they are still considerably lower than for most other social 
categories. C o m p a r i n g the educat ional a t t a inments of heads of households from 
the Household Budget Survey of 1983, R o t t m a n et aL, (1982, Table 2.4, p . 65) 
found tha t the educat iona l a t ta inments of all bu t the largest farmers (over 40 
hectares) were comparab le to those of the semi-skilled and unskilled working 
class categories, a n d tha t farmers with less than 12 hectares had the lowest levels 
of all, 96 per cent hav ing no post-primary educat ion. 

II T H E P R E S E N T S T U D Y 

In this p a p e r we examine the educat ion of farm children from the perspective 



of its influence on their occupat ional opportuni t ies and the role of parents in 
deciding how m u c h formal post -pr imary educat ion their children receive. The 
outcome of these decisions is reflected in differential par t ic ipat ion in educat ion. 
We explore differences (a) over t ime, (b) between different size farms, (c) 
between sexes and (d) between those enter ing farming and those enter ing non-
farming occupat ions. T h e central thesis is tha t these differences can be explained 
by the relative ability of parents to afford educat ion and by parents ' a t t empts to 
equalise opportuni t ies within families. 

We report on the sons and daughters of farmers from two areas in the West 
Region (Counties Ga lway and Mayo) who entered the labour force between the 
1930s and 1980s. These da t a are from a wider study on integrated rural 
development , which was par t funded by the EC Commission. T h e occupat ional 
s tructure of the s tudy areas and intergenerat ional social mobili ty were a m o n g 
the central foci of the study. Hence we were interested in educat ion as a means to 
influence access to occupations. 

Study Areas 
T w o small study areas were chosen for the mult i -dimensional household 

inquiry, relat ing to the rura l development study. This design was chosen to 
facilitate an under s t and ing of the local context in which disadvantage was 
experienced by residents of a "Less Favoured Area" . Small areas also facilitated 
intensive consul tat ion, which would have been m u c h more expensive with a 
widely scattered sample. 

Sampl ing procedures were followed to ensure tha t each study area was 
representat ive of a wider rural area. Cluster analysis was used to allocate the 
rura l District Electoral Divisions, in the West Region, into seven clusters, shown 
in Figure 1. (The variables used in this analysis related to agricul ture , 
employment , demography and household amenities). A study area was selected 
from within each of the two largest clusters (A and B in Figure 1) which, between 
them, included 217 out of a total of 363 District Electoral Divisions. T h e study 
areas were selected so as to: 
(a) be within the local social unit of a parish; 
(b) be close to the centroid of a cluster; 
(c) make it feasible to use an existing research station as a base for fieldwork. 
In each of the two study areas da t a were collected for all households. 

Da ta then relate to full enumera t ions for the study areas and also to sample 
estimates for the clusters represented. It is likely tha t the estimates of var iance 
within a study area would, if biased, be biased downward . Hence tests which 
show no significant differences between the sample estimates could be accepted 
readily, while appa ren t ly significant differences should be t reated with caut ion. 
No significant differences were found between the study areas in respect of the 



size distr ibution of farms, the structure of occupat ions for chi ldren of farm 
households or for the da ta on par t ic ipat ion in educat ion which are reported 
below. The results presented below relate to the pooled da ta for both study 
areas. These represent the two clusters combined and hence most of the rural 
areas in the eastern half of the West Region, (see Figure 1). Tests of statistical 
significance should not be interpreted rigorously as the samples of households 
are not r a n d o m , bu t they give a useful indication of differences which are likely 
to be impor tan t . 

Figure 1: Location of the seven clusters in the West Region 



Data Base 
The da ta , on which the analysis is based are from a 1981-82 survey of all 

households in two small areas in the West Region. Personal and occupat ional 
da t a were collected in each household for members of the youngest generat ion 
who had entered the labour force 5 regardless of present location or age. Labour 
force ent rants who were chi ldren of farmers numbered 1,110 in all (607 male and 
503 female) and da t a relat ing to these are analysed below. All had completed 
formal educat ion and had at least one occupat ion since leaving school. O u r 
analysis examines par t ic ipat ion in and dura t ion of second-level educat ion. The 
da t a are inadequa te to explore differences in third-level educat ional 
par t ic ipat ion. 

