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 ‘A RAG-BAG OF POINTLESS INFORMATION’?:     

THE VALUE OF TEACHING HISTORY1 

Dr Gillian O’Brien, Liverpool John Moores University 

Keynote Lecture, IAPH Workshop, Mary Immaculate College, 6 December 2018 

In Graham Swift's Waterland, the narrator Tom Crick is a history teacher sacked by 

the headmaster. The official reason for his 'early retirement' is that the head, Lewis, 

has decided to axe History from the syllabus: 

 

'It just so happens, Tom, that I agree with the powers that be. Equipping for 

the real world. It just so happens that I think that's what we're here for ... Send 

just one of these kids out into the world with a sense of his or her usefulness, 

with an ability to apply, with practical knowledge and not a rag-bag of 

pointless information'2 

 

Clearly the headmaster in Swift’s book is wrong! History is far from a ‘rag-bag of 

pointless information’. Taught well it is neither a ‘rag-bag’ nor is it ‘pointless’. This 

afternoon I want to consider how we teach History across primary, secondary, third-

level and in the museum and heritage sectors.  

I have an academic and practical interest in how history is taught across all these 

sectors. I teach in a university and I also work as a consultant for the development of 

museums and heritage centres and as part of that I have to be familiar with what’s 

taught in primary and secondary schools and how museums engage with the 

curriculum. For another project I’ve spent much of this year travelling around the 

country visiting over 60 museums and heritage sites to see how we tell the history of 

Ireland.  

                                                           
1 With thanks to the Committee of the IAPH for inviting me to speak at the workshop. In particular, thanks to 
Dr Brian Hughes and Kiera Gregory for organising the event. I am also grateful to the many teachers (at 
primary, secondary and university level), students, curators, museum and heritage professionals who have 
talked to me about their experiences both teaching and learning history.  
2 Graham Swift, Waterland (Picador, 1984), p. 23 
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I am also interested in the history of education. A few years ago I co-wrote a book on 

Primary Education in Ireland with the late Dr Garret FitzGerald.3 The focus of that 

book was on the commissioners of education report for 1824 and one of the 

appendices lists some of the history books that were found in schools in Donegal, 

Kildare, Galway and Kerry. Given the discussion about what sort of texts children 

should read and the amount of attention paid to pedagogy, it’s interesting to note 

that primary school children in 1824 were reading (though perhaps not 

understanding) books such as:  

 History of the Seven Wise Masters and Mistresses of Rome 

 Battle of Aughrim 

 The History of Tythes: their influence on Agriculture and Population (no doubt 

every 10-year-old’s dream text) 

 History of the French Revolution 

 Life of Oliver Cromwell 

 Genuine History of Ireland 

 History of Crowned Heads 

 Women as They Are 

 History of Philander Flashaway 

 History of Jack the Bachelor.4 

Every year I begin my lecture course in Liverpool by declaring (rather tongue-in-

cheek) that Irish history is really straightforward: everything bad that ever happened 

in Ireland is England’s fault. Not Scotland (well, occasionally Scotland), never Wales. 

England.  If only it were that simple. 

But for some people it is that simple and not just in relation to Irish history. For many 

a neat linear past is all they need to make sense of their present.  

In the creation of nation states the past has always been manipulated to tell versions 

that help make sense of the world in which we live. Teaching history has played a 

part in constructing national identities. This has changed over time (and not just in 

Ireland). In the mid-19th century the focus was on a romantic nationalism, by the 

                                                           
3 Garret FitzGerald et al, Irish Primary Education in Early Nineteenth Century, (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 
2013). 
4 Appendix 221, ‘A list of books used in the various schools…’, Education in Ireland Report, vol. 2, 553-7. 
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later 20th century this had changed to a more empirical approach while more 

recently a ‘civil approach’ has been adopted – the idea of making students citizens.5  

***** 

In 1842 Young Ireland established the Nation newspaper: As James Quinn has 

recently noted the Young Irelanders ‘saw their mission as awakening the Irish people 

to the fact that they were an historic nation that should determine their own future. 

Ireland, they insisted, had a proud history, which told of sufferings bravely endured, 

resistance that had never faltered and a national spirit that had never been crushed. 

However, since Ireland’s history had mostly been written by its conquerors the true 

record of her past had been misrepresented leading the Nation to proclaim “The 

history of Ireland has not yet been written’’’.6 

In Ireland religion and language was divisive. Young Ireland wanted to stress culture 

and history as unifiers. They wanted to write a history to be proud of. They wanted 

to construct their own version of the past. 

