       Dochum glóire Dé agus onóra na hÉireann: Revising History in Ireland
Introduction: Good news, bad news 

First the good news. By 2017/2018 some 3,000 works offering ‘evidence-based research’ about aspects of Irish history were being produced annually, a six-fold increase on the production of equivalent publications in the 1970s, according to one estimate.
 Further, more than half a dozen academic and commercial publishers in Ireland, and as many again in the UK and US, ‘publish[ed] regularly on Irish topics’ (Bartlett 2018, 22).  It was against the background of such success in the field that the multi-volume Cambridge History of Ireland was launched in a glamorous ceremony held in the Long Room in Trinity College’s Old Library. Writing about that event, and the new publication as a whole, one of its editors enthusiastically claimed that, alongside existing debates and discussions in Irish historiography, ‘”new” questions… that were scarcely touched on … earlier’ were now being raised (Bartlett 2018, 23).  He referred to questions about matters such as ‘memory’ as representing the new, but concluded his article on the ambitious project by returning to the past, saying: ‘As with the Irish historians of old, this history is dedicated: Dochum glóire Dé agus onóra na hÉireann [to the glory of God and the honor of Ireland]’ (Bartlett 2018, 23).  I explore who these historians of old were below, but at the same time there was good news, there was also bad.  This was delivered by the launch’s guest of honor.  
That guest was the incumbent President of Ireland.  He became the specter at the feast when he took the opportunity to denounce certain proposals then being made that were widely expected to have the effect of “downgrading” history in the Irish school curriculum.  I discuss the detail of these proposed changes at a later stage.  For now, it suffices to note that the President described having knowledge and understanding of the past as being ‘intrinsic to our shared citizenship’, adding that ‘to be without such knowledge is to be permanently burdened with a lack of perspective, empathy and wisdom’ (quoted in McGreevy 2018).  His was a less sanguine vision of the future of Irish historical knowledge and scholarship; it might be thriving but it could be heading for sharp decline if the changes went ahead as planned.  That was (potentially) the bad news.
All historical periods are lines in the sand.  They exist because we say they exist, but we say they exist because it is useful to do so.  Irish history as a whole, and modern Irish history all the more so, is often thought of as pivoting on the fault line of independence: pre/post-1921.  However, I shall divide this chapter in a way that is calculated to follow more the pedagogical or intellectual than constitutional or political contours of the events, thus: 1830s-1900, 1900-1970s and 1970s-2000s.  These periods run from the inception of a recognizable school system in Ireland to that system’s first major reforms; from that moment of reform for the next 70 or so years and from then to more or less the time of writing.  Using a range of official publications, quasi-official sources (especially school textbooks) and items selected to provide a series of “cultural soundings”, impressions of various shades of popular/official/academic opinion, I attempt to give a narrative account of key developments in these periods and move towards a tentative conclusion that projects past trends into the immediate future.
1830s-1900
It is a commonplace to say that Ireland was an English or British colony from the twelfth century to 1922: an English colony from c1170 to 1707, when the union of the Scottish and English parliaments created Great Britain, and a British colony for more than two centuries thereafter.  This view has been dismissed as a nationalistic simplification of a complicated historical interaction that ignores Irish participation in the British and Irish empire (Kennedy 1992/1993).  But the point is largely moot for present purposes.  By 1831 it probably felt to many, perhaps most, Irish people as though this was the case.  A largely Catholic population sat at the base of a pyramidal social structure the upper reaches of which were dominated by Protestants who were either of Anglo-Irish descent or British.  From the turn of the nineteenth century Ireland no longer had a separate parliament, with power transferred from Dublin to London, but three decades after that shift it acquired a state-funded school system.  In this much it was ahead of the rest of the union.  The new national schools had ambitions that were not necessarily entirely ignoble, though it has long been an article of faith on the part of many Irish nationalists that the principal purpose of that system was the calculated extirpation of the Irish language and knowledge of Irish culture and history.  In truth, what was created at the behest of the most senior elected politician in the union parliament charged with managing Irish affairs, the Chief Secretary, Edward Stanley [1799-1869; later Earl of Derby], had some aspiration to heal longstanding cultural, socio-political and religious tensions.  Stanley’s 1831 proposals allowed religious groups to receive state funds for the establishment of elementary schools (though subject to strict conditions intended to minimize the extent of religious proselytizing in these).  The resulting Board of National Education (comprised of political appointees representing the various religious communities) thus administered a system that was intended to provide at least minimal schooling to working class children.   
Not all schools in the country were included in these arrangements.  Endowed schools (prestigious and historic establishments that served the needs of the most elite fraction of the Protestant community) and some others were separate.  Significantly, the Christian Brothers, an influential Irish Catholic teaching order founded by Edmund Rice [1762-1844] 20 or so years previously, maintained its own network of elementary or primary schools without state funding.  The Brothers’ decision may have been crucial in the future of Ireland, or at least in the subsequent development of modern Irish nationalism. Whether they intended to do so or not, the Brothers became, for some, a symbol of cultural resistance to what were taken to be Anglicizing tendencies.  

Little history of a kind that would be recognizable in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries was taught in Irish elementary or national schools in the nineteenth century.  This was hardly surprising, given how controversial it had the potential to be on an island beset by the legacy of major inter-communal tensions and hatreds since at least the mid-1500s.  Books for use in these schools were subject to approval by the Board and dealt with subjects other than religion, control over the teaching of which remained in the hands of the religious body (known as a patron) operating each school.   In essence, the emphasis was on basic literacy (in English), moral virtue and social discipline.

         Class-books for the teaching of reading began with the development of word re-

         cognition skills and then moved on to sequences and short passages.  From this

         foundation the reading levels of the textbooks became incrementally more difficult.

         In an effective teacher’s hands, the moral lessons embedded in the class-books’

         prose selections could encourage discussions that furthered comprehension.  The

         transition from simple verse to poetry as the young scholar moved from book to

         book was an added opportunity to expand horizons.  The subject of history and

         reading passages with Irish content, however, were limited to the fourth and fifth

         books.  There, history shared instructional time with literature, because it was con-

         sidered to be one of literature’s special branches. (McBride 2003, 82)