Participation Trends 
Table 2 shows par t ic ipat ion in post-pr imary educat ion for sons and daughters 

of farmers over four t ime periods. T h e final period coincides with the 
in t roduct ion of free post-pr imary educat ion in I reland in 1967, and the increase 
in age for compulsory school a t t endance from 14 to 15 years in 1972. Offspring 
are divided into three categories according to present occupat ion, the n u m b e r of 
females in farming occupat ions being too small to treat them as a separate 
category. Evidence from previous studies is confirmed by the da ta in Tab le 2. 
Par t ic ipat ion in post -pr imary educat ion has increased dramat ica l ly a m o n g all 
categories over the period, especially in the period 1952-66 and since 1967. 
Females have a higher level of par t ic ipat ion than males and non-farm males are, 
since 1937, bet ter educa ted than farmers. T h e dura t ion of post -pr imary 
educat ion has also risen, from an average of 2.2 years in the 1952-66 period to 
4.16 since 1967. Gende r and occupat ional differences are also evident in the 

Tab le 2: Percentage of farm offspring with some post-primary education by period of 
entry to the labour force and current occupation 

Period 

Sons Daughters 

Period Farming .Non-farming Non-farming All 

U p to 1936 6.2 5.0 10.9 7.9 

1937-1951 10.7 14.0 37.2 24.5 
1952-1966 26.5 52.4 68.6 55.3 
1967 onward 70.8 91.1 94.6 91.6 

5. A generation is considered to have entered the labour force if all, or at least three of its members, have done 
so. 



dura t ion of post -pr imary educat ion. For the period 1967 onward the mean 
n u m b e r of years for farm males, non-farm males and females respectively were 
2.71, 3.79 and 4.73. 

Since farm size is likely to be an impor tan t influence on the capaci ty to 
provide pos t -pr imary educat ion , we now turn to an examinat ion of this factor 
for each of the three categories of offspring. 

I l l I N F L U E N C E O F F A R M SIZE O F O R I G I N 

Sons in Farming 
Post-pr imary educat ion u p to 1936 was negligible regardless of parents ' farm 

size. T h e percentage with any post-pr imary educat ion has increased consistently 
over later periods (Table 3). In the 1952-66 period the difference between those 
from small (less than 12 ha) and other farms had increased, while differences 
with regard to par t ic ipat ion have practically disappeared in the period since 
1967. The size of paren ts ' farm no longer influences the par t ic ipat ion of farming 
sons in pos t -pr imary educat ion. T h e difference in par t ic ipat ion between farm 
size of origin, which was emerging in the 1952-1966 period, was el iminated 
subsequently. T h e increase in par t ic ipat ion and the equalisation since 1967 
coincided with the int roduct ion of the State policy of free post-pr imary 
educat ion and the raising of the age of compulsory school a t tendance . 

Tab le 3: Percentage of farming sons who had some post-primary education, by period 
of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' farm 

Period 

Size of parents' farm 

Period Up to 12 ha Over 12 ha Difference^ 

U p to 1936 5.0 8.3 ns 

1937-1951 9.7 12.0 
# 

1952-1966 18.2 33.3 
* # # 

1967 onwards 70.0 71.4 
# * # 

1. Us ing *, ** a n d *** for 5, 1 a n d 0.1 p e r c e n t significance levels respectively, based on the chi-
squa re statistic. T h i s statist ic c a n n o t be in te rp re ted r igorously as exp la ined above , when discussing 
the selection of s tudy a reas . 

Sons in Non-Farming Occupations 
Part ic ipat ion of non-farming 6 sons in post -pr imary educat ion also increased 

6. Non-farming refers to the non-farming occupation of the offspring, in this case sons. 



over t ime (Table 4). Increased par t ic ipat ion for those from farms over 12 
hectares had emerged by the 1937-51 period, so that they had higher 
par t ic ipat ion than sons from smaller farms, by 17 percentage points. The 
difference for 1952 to 1966 was even larger, at 31 percentage points, even though 
there was a d r a m a t i c increase in par t ic ipat ion in this period by sons from small 
farms. In the period 1967 onward the difference between small and o ther farm 
origins was reduced to 13 percentage points. 

Tab le 4: Percentage of non-farming sons who had some post-primary education, by 
period of entry to the labour force and for 2 size category of parents' farm 

Period 

Size of parents' farm 

Period Up to 12 ha Over 12 ha Difference 

U p to 1936 4.3 5.9 ns 

1937-1951 6.1 22.7 
# 

1952-1966 36.6 67.6 
# * # 

1967 onward 84.0 96.8 ** 

A more detai led breakdown by farm size for the later periods (Table 5) shows 
that in 1952 to 1966 there were big differences in par t ic ipat ion between all three 
size categories. Sons from larger farms had higher par t ic ipat ion. In the period 
1967 onward , par t ic ipa t ion by sons from large farms was no higher than for 
m e d i u m farms, while the gap between small and other farms was reduced. The 
persistence of a gap between small (under 12ha) a n d o ther farm sizes, could be 
explained by the relative inability of parents , with small farms, to forgo the 
l abour of a son. This could arise ei ther because such labour was needed more on 
small than on large farms, or because those on smaller farms were less able to 
forgo a son's earnings from work outside the family farm. While smaller farms 
have greater unde remployment of labour (Conway and Higgins, 1979, Par t 2), 
it is conceivable tha t on these farms parents might be more likely to take non-
farming sons out of school to assist on the home farm. T h e lower level of 
capitalisation on smaller farms, and the associated l abour -demand ing 

