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Thank you for the invitation to speak to members of the Seanad today on the subject 

of ‘educational disadvantage’. The language we use to describe something is 

important. The term disadvantage implies a personal or collective lack and leads one 

away from understanding the relationship between our education system and its role 

in the production and sustaining of inequalities. The Irish education system is, to 

borrow a phrase, a field of power, where groups struggle and compete in a very 

uneven struggle for the rewards the system has to offer. The Irish education system 

plays a key role in the transmission of power and privilege from one generation to 

next. On the surface and in much public discourse it appears as a fair and 

meritocratic system but if one digs just a little below one can penetrate into the 

mechanics and functions of education which has the uncanny habit of reproducing 

the class structure and the status quo with some minor variations. As Paul Willis 

once said individuals may transcend their class but for an entire class transcendence 

is more problematic. The difference between disadvantage and inequality is that 

disadvantage essentialises the problem whereas an inequality perspective sees the 

education system as a set of social relations and struggle between groups for the 

rewards and resources the system has to offer which bestow symbolic and material 

privilege on those who gain control of such resources.  

If there are doubts about this view and I am sure there are many there is some very 

good research that shows how the relationship between the Irish education system 

and structural axes of inequality such as those of class gender and race. As a post 

graduate student in UCD I was taught and supervised for my phd by professor Pat 

Clancy who had written a number of successive papers entitled ‘Who goes to 

College in Ireland?’ What this research showed was that the more affluent a family 

was the more likely they were to go to college. There was a direct and unsurprising 

relationship between one’s social class position and one’s level of education. The 

research also had a secondary function in that it demonstrated how and where class 

inequality was spatially located and identifiable throughout city and country. The 

work of Kathleen Lynch has taken this to many other levels and she has explored 

how the education system perpetuates gender and class inequality. In her work on 

higher education she consistently asks who and what is education for? In 

contemporary Ireland education and especially at higher levels is being colonised to 

a great extent to fulfil the instrumental marketised imperatives demanded of it by a 

neo liberal orientation. It is clear therefore that education works much more for some 

groups than for others and that its functions are more and more those demanded by 

the market. This produces many things chief among them are groups of instrumental 

economic actors who understand little of the deeper values such as those of care or 

the arts which are necessary for a society and communities to flourish in a real 

sense.  

I have worked as a youth worker and then as a community worker for over thirty 

years now in Rialto Inchicore and Bluebell. I am not here to feed a prurient interest in 



salacious stories or to feed the maw of titillation. In fact I would ask you as senators 

if there is any real will for the sort of societal change that is necessary for a truly 

egalitarian society in Ireland. I have watched on with astonishment and rage at the 

damage wrought on people and communities at the lower ends of the class structure 

in recent years. Inequality was a significant problem before austerity. But the recent 

years of austerity have intensified it profoundly. To name just some of the issues 

which have effected education and are in turn effected by education. There was the 

extensive and broad ranging programme of cuts that infiltrated so many aspects of 

people’s lives in so many ways. There are also a host of related issues including the 

devaluing of the unpaid work of women, the lack of decent paid work, the virtual 

closing of the apprenticeship system, intermittent work, zero hours contracts, 

casualised work, low paid work, highly alienating work. All of these raise serious 

questions of motivation for people and must also raise questions of legitimation for 

the State. People in communities of gross inequality ask themselves the question 

‘Unless I am one of the those who are cushioned and insulated from the effects of all 

this why would I bother committing myself to long term education when there is 

virtually nothing on offer save the above.’ The answer is of course that people must 

believe that things are possible even when they are generally not.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