The Young Irelanders were unsuccessful revolutionaries, but they certainly created a 

narrative that provided the structure for nationalist and republican history. One of 

my favourite historical monuments in Ireland is ‘The National Monument’ in Cork. 

This was unveiled by Fr PF Kavanagh on St Patrick’s Day in 1906 it encapsulates a 

version of Irish history (not least with the unveiling itself which neatly linked 

Catholicism with nationalism).  

 

 

                                                           
5 Mario Carretero, mikel Asensio, María Rodruez-Moneo,  ‘History Education and the Construction of National 
Identities’ in Mario Carretero, Mikel Asensio, María Rodruez-Moneo (eds), History Education and the 
Construction of National Identities, (North Carolina: Information Age Publishing, 2010), 4. 
6 James Quinn, Young Ireland and the Writing of Irish History, (UCD Press, 2015), p. 1. 



4 
 

 

According to the engraving on the monument it was erected: ‘To perpetuate the 

Memory of the Gallant Men of 1798, 1803, 1848 and 1867 who fought and died in 

the wars of Ireland to recover her sovereign independence and to inspire the youth 

of our country to follow in their patriotic footsteps and imitate their heroic example. 

And righteous men will make our land ‘A Nation Once Again’’. 

There are 133 names engraved on the monument (131 men and 2 women). A mere 

handful of these names would be recognised today. The story on the monument is a 

partial story of Irish history, as is the story of the monument.  

 

The foundation stone was laid in 1898 to mark the centenary of the 1798 Rebellion, 

but splits and infighting meant that it wasn’t completed until 1906. Today, how many 

even notice it as they pass it on Grand Parade? Indeed, how many notice that the 

street sign in English reads ‘Grand Parade’, but in Irish is ‘Sráid an Chapaill Bhui’? The 

Irish name means ‘Street of the Yellow Horse’ in English and references a previous 

statue on the site – George II on his yellow horse stood there between 1762 and 

1798.   

The Irish history syllabus in schools used to be a more elaborate rendition of the 

Young Ireland version. But, as Stefan Berger has noted, ‘the task is no longer to 

produce historical national master narratives which underpin a sense of collective 

identity, but rather to give students of history a sense of the contestation over 

historical interpretation of specific phenomena for which the national framework 

was important in the past’.7 Certainly, what is currently on offer to students from the 

                                                           
7 Stefan Berger, ‘De-Nationalizing History Teaching and Nationalizing it Differently’, in History Education and 
the Construction of National Identities, 43 
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ages of 5 to 19 is much more nuanced, much more inclusive and in some respects 

much more challenging (in a good way).  

I welcome Minister Joe McHugh’s decision to consider reversing the decision to 

remove History as a core subject for the Junior Cycle. This review is to be completed 

by next March. But as it stands History is not core. If history is no longer an intrinsic 

part of the school syllabus, then how do children and young teenagers learn about 

the past, more importantly how do they learn to critically assess what they are being 

told about the past (or indeed the present)?  

We are in a ‘post-truth’ era. I recently participated in ‘Brainstorm’, a radio show for 

RTÉ where I spoke about the importance of history being taught at schools.8 One of 

the other contributors, Vittorio Bufacchi, lecturer in Philosophy in UCC, gave a very 

succinct definition of post-truth: it is ‘where subjective opinion has the same 

authority as objective fact’. Or indeed where someone’s gut feeling is as important or 

valid as that of someone with expertise in the field. It’s what I call knowledge by 

osmosis – where being born in a place, having a certain accent or being related to 

someone confers an authority that is not backed up by any research, reading or 

understanding. My own grandfather used to argue that being from Enniscorthy and 

knowing the lyrics to ‘Boulavogue’ meant that he understood the 1798 Rebellion 

better than I did, despite both my MA and my PhD being about the 1790s.  

The past informs the present. Without an understanding of the past we are in danger 

of stumbling blindly through the present and inflicting great damage on the future. 