Tab le 5: Percentage of non-farming sons who had some post-primary education, by 
period of entry to the labour force and for 3 size category of parents' farm 

Period Up to 12 ha 12-20 ha 20+ ha Difference 

1952-1966 36.6 58.1 80.6 # # # 

1967 onwards 84.0 98.1 95.0 
# 



techniques of product ion , could conceivably increase their need for an extra 
person. A more likely possibility is tha t non-farming sons might assist on the 
home farm for a period but move to a non-farming occupat ion later. In order to 
check this possibility the da t a were re-examined, excluding non-farming sons 
whose first occupat ion was assisting on the family farm. Thei r exclusion did not 
mater ia l ly al ter the results given in Tables 4 and 5 above. 

A colleague raised the possibility of differences in parenta l motivat ion, in 
relat ion to educat ion of their children, as a possible explanat ion for lower 
par t ic ipat ion by chi ldren from smaller farms. If this hypothesis were accepted it 
would not det rac t from farm size as an influential variable, bu t one would have 
to explain how farm size differentially condit ioned parents ' motivat ion. O n e 
would also need to explain how free second-level educat ion altered assumed 
motivat ional differences. However there is no difficulty in seeing how the 
in t roduct ion of free post-pr imary educat ion m a d e it easier for poorer farm 
families to afford such educat ion. The evidence points consistently, and directly, 
to the poorer economic circumstances on smaller farms as the reason why their 
non-farming sons tended to receive less formal educat ion. 

In the later periods, with higher par t ic ipat ion, our numbers are adequa te to 
examine the years of post -pr imary educat ion for those par t ic ipat ing. Table 6 
contains the percentage of non-farming sons a t t end ing for more than three 
years. This increased with parents ' farm size in the 1952 to 1966 period. Since 
post-pr imary educat ion was not free at this t ime the differences probably reflect 
differences in paren ts ' ability to pay for educat ion or forgo the earnings of sons. 
In the period 1967 onward these differences disappear coinciding with the 
in t roduct ion of free post-pr imary educat ion. While the increase from 14 to 15 in 
the age for compulsory school a t t endance , in 1972, could have influenced 
par t ic ipat ion in post-pr imary educat ion, it could not explain the changes 
revealed in Tab le 6. The equalisation from 1967 onward is a t t r ibu tab le to the 
availabili ty of free post-pr imary educat ion. 

Tab le 6: Percentage of non-farming sons with post-primary education who attended 
for more than three years, by period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' 

farm 

Size of parents' farm 

Period Up to 12 ha 12-20 ha 20+ ha Difference 

1952-1966 23.1 32.0 56.0 * 
1967 onwards 47.6 48.1 44.7 ns 



It is possible tha t a different picture would emerge if we considered post­
p r imary educat ion extended over longer periods. However , the n u m b e r of 
chi ldren is fewer for longer dura t ions of post -pr imary educat ion. For the period 
1967 onward , the d a t a indicated tha t chi ldren whose parents had larger farms 
did not fare any bet ter as regards extending their post -pr imary educat ion. 
Numbers are too small to explore differences which m a y arise after second-level 
educat ion. 

T h e pa t t e rn of results can be summarised as follows. Part ic ipat ion in post­
p r imary educat ion , by sons enter ing non-farming occupat ions was qui te low for 
those enter ing the labour force u p to 1936. Subsequently par t ic ipat ion began to 
rise, first for those whose parents had larger farms bu t eventual ly for all farm 
sizes. Access to pos t -pr imary educat ion depended on the size of the parents ' farm 
until the in t roduct ion of free post-pr imary educat ion. This inequali ty was 
reflected both in the level of non-par t ic ipa t ion and in the dura t ion of 
par t ic ipat ion in pos t -pr imary educat ion. T h e evidence suggests tha t differences 
in dura t ion of par t ic ipa t ion have been el iminated since 1967. Differences in non-
par t ic ipat ion were almost e l iminated, with a somewhat lower par t ic ipat ion rate 
persisting where the paren ts ' farm did not exceed 12 hectares. This is not due to 
sons on small farms leaving school to work on the family farm bu t is probably 
explained by the relative inability of their parents to forgo a son's earnings as an 
unskilled m a n u a l worker. 