An influential example of such a reader was longwindedly entitled The literary class-book; or, readings in English literature: to which is prefixed an introductory treatise on the art of reading and the principles of elocution, by Robert Sullivan [1800-1868].  A Trinity College graduate and school inspector, he included a small number of passages on historical topics, some biographical sketches and extracts from works by the philosopher and historian David Hume [1711-1776] and the philosopher and politician Henry St John Bolingbroke [1678-1751; Viscount Bolingbroke] on the importance of historical study (McBride 2003, 82).  But, generally, historical content was excluded from the national schools until 1900 and when it was included what was on offer was frequently British or imperial content, to nationalists’ chagrin.  Appearing before an important commission into the future of Irish schools that sat from 1868 to 1870 (Royal Commission of Inquiry into Irish Education, chaired by Edward James Herbert [1818-1891], Earl of Powis), Cardinal Paul Cullen [1803-1878], the most powerful Catholic leader of the time, expressed the view that Irish history, by which he meant primarily Irish Catholic history, was ‘not so disreputable as to be unfit to be studied by children’, going on to complain that ‘there was ‘scarcely a page… worthy to be called Irish history’ in the textbooks being used at the time (quoted in McBride 2003, 86).  Cullen was not so much an Irish nationalist as a Catholic universalist but he took the history of Ireland to be synonymous with Catholic history.  A specifically Catholic story had to be central to what was being taught because Ireland’s “soul” was Catholic.  
Such a view was never going to be acceptable to Protestant unionists and there thus continued to be, at best, an armed peace over the teaching of history in Ireland’s national schools in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.  The commissioners whom Cullen addressed so trenchantly were not utterly opposed to the teaching of Ireland’s past in such schools, but they did not share the identification of Catholic and Irish that was key to his thinking, preferring to maintain the status quo ante. Consequently, they did not recommend rescinding the Board’s power of veto over contentious (ie nationalistic or Catholic-influenced) school texts.  Catholic schools did press for more Irish/Catholic history but the Board largely declined those demands. However, if curricula remained essentially unchanged, at an administrative or structural level what increasingly emerged was an acceptance of there being ‘de jure and de facto… publicly financed, denominational schools’ (McBride 2003, 87-88).  It was a legacy of such denominationalism that the “British colonists” bequeathed to the Irish at independence.
Elsewhere, however, especially in schools being run by the Brothers, there was no reticence about adopting more controversial curriculum content. Criticism of Brothers’ teaching and textbooks may sometimes have involved a degree of ‘caricature’ of the extent to which they promoted nationalism (Doherty 1994, 12), though it was never simply a Protestant/unionist fantasy that they inclined to teach along such lines.  (But see also Andrews [1979] 2001 for a personal recollection of Christian Brothers’ teaching in the early twentieth century that attempts to rehabilitate them by downplaying claims of overt nationalism on their part).  The same commission Cullen had addressed heard the Brothers’ History of Ireland textbook described as being ‘preoccupied with horrible cruelties, perfidy and oppression against the Irish perpetrated by rapacious English foreigners’ (McBride 2003, 86-87) and as the number of Brothers’ schools increased and they branched out into more advanced education, coming over time to educate many of the sons of the growing Catholic middle class of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, their influence grew. From the 1850s they published a class-book that unambiguously stressed a specifically Irish Catholic identity, saying: ‘It is strikingly observable in the annals of Ireland, that, since the days of the apostle and sainted Patrick [c389-c461], an undying attachment to the faith has always formed the most distinguishing feature as well as the most pleasing aspect of the national character’ (quoted in McBride 2003, 92).  The roots of Ireland’s status as a near ethnostate and quasi-theocracy in the decades immediately after independence did not lie entirely in such teaching.  They went deeper than that.  Such teaching reflected rather than created these beliefs.  The Brothers largely taught what many, or most, Irish Catholics already thought.  But their schools fed those roots and nurtured the plant that grew.
In 1878, under the terms of the Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act (available at: http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1878/act/66/enacted/en/print) a new board was created to oversee and fund intermediate or secondary schools.  The Act in part responded to rising demand for Catholic respectability through education and funding for these schools came via “payment-by-results”.  This already obtained in national schools but was now extended to schools primarily intended for those male pupils aspiring to university admission or the various professions, and also for female pupils from middle class Catholic and Anglican backgrounds who may still have been denied university admission and professional work but had intellectual interests.  If pupils in such schools gave a good showing in the examinations set for them their schools received more funding.  Officially examinable subjects did now include history, combined with historical geography, though the incentive to study in this field was limited by the fact that the payments made to schools for pupils’ success in others were greater.  Classical languages were especially favored for socio-cultural reasons, but even utilitarian success in book-keeping was rewarded more highly. 

The creation of the examinations overseen by the Intermediate Board had the effect that assessment and syllabus became one and the same in Ireland.  Intermediate schools were not subject to anything comparable to the degree of supervision and oversight visited on the lower level national schools where a powerful inspectorate dictated a great deal, but the intermediate schools largely danced to the tune played by the Intermediate Board through its examination system. The system was moderated over time and abolished in 1924 but its shadow was long and grinding out examination success became central to the very idea of formal education in Ireland. 

However, swept along by modernizing influences in and from Britain and Europe, the turn of the twentieth century brought reform in the content and conduct of Ireland’s national schools.  History finally became a meaningful/recognizable subject in such schools and there was a more generous attitude towards the Irish language.  Although the system established in 1831 had probably been characterized more by benign neglect of than outright hostility to Irish, bilingual teaching became possible in a way not so hitherto and there was a general sense of increased tolerance of “Irishness” (Kelly 2002), or Irishness of a certain sort.   These concessions went some way to assuaging the concerns of the Gaelic League, formed in 1893 by cultural nationalists, including Douglas Hyde [1860-1949], to promote the Irish language and Irish culture, though Irish political nationalism was to take a more violent direction in the twentieth century nonetheless.  I explore that development below, but first I proceed to discuss educational/cultural issues.
1900-1970s 
A range of new subjects, including history, became available in Irish national schools from 1900 and more or less systematic study of the past became mandatory in 1908.  The Board’s publication Notes for Teachers (a vade mecum issued to encourage uniform teaching in schools) stressed that there could be aspects of the subject more important than Irish material (‘unquestionably… more valuable’, in fact) but accepted that ‘a knowledge of the country of his [sic] birth’ would be more interesting to the typical pupil so that it was ‘clearly preferable that Irish history should be the starting point of any formal study of the subject in Irish schools’ (1913 edition, quoted in McBride 2003, 98). However, this new turn of events was not tantamount to any official endorsement of nationalism or nationalist aspirations.  If anything, ‘from 1900 to 1908… the teaching of History [was promoted] on the basis that it was the course most likely to stymie the spread of nationalism’ (Doherty 1994, 7 [emphasis mine]), a condoned cultural nationalism or patriotism perhaps being expected to be a “safety valve” that would divert attention away from politics.   But there was now a huge demand for history textbooks for the simple and rather obvious reason that “textbook culture” had become deeply entrenched in Ireland.  A new subject entailed demand for new books from which to teach that new subject because nobody involved with the system could easily imagine it being otherwise. 
Demand was met by authors such as the prolific Patrick Weston Joyce [1827-1914], an academic, teacher and moderate unionist.  Stressing ‘theme[s] of moral and material progress’ he generally eschewed controversial and divisive issues in his writing (Doherty 1994, 15).   But in society at large cultural nationalism, though it could be mild, such as that of Douglas Hyde, gained ground and more and more influence came to be in the hands of figures such as the historian Alice Stopford Green [1847-1929].  Like Hyde she was a member of the Anglican Protestant minority; unlike him she became a convert from cultural to political nationalism and has been described as belonging to a group of ‘zealots’ whose writings influenced political nationalism (Foster 1989, 447). There continued to be an approval system for works being used in schools operating under the auspices of the Board and authors with overtly political or at least cultural nationalist inclinations were unlikely to be adopted for official use, but teachers seem increasingly to have read works by Stopford Green and her like, along with An Claidheamh Soluis, newspaper of the Gaelic League and comparable publications.   