We live in a world where lies have become commonplace and are often accepted as 

fact. Where ‘fake news’ and disinformation are now a part of everyday life. Michiko 

Kakutani, writing about the US recently, put it succinctly: ‘Trump's ridiculousness, his 

narcissistic ability to make everything about himself, the outrageousness of his lies, 

and the profundity of his ignorance can easily distract attention from the more 

lasting implications of his story: ... how easily Russian disinformation took root in a 

culture where the teaching of history and civics had seriously atrophied.'9 

 

The democratic world in which we live is under threat. As living memory of the 

horrors of the Second World War (and even the Cold War) disappears it is more and 

more important for people to understand that democracy is precious and that 

vigilance is required to protect it. Democracy is not the norm. We may think it is, but 

any understanding of the past shows that it is replete with dictators and tyrants. 

                                                           
8 It will be broadcast on RTE Radio 1 at 6.00pm on 16 December 2018. 
9 Michiko Kakutani, The Death of Truth (HarperCollins, 2018), p. 169 
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Without an understanding of the past – of the slow and painful emergence of 

democracy, both in Ireland and abroad, and of the many and varied threats it has 

faced – the next generation of Irish citizens will be ill-equipped to defend it.  

History teaches us how to critically evaluate sources, to treat hearsay with 

scepticism, to demand rigour from those with power and influence. An 

understanding of the past ensures that we do not accept the present with passivity.  

We should not be holding up a mirror to the past, but a broken mirror – in which we 

see many reflections. There are many truths and many lived experiences. We should 

be teaching a ‘plural history’ – where many different perspectives are valid (but 

where there are also facts).10 As President Higgins recently observed at the Dublin 

Festival of History: ‘We cannot, nor should we, demand that another adhere to our 

own interpretation of our past. We can, however, and we must, require of ourselves 

and others, a transparency of purpose and honesty of intent, a serious engagement 

with historical scholarship and, above all, respect for the sincerely-held beliefs and 

ideas of others, including those who went before.’11 

***** 

Over the last few months I have been reading the material published by the NCCA 

(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment) for history at primary and 

secondary level. The material says all the right things. There are clear links between 

the different stages and much to be commended (but also to be criticised).  

Primary School: 

History is one of three subjects – with Geography and Science – within Science, 

Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE). The History element focuses on how 

the activity of people has shaped human, built and cultural environments. The lives 

of people in the past, local studies and the work of the historian are studied.12 And it 

is at primary school where the seeds are sown. It’s where my own love of history was 

fostered (which reminds me of one thing that I'm not looking at here – we can’t 

quantify the importance of a good and enthusiastic teacher. The best syllabus in the 

world can’t make up for that).  Thankfully, history at primary level isn’t under threat 

(at least for now). 

                                                           
10 Maria Grever, ‘Dilemmas of Common and Plural History’, in History Education and the Construction of 
National Identities, 85 
11 President Michael D. Higgins, Speech at the Dublin Festival of History, Dublin Castle, 7 October 2018. 
12 Junior Cycle History, Specification, National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, September 2017, 20. 
https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/34acdfbe-fcbf-47c2-a7ea-1e430df58e06/Junior-Cycle-History-
Specification.pdf 
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Junior Cycle:  

Before examining the new Junior Cycle syllabus there are a few points worth noting 

about the decision to remove history as a core subject for Junior Cycle students.  

1. History was never core for all secondary schools (VEC schools did not have to 

teach it, but many did and continue to do so) 

2. When I looked into the public discussion that has taken place about the 

removal of History as core I found that there was almost no debate. Wherever 

I looked – whether it was debates and discussion in the Dáil and Seanad, 

letters and opinion pieces in the newspapers, on the radio or in social media – 

there was hardly a single voice in favour of removing history as core. There 

were many in favour of reforming the syllabus, but a pretty unified opposition 

to the decision. Which begged the question: why was the decision taken?  

3. To try and get to the bottom of this I submitted a FOI request. The response 

was revealing but not in the way I hoped. Apparently the conversations about 

the core subjects for Junior Cycle were cleverly focussed on justifying the 

retention of English, Irish and Maths as core, not about why History and 

Geography would be dropped. 

 

Removing History as a core subject sends an all-too-clear message to children and 

their parents: the subject is a luxury. Some parents are likely to agree and may 

encourage their children to choose subjects that require the sort of expensive 

specialist equipment or labs that are provided in schools on the basis that history is 

something they can learn from a book, or a trip to a museum. But the state should 

not be offloading the responsibility of teaching Irish history onto bookshops, 

museums and heritage sites. History should be an integral part of every students’ 

education, at the very least until they have completed their Junior Cycle, if not 

beyond. It has been claimed that all students who want to take history will be able to 

do so. This isn’t true. Some schools will allow for open choice, but others will put 

subjects in blocks, allowing students to choose only one subject from each block. If 

History is in a group with a high-demand subject such as Business or Science, then 

numbers are likely to fall. In England, where History is no longer a core subject, only 

44% of students took GSCE History (the equivalent of the Junior Cycle) in 2016. Also, 

while there are history teachers in all schools now (and many schools have decided 
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internally to keep history compulsory) but with retirements or demands on other 

subjects this may change. 