Non-Farming Daughters 
There are very few daughters farming, so our analysis is confined to daughters 

in non-farming occupat ions. We find, as for non-farming sons, tha t the size of 
paren ts ' farm influences par t ic ipat ion in post-pr imary educat ion, (Table 7). 
The difference between small (under 12 ha) and other farms was not as great for 
daughters as it was for sons (contrast Tables 7 and 4). Differences between farm 

Table 7: Percentage of non-farming daughters who had some post-primary education, 
by period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' farm 

Period 

Size of parent's farm 

Period Up to 12 ha Over 12 ha Difference 

% % 
U p to 1936 8.0 10.3 ns 
1937 to 1951 31.8 46.2 ns 
1952 to 1966 60.8 77.8 

# 

1967 onwards 94.0 95.6 ns 



sizes, which emerged before 1966, were also found bewtween farms over 20 ha 
and those under 20 ha. These differences were el iminated for those enter ing the 
labour force from 1967 onward . 

W e also found, as shown in Table 8, tha t size of parents ' farm influenced the 
dura t ion of pos t -pr imary educat ion before 1966. Differences between farm sizes 
were almost e l iminated in the period 1967 onwards . When we considered 
dura t ions of six or more years, for the period 1967 onwards , there is no evidence 
tha t dura t ion of post -pr imary educat ion is significantly influenced by the size of 
paren ts ' farm. 

Tab le 8: Percentage of non-farming daughters with post-primary education who 
attended for over 3 years, by period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' 

farm 

Size of parents' farm 

Period Up to 12 ha 12-20 ha 20+ ha Difference 

% % % 
1937 to 1951 25.9 50.0 62.5 ns 
1952 to 1966 35.6 53.3 73.7 

# 

1967 onwards 75.9 79.2 84.6 ns 

The analysis of d a t a of non-farming daughters confirm the findings for non-
farming sons. Access to educat ion depended on the parents ' farm size before 
1966. This was true in relation to both par t ic ipat ion in and dura t ion of post­
p r imary educat ion . These differences have been almost el iminated from 1967 
onwards . It does a p p e a r that public policy on educat ion has been effective in 
redressing socially inherited inequalities of oppor tuni ty among non-farming 
daughters . 

IV D I F F E R E N C E S B E T W E E N F A R M I N G A N D N O N - F A R M I N G 

S O N S 

We have a l ready noted tha t sons enter ing non-farming occupat ions generally 
have greater par t ic ipat ion in post-pr imary educat ion than those who enter 
farming as a career. The par t ic ipat ion of the two occupat ion groups (Tables 3 



and 4 above) is contrasted in Table 9 below. Non-farming sons have higher 
par t ic ipat ion, a l though the difference did not emerge until after 1951. Since 
par t ic ipat ion rates increase over t ime, if there was a tendency to select older sons 
for farming this could reduce their par t ic ipat ion rate relative to non-farming 
sons. The da t a were examined to check for any tendency to select older sons for 
farming and there is no evidence of such a tendency. Any evidence of bias in 
selecting the farming son was towards a younger son, par t icular ly on larger 
farms. The difference between the two occupat ion groups is larger where the 
paren ts ' farm is over 12 hectares even after 1967. It will be recalled tha t non-
farming sons from small farms had lagged behind non-farming sons from larger 
farms, even in the period 1967 onward (see Tab le 5). When the dura t ion of post­
p r imary educat ion was examined no differences were found between farming 
and non-farming sons. 

Tab le 9: Percentage of sons who had some post-primary education, by period of entry 
to labour force, occupation type, and size 'of parents' farm 

Parents' farm 

less than 12 ha Parents' farm over 12 ha 

Non- .Non-

Period Farming Farming Difference Farming Farming Difference 

% % % % 
1937-1951 9.7 6.1 ns 12.0 22.7 ns 
1951-1966 18.2 36.6 ns 33.3 67.6 ## 

1967 o n w a r d s 70.0 84.0 ns 71.4 96.8 # * 

Since differences in par t ic ipat ion rates persist in the period of free post­
p r imary educat ion (1967 onward) , it reflects a choice on the par t of the farm 
family. This choice indicates that post -pr imary educat ion is considered less 
relevant or necessary for those enter ing farming, than for those enter ing non-
farming occupat ions . If educat ion is viewed as a means of influencing access to 
occupat ions, it would be less relevant to farming sons, who get farms by gift or 
inher i tance from their parents . In contrast access to non-farm occupat ions is 
de termined in compet i t ion with others. A s tandard par t of this recrui tment is 
exclusion on the basis of level of formal educat ion. This could explain why non-
farming sons are more likely to a t tend post-pr imary school or indeed why sons 
who perform well at school might be encouraged to remain in school, while a son 
who performs less well academically might be encouraged to take u p farming. 

The picture tha t emerges is of a lower par t ic ipat ion rate for farming sons in 
post -pr imary educat ion . This differential can be explained by the non-relevance 
of post -pr imary educat ion in ensuring access to farming the family farm. In 



contrast pos t -pr imary educat ion does affect one's prospects in relation to non-
farming occupat ions. 