It was almost inevitable that concern about suspected nationalistic teaching would grow on the part of Protestants/unionists, especially ‘[a]fter the Easter Rising in 1916… [when many] concluded that both the curriculum and the key educational officials had “gone green [a traditional symbol of Irish nationalism]”, as reflected in what some unionists saw as the education commissioners’ reckless advancement of the nationalist construction of history that had turned Irish [school] students into disloyal subjects’ (McBride 2003, 113-114).  The then provost of Trinity College, the notoriously waspish John Pentland Mahaffy [1839-1919], claimed that some teachers had been teaching history in a way ‘calculated to make rebels’ (quoted in Boylan 2017, 55).  These were hasty and panicked words, spoken by people, Anglo-Irish unionists, who, as they saw it, faced an existential crisis and feared being wiped out as their ancestors might have been at various times, including during previous rebellions in the 1640s and 1790s.  In fact, there had not actually been any such ‘reckless advancement of the nationalist construction of [Irish] history’ but it seemed so to them.  And some national schools under Catholic patronage had sought to have works such as the highly partisan The Story of Ireland sanctioned for use.  A representative body for Catholic schools, the Catholic Association of Clerical Managers, actively pressed for this, complaining about what it called an ‘ancient policy of keeping the Irish people ignorant of the history of their country and stamping out the spirit of nationality amongst them’ (Central Council of the Catholic Association of Clerical Managers 1907, quoted in Doherty 1994, 13).  The Board repeatedly decided that such a work was not going to be allowed, but for some it was evidently not emphatic enough in its condemnations.   Perhaps most telling from the point of view of those who thought like this was the fact that it had been a highly nationalistic teacher, and author of popular histories of an overtly politicized/nationalistic kind, Patrick Pearse [1879-1916], who had been central to the events of 1916.  Albeit that he taught in a thoroughly idiosyncratic school he had founded himself, outside the state-funded system, Pearse’s role in 1916 (the events hymned by William Butler Yeats [1865-1939] in his poem ‘Easter 1916’) and certain other evidence made it appear to some in the Anglo-Irish/unionist community that history teaching had been, in an ugly but useful neologism, “weaponized” by nationalists.  The facts will not conform to any simplifying tendency on the part of those viewing these events naively: there was nationalistic history teaching and fears about that teaching were somewhat justified, though also exaggerated.  

The state increased restrictions on history teaching in national schools in 1919 (Boylan 2017) to assuage these fears but nationalism was in the ascendant. From 1922 there was an Irish Free State, an uneasy compromise that saw Ireland, or the larger part of the island of that name, become independent though in ways still circumscribed by residual British influence.  The majority population of what was now legally Northern Ireland remained in union with Britain.  A minister-led Department of Education
 was created shortly after independence, unifying the powers of the now defunct boards.   A major work of nation-building was soon underway, in and through Ireland’s schools, especially those in the national/primary/elementary sector over which the Department had great sway (O’Callaghan 2009). 

The first report of the new Department (1923-1924, quoted in O’Callaghan 2009, 17) was adamant that the aim of education in the Free State was: ‘the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, music, history and tradition of Ireland their natural place in the life of Irish schools’.   In large part, this entailed allowing the Catholic Church to promote a vision of the enmeshing of Catholicism, nationalism and the Irish language that owed a great deal to the Jesuit scholar, Irish language revivalist and promoter of the kind of quasi-theocratic (sometimes called Catholic integralist) politics mentioned previously, Timothy Corcoran [1871-1943].   Corcoran’s influence in those early years should not be underestimated.  In retrospect that influence is often seen as baleful but Joseph O’Neill [1886-1953], Permanent Secretary to the newly created Department from 1923 to 1944, the new country’s most senior educational bureaucrat, wrote admiringly that he was ‘the master-builder’ of Ireland’s post-independence schools (O’Neill 1943, quoted in O’Callaghan 2011, 29).  In brief, Corcoran’s own account of the history of Irish education (and modern Irish life and culture in general) was one that stressed the supposed harm done by the official system from 1831 at the lower age levels, and to those aged 14 and upwards who had anything more than basic schooling from 1878.  He contrasted these depredations with the work of Brothers’ and other avowedly Catholic institutions that had arisen in the nineteenth century when laws restricting such schools had been repealed.
         Between 1831 and 1870 the State Board for Primary Education… [brought ab-

         out a] distinct lowering of the standards of attainment in the fundamental bran-

         ches of education… and the injection of alien methods, subject-matter, and aims.          

He went on:

         the… popular system of Secondary Schools was about the last cultural fac-

         tor in Ireland to undergo some measure of Anglicisation… [but this] was ne-

         ver as effective as… in the local elementary schools… [Catholic secondary 

         schools] always [remaining] definitely religious in character and aim.  

However, writing after a decade of independence, he concluded emphatically that Ireland’s once distinctive educational traditions (Catholic traditions) were ‘being rapidly, universally, and thoroughly restored’ (Corcoran 1932, 275-276).  Two strands of Irish nationalism, the Catholic strand, represented by Corcoran and the Brothers, and the non-Catholic, but equally romanticized, Gaelic revivalism of Stopford Green, Hyde and others, sat a little awkwardly alongside each other but their general direction of travel was the same: triumphalist nationalism.  History teaching in schools served this.   
It is thus almost embarrassingly easy to “cherry pick” passages from the Notes for Teachers document issued by the Free State’s Department of Education in 1934 (and continually thereafter without being revised for almost 30 years) if one wants to make the point that Irish national schools in the decades immediately after independence were deeply implicated in the work of national building and that history teaching was central to that.

         In an Irish school in which History [sic] is properly taught, the pupils will 

         learn that they are citizens of no mean country, that they belong to a race

         that has a noble tradition of heroism, and persistent loyalty to ideals… … …
         [History] written from the enemy’s standpoint... attempt[ed] to justify con-

         quest and expropriation… depict[ing] the Irish as a perverse people, who

         wickedly resisted the gifts of culture and civilisation, which a kindly con-

         queror sought to bestow upon them. 

The Notes recommended ‘setting forth of the simple [ie nationalistic] truth’ henceforth and promised that Ireland was ‘guarantee[d]… a great future’ (Department of Education, 1934-1961, reproduced in O’Callaghan 2009, 73-74).   
This was an attempt at the rapid, universal and thorough cultural restoration Corcoran wanted and an uncritical distillation of the unreconstructed nationalist historiography of Pearse, Stopford Green and various other writers. But there were ideas in the Notes that bear a more sympathetic hearing.  Much attention was paid to the potential for studying local history which was said to be able to ‘rouse the interest of the pupils as no mere book lesson can do’ (Department of Education, 1934-1961 in O’Callaghan 2009, 78) though it was still seen as serving a political cause by making the national struggle more concrete and immediate to pupils.  Maps, wall charts and illustrations were recommended and the tendency that perhaps more than any had dogged Irish school teaching for a century, excessive reliance on textbooks, was expressly condemned. 

         While there is a place in good teaching for the use of a text-book it is necessary

         to stress the point that no skillful teacher will confine his [sic] oral instruction to

         the matter of the pupils’ text-books, or allow the text-book to dominate his inst-

         ruction… a mere reading lesson… [is] dull and lethargic [and] cannot be consid-

         ered… teaching History in any real sense.  (O‘Callaghan 2009, 83)

I intend to return to the question of textbook reliance in Irish schools later in this chapter but in the next section I want to concentrate on the schools for older/more advanced pupils in an attempt to see how they, even though they were far less closely monitored by the Department, became embroiled in such nation-building.