Syllabus: 

There are some positive elements in the new Junior Cycle, but it remains vast in 

terms of scope. It’s ambitious but it’s not practical. No student taking a degree in 

History would attempt to cover all the topics that we expect young teenagers to 

grasp, while also doing 9 other subjects.13 While the new course focuses on sources a 

lot more the scope of the course makes it almost impossible for teachers to have 

time to devote to really dissecting the material. There is a danger that the Junior 

Cycle will, like its predecessor, end up becoming too focused on rote learning of 

dates, names and facts – the very things that make people think History is hard and 

boring. The syllabus looks like ‘syllabus by committee’ where each member was 

determined to get their ‘favourite’ bit included at the expense of either coherence or 

practicality.  

The local heritage strand is engaging and a very positive development. What an 

opportunity that is. Students can learn about their community. They can become 

historians. They can do research and learn how tell the stories. They can get out in 

the field and they can access information on line. The project format is a display that 

students might encounter in a museum or library and ‘the past is my place’ doesn’t 

tie students to where their school or home is, but could be Nigeria, Poland, Britain – 

which is a welcome broad definition of home.  

 

Leaving Certificate:  

The Leaving Certificate syllabus has been in place since 2004. There are two strands 

that teachers can chose from – Early Modern Ireland /Europe and the Wider World 

(1492-1815) or Later Modern Ireland/Europe and the Wider World (1815-1993). The 

vast majority of teachers opt for the Later Modern strand.  

                                                           
13 To give you some idea of the sheer scale of the course, these are chapter titles taken from one of the 
textbooks: How do historians and archaeologists find out about the past?; Ancient Rome; Early Christian 
Ireland; Life and Death in Medieval Times; Renaissance; Portuguese and Spanish Explorations; The 
Reformation; Plantation of Ulster; American Revolution; 1798 Rebellion; Famine; O’Connell and Parnell; GAA; 
Rise of Nationalism and Unionism 1911-23; Life in Nazi Germany; Life in Soviet Russia; Causes of WWII; WWII; 
Holocaust; Impact of WWII on Ireland; Cold War; Women in 20th Century Ireland; 1960s in Ireland and the 
World; Troubles in Northern Ireland; EU and Ireland; Technology and Historical Change; Health and Medicine; 

Crime and Punishment. Chapter titles taken from: Dermot Lucey, Making History: Complete Junior Cycle 
History, (Dublin: Gill Publishing, 2018).  
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The rhetoric around the Leaving Certificate is impressive, the reality less so. At 

Leaving Cert level it is about providing an ‘in-depth study’ with an ‘emphasis on skills’ 

while ‘working with evidence’ to produce a ‘research study’.  The Aims and 

Objectives are a mixed bag. Some make sense, such as ensuring that students will 

develop both ‘the ability to think critically’ and have ‘an appreciation of the society in 

which they live, and of other societies, past and present’. Students will leave school 

with ‘an informed and critical awareness of their historical inheritance’. Others aims 

are rather more woolly – they will be prepared ‘for life and citizenship’ and have 

developed ‘positive values associated with the study of history’ (whatever they may 

be!).14 All of this will be achieved through ‘Enquiry, Evidence and Exploration’.15  

There are some options available within the Leaving Cert course. There are six topics 

from the Irish strand and six topics from the Europe/Rest of the World strand. 

Students study 2 topics from each strand (one with a focus on documents) and 

complete a research study. I read through the syllabus in some detail. For each topic 

in each strand a key personalities and a key concepts list is provided. I decided to 

look at the key personalities from the Later Modern strand to see if the syllabus was 

still dominated by ‘big man’ politics. It seems that this is very much the case.   