V D I F F E R E N C E S B E T W E E N N O N - F A R M I N G S O N S A N D 

D A U G H T E R S 

Higher par t ic ipa t ion in post-pr imary educat ion by those not enter ing farming 
was noted a l ready (Table 2) for bo th sons and daughters . Differences between 
non-farming sons and daughters (Tables 4 and 7 above) are contrasted in Table 
10 below. U p to 1936 differences in par t ic ipat ion in post-primary educat ion are 
small, while large differences emerge for those enter ing the labour force in the 
period 1937 to 1951. Where the parents ' farm is over 12 hectares the difference is 
reduced for 1952-1966 and el iminated for the period 1967 onward . Where the 
paren ts ' farm is u n d e r 12 hectares the differences are more significant and a 
slight difference still persists after 1967. 

Tab le 10: Percentage of sons and daughters entering non-farming occupations who had 
some post-primary education, by period of entry to the labour force and by size of 

parents' farm 

Parents' farm 

less than 12 ha Parents' farm over 12 ha 

Period Son Daughter Difference Son Daughter Difference 

U p to 1936 4.3 8.0 ns 5.9 10.3 ns 

1937-51 6.1 31.8 # * 22.7 46.2 # 

1952-1966 36.6 60.8 ## 67.6 77.8 ns 
1967 o n w a r d s 84.0 94.0 ns 96.8 95.6 ns 

H o w can the h igher par t ic ipat ion by females, notable in the 1937-66 periods, 
and the subsequent equalisation be explained? A possible explanat ion lies in the 
differences in occupat ion structures for males and females and related 
occupat ional t ra in ing practices. T h e cul tural no rm has been that males are 
relatively concent ra ted in m a n u a l and females in non -manua l occupations. 
T ra in ing for m a n u a l occupations has t radi t ional ly been by apprent iceship. This 
mean t tha t those t ra in ing for skilled m a n u a l work would leave formal schooling 
earl ier and cont inue t ra ining at work. Since males are relatively concentra ted in 
m a n u a l work their occupat ional opportunit ies did not require so much formal 
educat ion. In contrast , females are relatively concentra ted in non -manua l 
occupat ions which have higher requirements for post-pr imary educat ion. Also, 
until recently, females' social status was almost exclusively tied to their 



husbands ' occupat ion . T h e evidence accords with tha t found by M c N a b b 
(1964) who suggested farm females are bet ter educated in order to enhance their 
occupat ional and mar r iage prospects. 

Since sex typing of occupat ions persists it cannot explain the equalisat ion in 
par t ic ipat ion since 1967, par t icular ly where the parents ' farm was over 20 
hectares. We found, however, tha t while the differences in par t ic ipat ion 
declined, differences in dura t ion of post-pr imary educat ion increased (see Tab le 
11). These differences are most striking for the period 1967 onward , when free 
post-pr imary educa t ion is in operat ion. It is concluded then tha t parents choose 
more post -pr imary educat ion for females. This can be understood if post­
p r imary educa t ion is seen as ins t rumental in affecting access to occupations. The 
sex typing of occupat ions would justify al locat ing educat ional opportuni t ies so 
as to give more formal educat ion to females. 

General ly it can be said tha t families are al locat ing post-pr imary educat ion 
a m o n g their chi ldren so as to compensate for the differential difficulties in 
gaining access to occupat ions. If this postulated explanat ion is t rue then it should 
be reflected in the occupat ions a t ta ined by sons and daughters . 

V I O C C U P A T I O N A L S T R U C T U R E F O R F A R M C H I L D R E N 

In the preceding analysis people were classified as farming or non-farming on 
the basis of their occupat ion at the t ime of interview. When examining 
occupat ional s t ructure we have chosen to consider the first, r a ther than the final 
occupat ion in order to cap ture the occupat ions of females. The majority of 
females become homeworkers , a category not included as par t of the occupat ion 
s t ructure . Focusing on final occupat ion would exclude these women from 
consideration and also would not relate to the same point in people 's work 
careers. 

The da t a in Tab le 12 show clearly the way in which gender differences in 
educat ional par t ic ipat ion are reflected in the occupat ional s t ructure. In the pre-
1967 period, more than half the males became product ion workers whereas 
women were concent ra ted in the professional and technical , commercia l and 
clerical fields, for which secondary educat ion would usually be a requi rement . 
In the post-1967 period, while the male occupat ional distr ibution remained 
virtually the same,, there were some impor tan t shifts in the female s tructure. 
Since 1967, the n u m b e r s of women who remained at home on the farm or in 
service (mainly domest ic service occupations) have d ropped dramat ical ly . More 
than half the women in this period found jobs in ei ther the professional or clerical 
areas (58%). Those in the professional categories were in the ma in teachers, 
nurses or nuns. Eighty-eight per cent of those recorded in this category in the 
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Tab le 11: Percentage of non-farming sons and daughters with more than 3years post primary education, by 
period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' farm 