State-validated academic awards were introduced early in the history of the Free State.  The first Irish pupils to sit the terminal Intermediate Certificate and Leaving Certificate examinations did so in 1925. The former existed, in one form or another, from the 1920s to the 1980s/1990s.  It operated at a lower level than the Leaving Certificate and its history syllabus remained essentially unchanged (‘dominated by political and military history’ [O’ Callaghan 2009, 40]) from 1941 to 1968/1969.  From that turning point in the late 1960s, in a way that was not uncommon in other comparable countries, both in university research and teaching and in school history, there was greater emphasis on socio-economic topics.  The Leaving Certificate had a somewhat different structure but also dealt in Irish and European topics, largely political, until it, too, was reformed in the late 1960s/early 1970s to include more social and economic material.
  Especially in the first decades after independence, just as in the national schools, history at this level could be bent to meeting certain overtly political purposes.  Thus, for example: 

         [t]he Leaving Certificate elective course on the development of national indust-

         ries, with special reference to several small European countries [specifically

         Belgium, Denmark and Switzerland], may have been an attempt to use history

         in the service of a citizenship that defined itself, not in terms of a patriotism 
        based only on political and military struggle, but in terms of a patriotism 
        that emphasised the contribution… [anyone might] make.  (O’Callaghan 2009, 42)  
In terms that are now very familiar, textbooks could be skewed towards nationalistic ends.  Writing in the radical literary and political journal The Bell in 1943, Eileen Webster [1905-2003], a history teacher in Waterford, complained that: ‘in Irish history as it is written today every villain is a foreigner… and if there is such a thing as an Irish villain, his [sic] existence must be hushed up’ (quoted in O’Callaghan 2009, 47; on her influence, localized though it was, see her obituary, available at: https://www.irishtimes.com/news/well-loved-teacher-of-history-and-liberal-nationalist-1.388707).  But it might be a mistake to look at textbooks for truly propagandist material being aimed at adolescent pupils in these decades.  For such propaganda, keeping in mind that as not everything that happens in any school is educational, so not all education takes place in formal institutions, we must pause to look at popular culture.  Although Doherty has alerted us to the existence of a degree of caricature in the depiction of Brothers’ teaching in the nineteenth century, in the twentieth they themselves resorted to literal cartoon simplicities and gross caricatures in the form of an Irish language comic entitled Éire Sean is Nua, first published in the 1950s and still available in the 1960s (Christian Brothers [1953] 1961).  Using line drawings and accompanying text panels it attempted to illustrate selected episodes from Ireland’s past beginning with semi-mythical events and progressing through a litany of key episodes for Catholic nationalists, culminating in the rise of modern nationalism in the early 1900s, with the seminal events of 1916 and war of independence thereafter. Anything likely to be controversial was edited from or elided in the narrative; the anguished civil war that followed independence merited only one panel (the last) on a page that was replete with images of British and locally recruited paramilitary police and soldiers being defeated by Irish/Catholic patriots (Christian Brothers [1953] 1961, 46).

Even the images, the work of the cartoonist George Altendorf [1904-1966], pressed home the message with a lighter, cleaner style on those pages depicting the pre-Christian and early Christian periods (Christian Brothers [1953] 1961, especially 3-9) giving way to steadily darker drawings as Ireland’s situation was depicted as worsening at the hands of the English/British, before brightening again as it showed an independent country that had industry, education, thriving agriculture and fisheries and wise leaders.  Some of the last illustrations showed a highly successful Catholic Eucharistic Congress in 1932 and people streaming into Catholic churches.  The newly revitalized country might have lacked sovereignty over six northeastern counties, shown by a union flag imposed on that corner of the map in the last panel on the second last page, and not all the island enjoyed freedom, the accompanying text claimed, but that was soon to be rectified young readers were promised, with the single word Éire provocatively stamped on the entire map at the end of the comic (Christian Brothers [1953] 1961, 47 and 48).  

Everything about Éire Sean is Nua was calculated to impart the unambiguous message that Ireland had suffered, but endured.  That such a highly partisan, propagandist work was in circulation until at least the early 1960s allows me to begin a description of the changes, both official and cultural, that came about in the teaching of history in Irish schools in the latter part of the twentieth century.   It may not have been produced to be a school textbook but it was textbook case, so to speak, of everything that the movement that has come to be known as Irish historical revisionism existed to counteract.   Éire Sean is Nua typified exactly what the revisionists whom I discuss below wanted to change in Irish popular historical consciousness. 
The revision of history, or historical revisionism, has a very specific meaning in the Irish context.  It does not relate to that form of pseudo-history sometimes known as holocaust denial or revisionism.  (On this unfortunate overlap of language and other meanings of revisionism, see: Lipstadt 1994, especially 20-21).  Irish historical revisionism means or refers to the project initiated by a group of Irish historians including Theodore William Moody [1907-1984] and Robert Dudley Edwards [1909-1988], often centered on the journal they co-founded, Irish Historical Studies [IHS].  In crude terms, inspired by what they considered the more thorough and searching historical investigations being undertaken elsewhere, especially in Britain, these authors and others among their contemporaries in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, began a re-evaluation of Irish history and historiography that steered away from simplistic and divisive tropes and discourses, towards a more thoughtful, less overtly politicized, more measured and nuanced examination of Ireland’s past.  This project seemed important to those active in the period of the 1930s to 1950s but all the more so to members of a new generation of Irish historians in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.  These later revisionists were concerned that distorted histories were being used, almost literally, as weapons of war in the seemingly intractable struggle taking place in Northern Ireland.

The preface to the first edition of IHS ended with a rhetorical flourish: ‘We dedicate this work, as did the historians of old: “Dochum glóire Dé agus onóra na hÉireann”’ (Moody and Dudley Edwards 1938, 3).  The origin of the term (recycled by the Cambridge History co-editor, as noted above) lies in the seventeenth century, a period of vitriolic and bitter religious and communal hatred in Ireland, when it featured in the dedication of a work commonly known as The Annals of the Four Masters.  Written between 1632 and 1636 The Annals consisted of a compilation of stories intended to provide ‘a carefully constructed chronicle of history for the Irish Catholic community in Ireland and overseas’ (Cunningham 2008, 145). The work’s compilers, a quartet of Catholic priests, were the ‘historians of old’ whom the editors of IHS had in mind and the Cambridge History editor was presumably quoting both the “Four Masters” and the IHS editors who had quoted them previously.
  Much controversy has arisen around the idea of revisionist historiography in Ireland, but the originally very modest and circumspect intentions expressed by Moody and Dudley Edwards (who never actually used the words revisionist or revisionism) are now largely forgotten.  It may thus be worth unpacking and exploring their intentions in some detail.  
The founders of IHS were accidental revolutionaries.   They did not call for what has since come to be known as revisionism in a specific way.  Instead, they mapped out their ideas as to how Ireland’s history might be better written about in very general terms.
Crucially for our purposes they had quite a lot to say about teachers and history teaching, though this seems also often to be forgotten.  They began as follows.
         The bulk and diversity of the material which have now to be handled by the

         historical investigator are such that he [sic] cannot afford to work in isol-

         ation.  Historical research has become a highly elaborate science… and if

         the teaching of history is not to be divorced from the results of historical re-

         search, there must be co-operation between historian and teacher.