In the Later Modern Ireland Strand there are 61 Key Personalities. 49 of them are 

men, 12 are women. In the Europe and the World Strand there are 58 Key 

Personalities. 49 of them are men, 9 are women (and one of those women, Margaret 

Thatcher, is in both lists).16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 Leaving Cert Syllabus, 3-4, https://curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/da556505-f5fb-4921-869f-
e0983fd80e50/SCSEC20_History_syllabus_eng.pdf 
15 History Leaving Cert, Guidelines for Teachers, 6, https://curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/973412c2-a98e-4131-
8ae4-79e4f7790d4d/SCSEC20_History-guidelines_eng_1.pdf 
16 Leaving Cert Syllabus, 34-47. 
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This is outrageous. This course covers the period from 1815 to 1993. To think that in 

a list of 110 names there are only 21 women that are noteworthy is ridiculous (and 

this isn’t to mention of any of the other underrepresented groups who should 

feature here). I have no doubt that many teachers ignore the recommendations and 

incorporate many other significant figures who are not listed in this rather outdated 

list.  

Change the syllabus:  

History is a way of interpreting, rather than knowing, the past. What we can 

reconstruct about the past is always partial and I feel strongly that we have over-

emphasised the written word at the expense of landscape and buildings and 

photography and art. How are young people expected to understand the world in 

which they live if we do not teach them the language of art and architecture and 

landscape and heritage and material culture while they are at school? History is the 

perfect vehicle for doing this, but only if we move beyond the obsession with the 

written word as the most important (and often only) source.  

We have told the stories of the elite and the literate, the stories of the victors, the 

stories of men. That is slowly changing. But the syllabus at school level is old 

fashioned. There is now an awareness that students need to be taught the skills of 

the historian, not just to read about the results of their research, but more needs to 

be done. We need to allow students to be historians.  

Access to Material: 

 

 
 

When I started teaching history in university I asked students what newspapers they 

read. If they read any they read the papers their parents read. I asked if they knew 
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that papers often had a political bias. They didn’t. Now I ask students where they get 

their news from. If they get news at all they get it from ‘the web’. ‘What websites?’ I 

ask. Mostly they don’t know. If they do it’s usually the BBC or Sky (the students are in 

Liverpool). But generally they see news on social media but they don’t ever wonder 

where the information has come from. This is anecdotal, but revealing.  

 

It used to be the case that research involved a trip to the library. I still remember 

how intimidating my first trip to Dublin City Council’s library and archive on Pearse 

Street when I was about 16. Learning to navigate the Dewey Decimal system was like 

learning a new language. Obviously paper doesn’t refuse ink and just because 

something is published doesn’t make it accurate, but working out the bias in books is 

straightforward by comparison to navigating today’s online world. Examining the 

publisher, author credentials, footnotes, bibliography assists in making an educated 

and informed decision about the book. Today we have the library at our fingertips. 

The internet has changed the way we learn (and should change the way we teach).17 

 

Learning to access, navigate and make sense of secondary and primary sources 

(easily done these days) should be compulsory at primary and secondary level. 

Children and teenagers are able for this. The government’s recently launched Project 

2040 has allocated €1.4 billion for enhancing ‘amenity and heritage’.18 Much of that 

money is earmarked for museums and cultural institutions including the National 

Library.  

 

Digitisation of material held there is a key part of this project and while that is an 

excellent development it seems a shame that on the one hand the government is 

encouraging access to resources, while on the other is taking away children’s 

opportunity to engage with or understand them. Students in schools today have 

access to more historical sources than whole universities did a generation ago. 

Students can interrogate the sources themselves. They can try to verify them, to seek 

contradictory material. They can test their own skills as historians.  

 

 

                                                           
17 In 2015/16 research was carried out in the US on students from middle school c.11 to college. 
Nearly 8,000 responses. Middle School (11-14) 82% couldn’t distinguish between an ad and a news 
story. At college level students couldn’t work out who was behind websites. They almost never went 
beyond the site to check out the site. Sam Wineburg, Why Learn History (When it’s already on your 
phone)?, Chicago, 2018, 4.  
18 Project 2040, https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/09022006-project-ireland-2040/ 
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Museums and Heritage Sites: 

 

There have been grand gestures and hollow words from politicians from all parties. 

While in public successive governments have been actively promoting our past, in 

private they have taken history off the core curriculum. The Decade of 

Commemorations has been a success so far. Historians, librarians, teachers, 

archivists and many others did (and continue to do) sterling work – work that was 

particularly evident during 2016. New exhibitions opened, hundreds of free public 

lectures were given, new books published. ‘Reflecting the Rising’ which took place on 

Easter Monday saw over 750,000 people take to the streets in Dublin, guided to 

talks, performances and exhibitions by an army of volunteers, many wearing period 

costume. There are excellent initiatives such as the Historians in Residence scheme 

run by Dublin City Council. There is clearly enormous interest in history, but it’s not 

enough to get occasional snapshots of our past; we need to provide all our children 

with strong foundations so that they understand the complexity of the past and how 

Ireland interacts and engages with other nations. 