Period 

Pare, its' farm less h han 12 ha Parents' farm. 12 to 20 ha Parents farm over 20 ha 

Period Sons Daughters Difference Sons Daughters Difference Sons Daughters Difference 

% % % % % % 
1952-1966 23.1 35.6 ns 32.0 53.3 ns 56.0 73.7 ns 

1967 o n w a r d 47.6 75.9 # * * 48.1 79.2 ## 44.7 84 .6 ### 
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Table 12: Percentage of non-farming offspring distributed according to their first 
occupation category in the pre and post 1967 period 

. , Pre-1967 Post-1967 
Occupational , 
Category Males Females Males Females 

% % % % 
1. Agricul tural workers 

(including relatives 
assisting on farms) 6.3 10.0 6.6 0.8 

2. Product ion workers 53.7 2.7 54.8 7.3 
3. Labourers a n d 

unskilled 3.4 3.6 3.6 5.6 
4. Transpor t and 

Communica t ions 7.5 1.8 7.2 5.6 
5. Services 4.5 23.6 3.0 11.3 
6. Clerical 1.5 10.9 5.4 30.6 
7. Commerce and 

Finance 10.1 13.6 7.8 7.3 
8. Professional 

and Technical 7.1 24.5 9.6 27.4 
9. Others 6.0 9.1 1.8 4.0 
Tota l 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
1, 2 & 3 combined 63.4 16.3 65.0 13.7 
6, 7 & 8 combined 18.7 49.3 22.8 65.3 
N (268) (110) (116) (124) 

1971 Census of Popula t ion were in these professions. The p redominance of 
women in white collar occupat ions for which second level educat ion was a 
prerequisi te, conforms to our explanat ion of the gender difference in educat ional 
par t ic ipat ion. In contrast , abou t 65 per cent of males are in occupations which 
do not require a similar s tandard of educat ion. 

V I I D I S C U S S I O N 

We have focused on the par t ic ipat ion of farm chi ldren in second-level 
educat ion , analysing some results of a study carr ied out in the West of I re land. 
We examined the way in which farm parents allocated educat ion between their 
chi ldren, viewing educat ion as a means of influencing access to occupations. 



Hence we distinguished between offspring according to whether their 
occupat ion was farming or non-farming. 

The re has been a d rama t i c increase in par t ic ipat ion over the past fifty years, 
par t icular ly in the period since 1967, when free post-pr imary educat ion was 
int roduced. Since 1967 par t ic ipat ion rates of non-farming sons and daughters 
was more than 90 per cent, while farming sons had a lower part icipat ion rate of 
70 per cent. F a r m i n g sons in all periods had lower levels of par t ic ipat ion than 
non-farming sons or daughters . 

In the periods before 1967 non-farming sons had lower par t ic ipat ion rates 
than non-farming daughters . While the par t ic ipat ion rates are equalised since 
1967 we found that daughters have more years of post-pr imary educat ion. Non-
farming daughters get more second-level educat ion than non-farming sons over 
all periods. 

Examina t ion of par t ic ipat ion rates across farm sizes showed that for each 
category of offspring, par t ic ipat ion increased with farm size u p to 1967. Lower 
par t ic ipat ion rates persisted for non-farming sons on smaller farms even after 
1967. Clearly, access to post-pr imary educat ion depended on the size of the 
parents ' farm until the introduct ion of free post-pr imary educat ion in 1967. 
Even wi thout free second-level educat ion the t rend of increasing par t ic ipat ion 
would presumably have cont inued, in line with general economic growth and 
the increasing significance of educat ion as an ent rance requi rement to a more 
complex occupat ional s t ructure. Nevertheless, the effect of free second-level 
educat ion on equalisat ion between farm size illustrates how a specific State 
intervent ion can al ter established pat terns . 

O u r in terpre ta t ion of these da t a is that parents perceive post-pr imary 
educat ion as a means of securing positions in the occupat ion structure. The 
inheri t ing child (almost invariably male) is considered to have less claim on 
educat ion since his place in the occupat ional s t ructure is secured. This may 
involve parents selecting sons who perform less well academical ly to inherit the 
farm. Such intergenerat ional transfer to equalise opportunit ies between 
advan taged and disadvantaged siblings, is a general phenomenon (Becker and 
Tomes, 1976; Griliches, 1979). As Tomes (1979, p . 44) found "if greater child 
endowments . . . increase the rate of re turn of h u m a n capital investment [i.e., 
e d u c a t i o n ] . . . transfers in the form of h u m a n capital are substi tuted for mater ia l 
wea l th" . 