They went on to bemoan the lack of an infrastructure of research in Ireland comparable to that provided by such organisations as the Institute of Historical Research in London and journals including English Historical Review, with both of which they were personally familiar from time spent in Britain (Moody and Dudley Edwards 1938, 1).  
         We hope to be of service to the specialist, the teacher, and the general reader who

         has an intelligent interest in the subject.  We have before ourselves two main tasks,

         the one constructive, the other instrumental.  Under the first head are to be inclu-

         ded activities embodying the results of original research… [offering] re-interpret-

         ation[s] and re-evaluation[s]. (Moody and Dudley Edwards 1938, 2)
Only on the final page of the preface did they mention ‘Historical revisions’, referring to a regular feature in which authors offered new views on old debates in another British journal, History, published by the Historical Association, a body open to the mixture of specialists, teachers and interested amateurs they had earlier described as their own potential audience (Moody and Dudley Edwards 1938, 3).  This was an additional aspect of the first aim: providing a chance for discussions that were more historiographical or second order. In particular they hoped that this would ‘help to reduce the time-lag between historical research and the teaching of history’ (Moody and Dudley Edwards 1938, 3). But they also wanted, instrumentally as they put it, to provide: 

         articles on the scope and the teaching of Irish history; articles on research methods

         and problems; select documents with editorial comment; select and critical biblio-

         graphies and guides to sources, manuscript and printed; [and] annual lists of

         writings on Irish history. (Moody and Dudley Edwards 1938, 3)

Taken as a whole, their aims were never doctrinaire.  They were not seeking to build a movement or launch a manifesto.  Academic work was to be “brought up to date” and non-specialists, especially teachers, were to be “kept up to date”.  This was novel for Ireland, but it was hardly revolutionary.
Moody was even quite optimistic about the prospect of a non-partisan history emerging from their efforts.  In 1968 he wrote that ‘Ireland is [not] in the van of ecumenism, but in a surprisingly short time a good deal of theological ice has been thawed out’ (quoted in Bartlett 2018, 23).   A decade later he made clear what he wanted Irish historical writing and research to involve, calling for works that ‘[faced] the facts of Irish history, however painful some of them may be’.  He contrasted history and mythology, saying; ‘[t]he study of history… opens the mind… [mythology] perpetuates the closed mind’ (Moody 1978, 24).  But this was not simply to be an anti-nationalist project.  He was as scathing of what he called the ‘many-sided mythology’ of the Protestant Orange Order as that of nationalist authors and activists from Thomas Davis [1814-1845] onwards, Davis often being seen as the father of modern Irish nationalist historiography and a keen proponent of using historical writing to galvanize the population into political action (Moody 1978, 11).    Thus, while what might be called the “revisionist turn” has often been seen as something fundamentally anti-nationalist it was never intended to be simply or solely that.  It was supposed to be “proper” history, written seriously and without rancor.  From the mid-1960s, and all the more so in the 1970s, it came increasingly to be adopted as an orthodoxy in Irish schools.  I want now to consider how and why this happened.
1970s-2000s
I have drawn my line in the sand in the 1970s because I am less interested in structural change than issues of curriculum in and after the 1970s.  But I cannot discuss those without first briefly sketching the general program of economic and social modernization commencing in the 1960s and its educational implications.  In 1962 the then Minister for Education Patrick Hillery [1923-2008] revolutionized Ireland education policy by indicating that it would now be led by political and economic, not religious and socio-cultural priorities.  The most immediate practical implication of this was a decision to have the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD] produce a comprehensive analysis.  This followed reports by a Council of Education (first on primary schools in 1954 and subsequently on secondary establishments in 1962) that were widely considered deeply unsatisfactory in their fundamentally conservative tone.  What had previously been ‘[a] remarkable… reluctance [on the part] of the state to encroach on the entrenched position of the Catholic Church’ (O’Callaghan 2009, 29) was about to end.
A Steering Committee to direct the OECD’s efforts met for the first time in October 1962 and Hillery addressed it.  Given the importance of the subsequent report, known as Investment in Education, his speech bears quoting at some length.

        One aspect of education which, perhaps, there has been inadequate emphasis on

        in the past is the role of education in connection with economic development… … … 

       The study is intended to assess the educational needs of our expanding economy

       as well as the economic implications of ever increasing demand for education. 

       Economic expansion and the full development of the potential of our citizens is

       impossible if at every level the necessary educational resources do not exist to

       sustain and advance these aims… … …                                                       
       Education is now accepted as an investment of national resources… a major factor

       in economic growth.  A country that allows its ‘human capital’ to lie fallow will…

      be left behind culturally, as well as economically.