Lurking behind the policy of removing history as core is the complacent assumption 

that students can get all the history they need from heritage sites and museums. 

Museums are wonderful spaces for education, offering students a tangible sense of 

the past, but they can only supplement the teaching of history, not replace it. They 

should not have that responsibility either.  
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There are also issues within the museum sector that provide challenges from an 

education perspective. There is an increasing trend to bring in interpretive designers 

who come with their own team (which may, or may, not include a historian – I have 

been that soldier on several sites and have conflicting feelings about this role.). They 

come in, do the job and leave. Many sites do not employ a curator, historian or 

education specialist, but it is vital that such skills are available to be drawn upon at all 

stages. Tour scripts must be developed in conjunction with experts and tours should 

have an emphasis on consistency and historical accuracy.19 

 

I have been travelling around the country over the course of this year visiting 

museums, heritage sites and galleries to see how they tell the history of Ireland.  

On many of these visits I brought along children and teenagers between the ages of 9 

and 16. I wanted to see how they engaged with the sites and what they learnt from 

them. I hadn’t anticipated how revealing the experience would be for me. I’m used 

to turning up to a museum or heritage site armed with a detailed questionnaire and 

a clear focus on what I’m looking for. This time I armed my young research assistants 

with forms and sent them off to explore. What surprised me was their level of 

engagement. Their feedback was thoughtful and considered and it was clear they’d 

learnt a lot at each site, though at many sites what they learnt was very much in 

isolation. They got fragments, snapshots of Irish history. Stories well told for the 

most part, but very often little context. Context was one issue, but occasionally so 

were inaccuracies. At one site there was text detailing how the Irish had been slaves 

– a myth that has been expertly debunked by Liam Hogan amongst others.20 In 

another place there was talk of the famine as genocide, something no serious 

historian gives credence to.21 

 

Sometimes confusion is sown through the way stories are told. A trip to Glasnevin 

Cemetery highlighted the need for guides to be conscious of all those on their tour. 

As we stood in the rain outside the O’Connell monument the guide told us about 

Daniel O’Connell and how we would be able to see his coffin when we went into the 

crypt. He told a story about how people with oesophageal cancer often visited to 

touch O’Connell’s coffin in the hope of a cure (this story was news to me – 

                                                           
19 Gillian O’Brien, ‘Inception, Development, Operation: A Report on Best Practice for Site-Specific Museums 
and Heritage Centres’ (2018), https://gillianmobrien.files.wordpress.com/2018/06/obrien-inception-
development-operation-site-specific-museums-2018.pdf 
20 Liam Hogan, Laura McAtackney, Mathew C. Reilly, ‘The Irish in the Anglo-Caribbean: Servants or Slaves?’, 
History Ireland, (March/April 2016) vol. 24; For a lot of Liam Hogan’s other work on this see Medium.Com for 
links: https://medium.com/@Limerick1914/all-of-my-work-on-the-irish-slaves-meme-2015-16-4965e445802a 
21 See work by Liam Kennedy, Peter Gray, Mary E. Daly, James S. Donnelly Jr, Cormac Ó Gráda among others.  
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apparently it was because O’Connell favoured the use of words over violence). 

Whatever the truth of the story all three children I was with misunderstood it and 

they each independently thought the guide had said that if they touched the coffin 

without his permission they would get cancer. 

  

Across the country there are more and more and heritage centres and it’s vital for 

their survival that there is a local base of people using them – not just for tours, but 

for school projects and community events. When History was taken off the core 

syllabus I don’t think those taking the decision had considered the knock-on effect. 

Perhaps the government is expecting a boom to the heritage industry as parents rush 

out to educate their children themselves. If so, they’re sadly mistaken. Taking 

children to museums costs time and money. Only some parents will be able to do so, 

and, encouraged by the government’s own indifference, many will not see the need. 

Many museums are dependent on school visits for vital income and are likely to 

suffer, not benefit, from the removal of history from the syllabus.  