Par t ic ipat ion of non- inher i t ing children in educat ion reflects appraisal of the 
occupat ional options for males and females and the ability of parents to forgo the 
income genera ted by farm children. Male chi ldren are less likely to remain in 
educat ion. This can be explained by the existence, in the occupat ional s tructure, 
of more oppor tuni t ies for males which require less formal educat ional 
credentials. Occupa t iona l positions for daughters require more educat ional 



credentials so they have higher par t ic ipat ion in and dura t ion of schooling than 
males. The inabili ty of families on small farms to forgo potent ial earnings results 
in their sons hav ing a still lower par t ic ipat ion in second-level educat ion. While 
differences in farm size have contr ibuted to inequali ty of oppor tuni ty between 
families, farm transfer is used to equalise opportuni t ies within the family. 

While par t ic ipa t ion in educat ion has been increasing, the differences between 
farming and non-farming sons have persisted. If the relatively low level of farmer 
educat ion is to be raised it will need special measures to foster such an outcome. 
T w o measures were in t roduced this year (in the form of higher, +25%, rates of 
grant aid and installation aid for farmers unde r 35 years of age, see D e p a r t m e n t 
of Agricul ture , 1986), condi t ional on the farmer being "sui tably t rained and 
qualified". T h e m i n i m u m educat ional qualifications for farmers born after 
J a n u a r y 1, 1968 is the A C O T Certificate in Farming . Those born before tha t 
date will be required to have "a m i n i m u m of three years pract ical farming 
experience supplemented by satisfactory a t t endance at the final year of the 
A C O T Certificate p r o g r a m m e or an equivalent t ra in ing course" . Since second-
level educat ion is more critical to the occupat ional oportunit ies of non-farming 
than of farming sons, we found farming sons have less formal educat ion. Also it is 
likely tha t sons who perform well at school are encouraged to remain in school, 
while a son who performs less well academical ly will be encouraged to take u p 
farming. It is impor t an t therefore tha t t ra in ing p rogrammes be geared to those 
with limited pos t -pr imary educat ion and oriented towards vocat ional (i.e., 
applied, exper iental learning). The Certificate p r o g r a m m e is definitely an 
appl ied learning p r o g r a m m e . However, it is oriented very much towards people 
who have comple ted second-level educat ion. " I t is intended that in future, 
possession of the Leaving Certificate or an equivalent qualification will be a 
requi rement for en t ry to the p r o g r a m m e " ( A C O T , 1986). However , farming 
sons tend to spend a relatively short period in second-level educat ion. Hence 
such a requ i rement would seem ill advised, unless appropr ia te vocat ional pre-
Leaving Certificate t ra in ing is m a d e available as a p repara to ry p r o g r a mme . 

The increased a t t endance at second-level school by farming sons could 
provide a p r ime oppor tun i ty to advance their agr icul tural educat ion , if 
agr icul tural science was offered as a school subject. It ought to be available in the 
first years of pos t -pr imary schooling, since farming sons tend to spend a 
relatively short period in post-pr imary educat ion. This could lay the foundation 
for t ra in ing after leaving the post-pr imary school. 

While there are a rgument s in favour of educat ion and t ra ining being 
concent ra ted on the young, it is impor t an t to keep in mind that the farm labour 
force tends to be relatively old. According to the 1981 Census only 25 per cent of 
farm labour, which is mostly (90%) family labour, was unde r 35 years. The 
corresponding percentage for the total l abour force was 54 per cent. In the case 



of farmers themselves only 15 per cent of farmers were unde r 35 years. It should 
be noted tha t farmers are also self-employed unsupervised workers and hence 
lack any guidance while at work. Fur the rmore , educat ional differences in favour 
of the non-farming sons are likely to persist in the future as a result of parents ' 
efforts to equalise opportuni t ies a m o n g children. Hence there is need for 
vocational adul t educat ion p rogrammes for farmers, designed in accordance 
with their relatively limited experience of formal educat ion. 

F a r m women are likely to have more formal educat ion than their spouses. Yet 
their ac tual or potent ial role in agr icul tural development has never really been 
formally recognised or provided for in educat ion and t ra ining programmes , 
except in relation to poul t ry product ion and home managemen t . This, like the 
occupat ional s t ructure , reflects the sex typing of roles. As M a h o n (1.968, p. 69) 
states " the relat ionship between gender and educat ion must be unders tood in 
the context of the relat ionship between gender and society and educat ion and 
society". An awareness tha t rigid sex linked perceptions of adul t roles can limit 
opportuni t ies to benefit from the educat ion and m a n a g e m e n t potential of 
females, m a y hasten the relaxation of such rigidities. 

VI I I C O N C L U S I O N S 

Part ic ipat ion of farm children in post-primary educat ion reflects the ability of 
their parents to afford such educat ion. Access to post-primary educat ion 
depended on the size of the parents ' farm, until the introduct ion of free post­
p r imary educat ion in 1967. The equalisation since 1967 showed how a specific 
State intervent ion al tered the established pat terns and lessened inequali ty of 
oppor tuni ty . 