The point could not have been clearer: education would serve economic needs from this juncture.  In a memorable turn of phrase, he noted that: ‘The future, we may be sure, will not be like the past’ (Hillery 1962 reproduced in Hyland and Milne, eds 1992, 30-31), a theme he drove home in a later speech in which he stressed that ‘policy matters would not [thereafter] be submitted to outside bodies prior to their promulgation’ (O’Callaghan 2009, 29).  There would never again be a Corcoran-like Catholic ‘master-builder’.
The most dramatic change in Irish education in the period immediately after the Investment in Education report was the introduction of free universal secondary schooling under minister Donogh O’Malley [1921-1968], announced in 1966.  He made the link with economics quite explicit in insisting that Ireland was ‘not a nation which can deploy substantial financial resources… Investment in education must get priority, for it is a form of productive investment’ (O’Malley 1966 reproduced in Hyland and Milne, eds, 1992, 264).  Free schooling of this kind would cost money, but it would repay its cost: a utilitarian calculation.  In subsequent years new forms of school, community and comprehensive, came into being, part of a trend towards wresting control from religious bodies.  The national or primary schools had significant curricular reform in 1971.
  The Intermediate Certificate was the subject of a damning report and slated for replacement from the mid-1970s.  The result of this last development was the emergence of the Junior Certificate from 1989 (first examined in 1992).  The structures and systems of Irish education as they stood in 2019 were, to all intents and purposes, complete from then.  The state, having taken an economistic and technicist turn since the mid-1960s, wanted education as to a whole to serve new purposes.  Teachers were better organized and more assertive.  Ideas could circulate within Ireland and enter the country from elsewhere with increased ease once the period characterized by religious control ended.  There was significant revisionist work underway in the Irish universities. Overall, ‘Irish education emerged from “Plato’s cave’’ in/after the 1970s (O’Callaghan 2009, 61).   
As noted above, in the late 1930s Moody and Dudley Edwards expressed concern that teachers were not sufficiently aware of what was happening in academic research, claiming there was widespread nationalistic bias and a general dustiness in teaching.  Another revisionist author, F[rancis] S[tewart] L[eland] Lyons [1928-1983] was still worried in 1971 that new thinking had ‘not yet sufficiently penetrated the schools or the school textbooks’ (quoted in O’Callaghan 2009, 32) but a great deal changed in a relatively short period.  In part this change came about because teachers themselves (some of them) increasingly took an interest in the curriculum. The History Teachers’ Association of Ireland [HTAI] was founded in 1962, ‘in a climate of curricular change and the consequent desire of history teachers to keep up to date with historical research’ (Crowley 2013). It subsequently became ‘crucial’ to syllabus design (O’Callaghan 2009, 43). Under one name or another, it has been publishing a journal for its members since the 1970s.  This aims to inform them about methods, academic research and changes in educational policy.  In the ferment of the 1970s bodies such as the HTAI and publications including the short-lived but influential Education Times became central to the exchange of ideas by teachers (for example: Pettit 1974a, 1974b, 1974c).  There was thus a conjunction of needs, interests and opportunities that significantly reformed history teaching in Irish schools.
Admittedly, in 1969 an Irish school textbook, intended for use by those studying the recently reformed Intermediate Certificate course, could still strike a note of considerable complacency and self-congratulation.  Ireland was described as having a ‘distinctive civilization and culture’ and, after having gone through a ‘long fight for freedom’ that was said to have ‘influenced and encouraged oppressed peoples everywhere’, now supposedly enjoyed a capacity to be ‘sympathetic… [to] the problems of the new nations [experiencing decolonization]’ (Hally 1969, 298). This uncritical tone of self-regard was reminiscent of the exceptionalism that had seen Ireland declared ‘no mean country’ (cf Acts, 21, xxxix) with ‘a noble tradition of heroism, and persistent loyalty to ideals’ in the immediate post-independence period and, although the point being made was secular rather than religious, echoed the immodest vanity of praising Ireland’s ‘pleasing’ national character as the Brothers had in the previous century.  But Janmaat (2006) found that school texts in use in Ireland from the turn of the 1970s largely moderated their tone and become more open to nuanced understandings.   He attributed this development to the fact of modern Ireland having ‘evolved from a traditional agrarian society to a modern democratic postindustrial state’ (Janmaat 2006, 349).  Taking the Irish famine of the 1840s as his touchstone Janmmat noted that Irish school history books from the late 1960s/early 1970s onwards ‘present[ed] a more balanced account of the Famine [sic] than their [1920s-1950s] predecessors… [seeking] to provide a sociological insight into [its]… causes… rather than to inculcate a nationalistic anti-English outlook’ (Janmaat 2006, 359; see also Boylan 2017).   A text not included in Janmaat’s sample confirms this impression of a “revisionist turn” in its preface, cautioning its readers: ‘If the student of history fails to aspire towards objectivity, he [sic] becomes a mere depository of fairy-tales and prejudices whose opinions and speculations can hardly be taken seriously’.  It went on to assert the need to ‘branch out into more detailed studies’ and to look at issues from ‘different perspectives’, ensuring that ‘the student will be compelled to think for himself and arrive at his own conclusions’ (Enright and O’Leary 1975, 4).   This was clearly a call to revisionist arms; no more nationalistic prejudices and fairy-tales.  Though sometimes slow, the penetration of schools and textbooks Lyons had wanted was evident in Ireland from the 1970s.
In many respects, the matter of revisionist content in history textbooks and syllabi was settled by the late 1980s.  This chapter could, it might seem, end there.  Irish history had been revised (at least for official and educational purposes, though how pupils and former pupils understood the history they learned in schools remained a separate issue [Barton and McCully 2005; Waldron and McCully 2016]).  But there has been an underlying theme in the account given so far: reliance, even over reliance, on those very school history textbooks.  It is that I want to explore next, before turning to the future.  
The Junior Certificate was launched in September 1988 and examined for the first time in 1992.  Itself quite newly created, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment produced a guide that outlined the basic principles of the Junior Certificate.  It was to be: ‘a programme [that] provides a coherent and consistent educational experience… [by being] broad, [and] balanced… while encouraging… [pupils] to make connections between the different areas of educational experience’ (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 1989 reproduced in Hyland and Milne, eds, 1992, 308 and 310).  It was elsewhere stressed that, despite the new courses relying on state-sanctioned syllabi, there was on offer ‘a great degree of flexibility’ in what was taught and how.  The ‘[t]reatment of topics, issues and themes’ was explicitly envisaged as ‘differ[ing] from teacher to teacher, from school to school and from region to region’ (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 1989 reproduced in Hyland and Milne, eds, 1992, 312).  
The Junior Certificate syllabus for history, as it stood at the time of writing, in what would be its last version, claimed school history could show pupils: ‘a wide tapestry of past events, issues, people and ways of life’, which would reveal/explain: ‘the roots of contemporary life’.  The syllabus document went on to stress: ‘the importance of education for citizenship and… developing an understanding of contemporary life in Ireland’ (Department of Education and Skills [1996] 2018, 2). This particular requirement, it claimed, necessitated that there be considerable emphasis on Irish history, though this was to be ‘presented as an integral part of the wider themes of the syllabus’ (1996, 2).  There was to be an attempt to ensure teaching progressed ‘from the simple to the more complex and from the concrete to the more abstract’ ([1996] 2018, 2).  Six specific aims of the course and a number of more detailed objectives were then listed.  These were couched in the bland language familiar to anyone even passingly acquainted with such documents but they bear quoting more or less in full.  Pupils were expected to: ‘[a]cquire knowledge of and understanding about human activity in the past’; to show that they could ‘[u]nderstand the contemporary world through the study of the past’; to exhibit ‘the ability to think independently’; to possess ‘a range of skills essential for the study of history’; to be committed ‘to objectivity and fairness’ and to have ‘an interest [in] and enthusiasm for history’.   The detailed objectives that followed included ‘apply[ing] the procedural and substantive concepts essential to the study of history’.  Such concepts included sources, evidence, chronology and objectivity.  It was deemed important that pupils understand ‘[c]hange and continuity’, ‘[c]ause and consequence’ and ‘[p]ower and authority’ (Department of Education and Skills [1996] 2018, 3-4).  

These various aims and objectives had to be achieved (or at least attempted) by following a course that consisted of the following elements. ‘The job of the historian’; aspects of pre- and early Christian Ireland (roughly, from the neolithic period to 1000); developments in some other civilization/culture, such as pre-Hellenic Egypt; ‘Castle, church and city’, meaning study of life in medieval Ireland; the European Renaissance and Reformation; socio-demographic change in early modern Ireland (specifically the period/phenomenon known as the Irish Plantations in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries); revolutionary developments in France, Ireland and what was to become the USA in the late eighteenth century; the agricultural and industrial revolutions in Ireland and across Europe more generally; the Irish home rule and independence movements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; social change in Ireland and elsewhere in the twentieth century and selected aspects of political/military history in Europe and elsewhere from 1920 to the present day (Department of Education and Skills [1996] 2018, 6-8).