Museums and heritage sites are very alert to the needs of schools – as one person 

involved in museum education told me her role is ‘to complement and support the 

curriculum’. Both free and non-free museums do tailor their education programmes 

to the school curriculum. For many museums this is very important (particularly for 

those who charge as they have to persuade teachers and schools that learning 

outcomes are being met so that they can justify why schools should pay to visit their 

museum when there might be another place they could go to for free). I’ve spoken 

with a number of teachers in a number of schools and in each case money for field 

trips comes from families not the state. Clearly this is problematic in terms of equal 

access for all (as are geographic considerations). 

I am absolutely in favour of encouraging links between schools and museums and 

heritage centres, but I don’t believe that museums should have to shoehorn 

collections into the school syllabus. This is where a flexible syllabus would work. 

Let museums play to their strengths (which isn’t always part of the curriculum). Let 

them show their most interesting artefacts. Let them tailor their education 

programmes to what they do best. Let the students enjoy discovering new things and 

learning new skills without it being so prescriptive. Learning in context works. Getting 

students out and about is crucial. Go to museums and heritage sites – there is 

nothing to compare to the experience of being in a former prison, on board a replica 

famine ship, walking the ramparts of a fort. But it doesn’t have to be so ambitious. 

There isn’t a town or a village in the country where history can’t be learnt by simply 

walking through the streets. Look at street names, look at plaques, statues, 
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monuments (as we saw earlier with Grand Parade and the National Monument in 

Cork). 

 

For generations History has been burdened by the perception that it is a ‘difficult’ 

subject, that it is ‘hard’, with a lot of reading and memorising of names and dates. 

This is largely because the education system remains oriented to points, exams and 

rote learning. This means that History has been about memory as much as about 

argument. History shouldn’t be about dates and names. It’s about developing 

arguments, finding source material, making sense of the past using all sorts of 

problem solving techniques. Essentially it’s cold case detective work! And given the 

popularity of historical dramas, documentaries, films, there is clearly public demand. 

But we can’t rely on TV and film to fill education gaps not least because they rely 

heavily on the same old tropes. Almost all historical documentaries are about four 

topics – crime, murder, royalty and war.   

If the history curriculum changed to a more project-based/enquiry/skills-based 

model, then there would be more flexibility for students and teachers to get their 

hands dirty doing original research. Imagine the stories that could be unearthed. I 

think we’d get a very different sense of our history if teenagers start contributing to 

the writing of it. What sparks their interest is very different to what interests the 

mostly-middle-aged folk who actually write the history books. 

 

To have time to spend on research and developing skills would necessarily involve a 

pared-down syllabus. I have many thoughts on this, but I’ll just throw one idea out 

there. What if students for Junior Cycle studied one course? A course called ‘Ireland 

and the wider world’. This course would use the history of Ireland as the spine and all 

other stories and histories would radiate from that. In a rapidly changing country, a 

country that is becoming much more multi-cultural, perhaps we should tell stories of 

diversity. The Young Ireland version of Irish history is no longer necessary. A 

transnational approach is required. One that shows that Ireland has always been a 

country of mobility, of flow, of people coming and going.  

 

Teaching this course would obviously miss out on lots of things, but even with the 

enormous syllabus that’s currently being used things are missed. There is no perfect 

syllabus. But I think we need to tackle this misapprehension that History is simply a 

question of memorising a series of names and dates. That isn’t really how it is being 

taught today (but it is to a large extent how it is being examined) so maybe we are all 

failing as communicators in this regard. It’s about understanding what happened in 
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the past as a way of making sense of the present and potentially making a difference 

to the future. And the teaching and learning of history has never been more exciting. 

The digitisation of primary sources enables every student to make discoveries for 

themselves. Investigating the past and uncovering our history is an adventure that all 

students should have the chance to be part of. History education in schools provides 

the tools to allow students critically evaluate the past. I’m going to do what I tell 

students never to do. I’m going to end with a quote (and to break another rule, I’m 

going to end with a quote that has been much used). But it’s one that I think 

succinctly summarises the importance of understanding the past and the importance 

of education whether that be in school, university or museums. To quote President 

Higgins again: ‘Our history is the inheritance of all our people… A knowledge and 

understanding of history is intrinsic to our shared citizenship. To be without such 

knowledge is to be permanently burdened with a lack of perspective, empathy and 

wisdom.’22 

 

                                                           
22 President Michael D. Higgins, Speech at the Launch of the Cambridge History of Ireland, Dublin Castle, 30 
April 2018. 