Part ic ipat ion of non-farming children in educat ion reflected the appraisal , by 
parents , of the occupat ional options for males and females, with daughters 
gett ing more formal educat ion. The sons who took u p farming received least 
post -pr imary educat ion , since access to farming could be assured by gift transfer 
of the family farm. Thus , while differences in farm size have contr ibuted to 
inequali ty of oppor tun i ty between families, farm transfer and differential 
schooling are used to equalise opportuni t ies within the family. At tempts at 
equalisat ion wi thin the family, and hence differences in formal educat ion, are 
likely to cont inue. 

It is appropr ia t e that t ra ining programmes for farmers take the relatively low 
levels of post -pr imary educat ion into account . Because of their shorter period in 
second-level schooling, agr icul tural science courses might best be provided in 
the early post -pr imary years. Since m a n y young farmers will not have at ta ined 
the Leaving Certificate, appropr ia te vocational pre-Leaving Certificate 



t ra in ing is impor tan t . As farmers are elderly there is a cont inuing need for 
vocational adul t educat ion p rogrammes , designed in accordance with their 
relatively limited experience of formal educat ion. W o m e n are likely to have 
more formal educa t ion than their farmer husbands. Hence it is per t inent to 
develop their potent ia l role in improving agricul tural educat ion and farm 
m a n a g e m e n t . 
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A P P E N D I X 

This append ix gives the sample numbers for tables in the text. Appendix 
Tab le A3, for example , corresponds with Tab le 3 in the text. 

Tab le A3: Number of farming sons who had some post-primary education, by period 
of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' farm 

Parents' farm size 

Up to 12 ha Over 12 ha 
Period (No) (No) 

U p to 1936 20 12 
1937 to 1951 31 25 
1952 to 1966 22 27 
1967 onwards 10 14 

Tab le A4: Number of non-farming sons who had some post-primary education, by 
period of entry to the labour force and for 2 size category of parents' farm 

Parents' farm size 

Up to 12 ha Over 12 ha 
Period (No) (No) 

U p to 1936 23 17 

1937 to 1951 49 44 
1952 to 1966 71 74 
1967 onwards 75 93 

Table A5: Number of non-farming sons who had any post-primary education, by 
period of entry to the labour force and for 3 size category of parents' farm 

Parents' farm size 

Up to 12-ha 12-20 ha 20+ ha 
Period (•No) (No) (No) 

1952 to 1966 71 43 31 

1967 onwards 75 53 40 



Table A6: Number of non-farming sons with post-primary education who attended for 
more than 3 years, by period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' farm 

Parents' farm size 

Up to 12 ha 12-20 ha 20+ ha 

Period (No) (No) (No) 

1952 to 1966 26 25 25 

1967 onwards 63 52 38 

Tab le A7: Number of non-farming daughters who had some post-primary education, 
by period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' farm 

Parents' farm size 

Up to 12 ha Over 12 ha 
Period (No) (No) 

U p to 1936 25 29 

1937 to 1951 85 52 
1952 to 1966 74 63 
1967 onwards 84 91 

Tab le A8: Number of non-farming daughters with post-primary education who 
attended for over 3 years, by period of entry to the labour force and by size of parents' 

farm 

Parents' farm size 

Up to 12 ha 12-20 ha 20+ ha 
Period (No) (No) (No) 

1937 to 1951 85 39 13 

1952 to 1966 74 41 22 
1967 onwards 84 49 42-



Table A9: Number of sons who had some post-primary education, by period of entry 
to the labour force, by occupation type and by size of parents' farm. 

Parents' farm less Parents' farm over 
than 12 ha 12 ha 

Son's occupation Son's occupation 

Non- Non-
Farming farming Farming farming 

Period (No) ' (No) (No) (No) 

1937 to 1951 25 44 25 44 

1951 to 1966 22 71 27 74 
1967 onward 10 75 14 93 

Tab le A10: Number of sons and daughters entering non-farming occupations who had 
some post-primary education, by period of entry to the labour force and by size of 

parents' farm 

Parents' farm Parents' farm 
less than 12 ha over 12 ha 

Son Daughter Son Daughter 
Period (No) (No) (No) (No) 

U p to 1936 23 25 17 29 

1937 to 1951 49 85 44 52 
1952 to 1966 71 74 74 63 
1967 onward 75 84 93 91 

Tab le A l l : Number of sons and daughters entering non-farm occupations with more 
than 3 years post-primary education, by period of entry to the labour force and by size 

of parents' farm 

Parents' 

farm less Parents' farm Parents' farm 
than 12 ha 12-20 ha over 20 ha 

Sons Daughters Sons Daughters Sons Daughters 

Period (No) (No) (No) (No) (No) (No) 

1952 to 1966 26 45 25 30 25 19 

1967 o n w a r d 63 79 52 48 38 39 