Given that perhaps only a fifth of pupils nationwide progressed from Junior Certificate to Leaving Certificate history, most ending any formal study of the subject at about 15/16, it seems worth taking time to understand how and why this course had evolved, even though it was being phased out from the year 2018/2019.  It had, after all, shaped what two generations of Irish people thought the study of history consisted in and would thus influence at least one future generation.  The substantive content bore obvious similarities to its precursor, the revised Intermediate Certificate from the early 1970s to the late 1980s.  The emphasis was essentially on Irish and European material, but British history, especially the vexed relationship between Britain and Ireland, and controversial topics from Ireland’s past could be treated without the cultural defensiveness there had once been.  Revisionism had won; those battles were over.  
Much stress was placed on studying material referred to as ‘[t]he job of the historian’ (Department of Education and Skills [1996] 2018, 6).  A typical textbook for the early twenty-first century described that work as follows.

         Historians learn about history from sources.  These sources are like pieces of

         evidence or jigsaw pieces.  If they are put together properly, a historian can un-

         derstand what happened in history and why.  Sources can be stories, photos [sic],

         songs, newspapers, films, books, paintings or documents.  Sometimes, historians

         examine objects from the ancient past that were buried underground.  These hist-

         orians are called archaeologists.  

         It helps to think of historians as detectives of the past… build[ing] up a picture 
        of… the past.  (McCaughey 2010, 4 [original emphasis])

The influence of the Schools Council History Project [SCHP], a UK initiative launched in 1972 was obvious.  It would take too long to explain the SCHP in detail but it suffices to say it was a state-funded attempt to enable teachers to break free from textbook reliance and to promote more active work on the part of pupils.  In a key document the SCHP’s aspirations were summed up as the attempt to ‘promote modes [of teaching]’ that would prefer ‘understanding’ over supposedly ‘ill-digested rote learning’ (Schools Council History Project 1976, 3).  The same report went on to say it was concerned with making school history ‘meaningful to the needs and interests of pupils themselves…  [and] re-think[ing] the philosophy of teaching history in school’ (1976, 4).  

Taken as a whole, the SCHP’s publications are sometimes thought of as the ur-texts of “modern”, “active” or so-called “constructivist” school history (Keating and Sheldon 2011).  It had come about at a time, the late 1960s and early 1970s, when some history teachers in parts of the UK were concerned that their subject was threatened, under attack from those with more utilitarian views of what education should be and failing to win popular affection on the part of increasingly many pupils (Schools Council History Project 1976; Keating and Sheldon 2011).  Seeking to put an end to what it dismissively called ‘ill-digested rote-learning’ (1976, 3) and discussing at length work by authors/theorists including developmental psychologist Jean Piaget [1896-1980], educationalist and philosopher A[lfred] N[orth] Whitehead [1861-1947] and the historian R[obin] G[eorge] Collingwood [1889-1943], the SCHP specifically advocated offering ‘a structured course which attempts to show… what history is’; this was to involve what it called ‘detective exercises’ (Schools Council History Project 1976, 20 and 21).  Perhaps the SCHP’s greatest significance lay in its promotion of primary sources in teaching.  While recognizing that they were not the first to advocate this (Schools Council History Project 1976, 2) its members stressed the importance of viewing history as ‘[a] “heap” [that] consists of both primary and secondary sources… [including] documents and artefacts, buildings and works of art’ (36).

The SCHP has been criticized for appreciating that ‘mere memorisation and regurgitation had characterised too many history classrooms’ but, ‘wildly exaggerating the limitations of the old and the virtues of the new pedagogy’ and for not having ‘tackle[d] problems of content adequately’ (Partington 1986, 67 and 68 [original emphasis]).   Debates around some of the points raised in a critique such as this rapidly became highly and perhaps unproductively politicized in the UK in the 1980s and 1990s (Keating and Sheldon 2011).  I do not want to revisit those debates.  For now, let it simply be accepted that there was some merit in the SCHP, especially in its promotion of the importance of encounters with primary sources.  What was happening in Ireland in the 2010s was far removed from what had been intended in the Britain of the 1970s.  Thus, the Junior Certificate textbook that began with sources, evidence, detection and so forth ended (a hefty 476 pages later) with advice on studying and preparation for examinations. The advice given included: ‘provide at least 10 clear facts’ in written answer and the emphatic: ‘FACTS, FACTS AND THEN MORE FACTS!’  (McCaughey 2010, 482 [original emphasis]).  This looked suspiciously like the ‘ill-digested rote learning’ supposed to have been banished when pupils learned how to “be historians” and “do history”.  Each chapter had a small number of website references half-heartedly appended but wider personal reading was not actively encouraged, nor was conducting original research.  Facts came from the textbook.  It was dangerous to depart from it.
  

Elsewhere, the work of historians was reduced to eight keywords and short phrases including ‘[p]roblems with sources – bias etc’ (McCaughey 2010, 477).  There might have been less ‘bias etc’ in Irish school history by 2019 but whatever this was, it did not seem to be what SCHP authors had envisaged.   Like the soldiers in the nursery rhyme, pupils were marched to the top of the hill and then down again, never having seen battle.  They could ‘[l]earn… [to] use the key terms’ (McCaughey 2010, 481 [original emphasis]), but only to write about historians’ work.  They did not do that work, even to the limited extent appropriate to their ages/capabilities.  Or, to put it another way, they went through a certain performance.  Everyone pretended that saying certain things about historians’ work was tantamount to pupils becoming historians.  The SCHP had sincerely aspired to that ideal and Ireland had adopted a version of it, but this was largely hollow.  
At the heart of this failure to make pupils historians, or at least people poised to become historians, lay textbooks.  The freedom the Junior Certificate supposedly offered when it was originally devised often seemed unwelcome. Admittedly, Ireland did not invent “teaching to the test” but it made a considerable fetish of this practice in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Little had changed by the twenty-first.  Pupils wanted to be told what was right and teachers wanted to be told what to tell them was right.  Textbooks offered to absolve both groups of personal responsibility.  
As recently as 2006 the official view was that textbooks had ‘considerable value in the teaching of History [sic], particularly as aids to clarification, as visual and textual sources of information, and for homework tasks’ (Department of Education and Science Inspectorate 2006, 33).   Extensive and detailed ethnographic studies of practice in the Irish history classroom would be welcome but in their absence the impression was that it remained quite routine for Irish school teachers in the early part of the twentieth century to do exactly what the Notes for Teachers document had cautioned against decades before: teaching in a way that ‘allow[ed] the text-book to dominate’ and was ‘dull and lethargic’.  The nearest thing available to the kind of ethnographic study I have envisaged (Inspectorate 2006) is inadequate but goes some way towards confirming that such teaching persisted in certain modern Irish schools.  Most pupils left those schools with an uninspiring impression of what historical study consisted in, no matter the pieties spouted about their being inducted into the work of the historian. 
But what of those who chose to continue studying history in school?  This takes me to my final topic, the Leaving Certificate
 as it obtained in Ireland in 2019. There were two options open to pupils/teachers: Irish and European material 1492-1815 or 1815-1993.  All variants also began with reference to the work of the historian (Department of Education and Skills [2004] 2018).   It might have been expected that “doing history” was a meaningful proposition in Leaving Certificate.  Perhaps it was now that the ideal of making pupils into historians would be fulfilled.  Presumably, that would mean that pupils acquired and demonstrated some meaningful capacity for historical research. 

Certainly, a research element was introduced into the Leaving Certificate in 2004 and initially examined in 2006.  It was claimed that ‘[i]nvolvement with evidence… [was] an integral part of the syllabus… offering an insight into… [how] historians operate’ (Department of Education and Skills [2004] 2018, 2).  The research was to be ‘self-directed’ and ‘grounded in the procedural values of the historian’ ([2004] 2018, 8).  What did this research amount to?  A major review of pupils’ Leaving Certificate research studies in 2011 was sanguine in saying that there was often ‘genuine interaction between… candidate[s] and the[ir] source material’ (State Examinations Commission 2011, 24).  But any serious educational reform takes a generation to have an impact and the impression was still that textbook reliance was heavy in Leaving Certificate classrooms, an impression confirmed by a voice of a kind relatively rarely heard in debates about education in Ireland, that of a pupil.  Reflecting on his experience of Leaving Certificate history he claimed that textbooks were ‘viewed as beacons of exactitude and detachment by the system’s apologists’ (Eagleton 2015).  If so, the story of Leaving Certificate history in Ireland would seem to be very much like that of Junior Certificate: a story of loudly expressed ideals and ambitions going largely ignored in practice.  Indeed, although this is a much larger issue, in some ways it may be the story of post-independence Ireland as a whole; one of timid conventionality in a country often beset by fear of freedom/originality (Coquelin 2005).
Conclusion: Why a conclusion is not really possible
An ending to this chapter written in 2019 must, of necessity, be somewhat provisional because it was impossible to predict the effects of a controversial plan launched in 2012.  These reforms were contentious for many reasons,
 but were said to be intended to develop ‘learning experience[s] for our young people… appropriate for the needs of the 21st [sic] century’.  All junior cycle subjects had experienced/were due for review and revision so that they would be taught in a more “skills-based” way said to be consonant with the needs of modern industry/commerce (Irish Business and Employers Confederation 2010) and reform of the Leaving Certificate was imminent. History was no longer to be de facto mandatory in the early part of secondary schooling (Department of Education and Skills 2012, 2). It was especially the subject’s not being mandatory that drew the ire of objectors, including the President.  History, they said, would be studied by fewer pupils as part of what was now to be known as the Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement.  Indeed, some schools were expected to cease to offer it altogether.  There would thus be correspondingly reduced interest in its study at higher levels and, perhaps more importantly, a loss of historical awareness/consciousness/literacy in some general sense throughout Irish society. Those studying history in Irish schools in 2018/2019 were expected to develop an understanding of the concepts ‘[c]hange and continuity’.  They could have done worse than reflected on their own subject. The content they were being taught had been revised but how it was taught in schools had remained stubbornly unrevised.  Thus, I predict that, for another generation at least, history teaching in Irish schools will be significantly unaffected by the reforms in progress in 2018/2019.  Fewer pupils may study the subject (and that could pose problems of its own, though the maxim that volunteers are better than those who have been pressed comes to mind),
 but the teaching experienced by those who do will not be radically different to what their counterparts knew decades, or even a century or more, ago.  Crucially, there will be much reliance on textbooks and little genuine experience of working with primary sources. What was necessary was not that Ireland’s history courses be revised (and certainly not that they be distorted to suit the interests of commerce), but that they actually be implemented as they were intended, with the commitment to pupils-as-historians finally taken seriously. That commitment was renewed in the reformed history course, due to be examined in 2021 (available at: https://curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/34acdfbe-fcbf-47c2-a7ea-1e430df58e06/Junior-Cycle-History-Specification.pdf and for a summary of key dates/development, see: https://www.jct.ie/history/news_events), but any such commitment will continue to be meaningless without a deeper cultural change because, in a way that is perhaps difficult to communicate to somebody not enmeshed/embedded in it, twenty-first century Ireland was a country obsessed not with knowledge/education but results or “points”.  

Serious and meaningful historical learning begins where textbook use ends (Barbre 2017).  Until teachers, politicians, bureaucrats, parents and even pupils grasp this fact, Ireland’s schools will continue to teach something that is not ‘History in any real sense’.  There would seem to be precious little glory or honor in that fact.  
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� This work refers in its title to revising history in Ireland but it is also almost exclusively about the history of Ireland.  I do not propose to discuss the balance of Irish/non-Irish material taught in schools.  Irish syllabi were highly parochial in their content even in the early twenty-first century.   Regardless of the wisdom or desirability of that, when I mention the teaching, learning, studying or researching of history hereafter, unless otherwise specified, I refer to Irish history only. 





� Since the 1920s it has been known variously as the Department of Education and Science and Department of Education and Skills.  It went by the latter in 2019.





� There were examinations for younger pupils, the controversial Primary Certificate (1929-1967), and those in the specifically vocational schools established in 1930, but these are not relevant here.





� The same words also appear at the end of Ireland’s 1937 constitution.  This replaced the Free State constitution, ending residual British power over Ireland.  Its architect, Éamonn de Valera [1882-1975], then the leader of a highly conservative nationalist political party that represented the more militant strand of the nationalism at work in the febrile period of the 1910s-1920s, had also used the words before.  In 1931 he founded a nationalistic newspaper, The Irish Press.  It employed them as part of its masthead, in an apparent attempt ‘to propagate the notion of Irish history, Irish Catholicism and Irish destiny being intertwined’ (Cunningham 2008, 145).  Perversely, the 1937 constitution is often thought of as the very embodiment of a particular version of Irish identity: Irish-speaking, Catholic and deeply socially conservative (Farrell, ed, 1988; Chubb 1991; Foley and Lalor, eds, 1995 and Keogh and McCarthy 2007).  





� Intended to introduce greater emphasis on “child-centered” methods in Irish classrooms the new curriculum may quickly have become moribund, a victim of the frequent tendency towards what can be an unhelpful inertia in those classrooms.  More sweeping change followed in the late 1990s (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 1999).  Whether the methods falteringly introduced in 1971 and more emphatically in the 1990s were, taken as a whole, educationally wise and justified is a question beyond the scope of this chapter but the forms of history teaching at least nominally practiced in Ireland’s secondary schools from the 1980s were also found in primary/national schools by 2019 (Bennett 1994; Travers 1996). 


 


� Other popular works used in schools with comparable passages/sentiments include: Brockie 1997; Collins, Henry and Tonge 2004; de Buitléir 2014.


 


� Manifestly, any particular textbook might be well written, well researched, factually correct, clearly argued and so forth.  But nobody ever learned to be an historian by relying on secondary reading, however good it was.  





� These comments refer only to what was known as Leaving Certificate Established.  Other forms exist but are not relevant.  





� This was especially so amongst members of the influential Association of Secondary Teachers, Ireland [ASTI] but I shall not explore the more general issues involved (for details of the ASTI’s case, see: Irwin 2015; Byrne 2016, 2017; Christie 2018; Lynch 2019).  





� Strictly, history was not mandatory in all state-funded secondary schools in Ireland in 2018/2019 because the Junior Certificate could be offered in different patterns depending on school type.  But at the time of writing it was almost universally studied for the first three post-primary years.  A digest of reports/comments on the specific “threat to history” is available at: � HYPERLINK "https://www.htai.ie/index.php/en/87-general/144-threat-to-history-in-schools" �https://www.htai.ie/index.php/en/87-general/144-threat-to-history-in-schools�.
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