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EDITORIAL
This is my last year as
Editor of the INOTE
Magazine, it is my last year
as Chairperson, my last
year on the committee. So it
seems like the appropriate
time to have an overview of
our subject.
We are, once again, at a pivotal moment.

literature curriculum?

The first issue is with the Junior Cycle.
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Originally this was designed to be a course where the
students were assessed by their teachers for 40% of their
final grade. The remaining 60% would be assessed in a
traditional final exam. The overall tone was to be one
of reduced stress. It was to be 'low stakes'. The 40%
was there to encourage longer writing and rewriting, to
explore alternative avenues of assessment that the final
exam couldn't.
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This changed and changed during negotiations (teachers
didn't, and don't, want to assess their own students for
state certification). Now there's a state exam worth
90% and a classroom Assessment Task (AT) worth
10%. The AT is a short reflection task.
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other a portfolio of work.
These are not connected to the state exam (other than
through the AT). These are run by the teacher with the
teacher grading the student, after consultation through
SLARs, with their colleagues. There is no oversight by
the state as to what goes on, it is up to the individual
teacher, or teachers, in the school. It is hoped that
students write longer pieces for their portfolio of work
(CBA2) but this is not necessary. This is up to the
individual teacher. Most still try to find the time to get
students writing longer pieces, to draft and redraft, but
this isn’t always possible. Sometimes the portfolio is
reduced to paragraphs.
The Junior Cycle English Specification was not
changed in light of these changes.
This is where the first problem arises.
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The culture of this country sees state exams as being the
only assessment of any real importance (maybe due to
the frenzy over the Leaving Cert/CAO exam). Although
CBAs are taken seriously, and still manage to cause
stress amongst the student body, the final exams are what
parents look to.
And the final exams are based on Learning Outcomes
(LOs). The problem here is that the LOs allow so much
room for exploration that they are infinite in their scope,
and the exam likes to zoom in, sometimes right into
definitions. These two approaches are at odds. You can’t
study everything but you can be asked anything.
Needless to say the exam is now the focus.
But the exam doesn't promote longer pieces. Instead we
get questions with errors in terminology (2022 HL paper,
film question) or questions that seem to be checking
whether the students studied or not (2022 HL paper,
poetry question).
These two questions are worrying in their own right.
The film question used terms that were incorrect. There's
no film technique called a 'Downshot', for example. It
seems that the infographic used was from an illustrator
and maybe they use those terms in illustrating but they
don't use them in film. It would be like having to find
a 'paragraph' in poetry instead of a 'stanza'. You can
see where the error came from but it does show a lack
of rigour, a lack of appreciation for knowledge. This
downgrading of knowledge was at the centre of the
initial discussions around the new Junior Cycle. It has
since lessened but this error has brought it back.
The poetry question is equally problematic. There isn't
the time in twenty minutes to discuss three poems on
the theme of Hope, including references to language,
there’s only time for a bullet point answer. No time for
self-expression, no critical analysis in this exercise. The
question seems designed to test whether the students
have studied, and know quotes from, three poems. It's
like a classroom exercise to see if students had done their
homework.

you do it without consideration to the overall syllabus,
about how this undermines the syllabus we are currently
teaching, about how it won’t actually reduce any stress.
To mitigate against this problem teachers will,
inevitably, bring more and more exam prep into TY,
thus undermining the ethos of that year; one of personal
growth and exploration. This then brings into question
how the move will affect students that don’t do 4th year,
that will go from a Junior Cycle exam as described above
(no importance given to longer writing, rote learning
implicitly encouraged, knowledge seen as unimportant)
to a Leaving Cert exam with CAO points attached.
INOTE has campaigned at length to try and stop the
movement of Paper One (or whatever exam paper they
design) but the Minister has, as yet, declined to meet us.
And you’d have to wonder if she would listen anyway.
The NCCA highlighted potential areas of concern and
the SEC stated clearly that it had “serious concerns on
both educational and logistical grounds”. If the Minister
ignores those employed by the Government to advise on
educational matters and chooses what Harold Hislop,
Chief Inspector in the Department, calls an “early win”
instead I don’t think the Minister will listen to a group
of volunteers whose only concerns are their students and
their subject.
So what will the new Senior Cycle look like?
TY:
Now the first year of the Leaving Cert/CAO.
5th year:
Now an exam year with exam pressure.
No time to develop individual expression, creativity,
personal writing etc.
6th year:
Pure critical analysis.
Any ambitions for personal writing (short story, personal
essays, descriptive essays etc) have been stopped. No
room for growth in this sphere.
The end result?

This is disappointing.
I have no idea but my guess is that the subject will now
But if they had changed the specification to bring it in be exam focused from 2nd year on. Only 'right' answers
line with the changes to the initial proposals these errors will be encouraged. This means a growth in a common
may have been mitigated. A review is needed.
structure to essays (whether analytical or creative),
Then there's the movement of Paper One (or whatever learned off phrases, homogenous answers.
paper they develop).
Individuality will be lost as there won't be time to
Once again it is a downgrading of student voice and explore that side of students' writing. So, no short
creativity.
story development, no personal writing, no innovative
experimental pieces, no descriptive aesthetic pieces. No
So much has been said about this already, about the long form, thoughtful, insightful, explorations.
educational damage moving exams around causes when Just get it "right".
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On

The very reason for studying English is being destroyed.
What remains is devoid of emotional connection, just
fact and structure gathering is left. How can we fix these
problems?

Claire O’Brien also left. Claire was Treasurer and
did a huge amount of work in that area; setting up a
new account, setting up payment methods, applying
for funding. Probably the most onerous job on the
committee. But she was also a personal confidante and
As I've said elsewhere the JC English course could be helped me through the first two years as Chair. She
brilliant if either the LOs were tweaked or the exam was was someone I could go to with issues when I needed a
changed slightly. Fewer questions in the exam would be logical mind, a mind that saw the full picture. I missed
a start. Let us know the topics to be examined in May her when she left.
would be great.
But the committee continues.
Simple.
Siobhan Cronin set up the web page and is now coAnd don't move English Paper One.
treasurer with Roisin Mernagh. Will Byrne is stepping
Again, simple. Let’s go through the process of Leaving into Conor Farnan’s shoes and getting involved in the
Cert reform and get it right.
podcasts as well as developing some new ideas in the tech
And let’s not reform because of CAO pressure, as seems area and taking over as editor of this magazine. Cathy
to be the case at the moment, reform based on best Keane continues to be our representative on SARG (the
educational practice is what is needed.
committee that looks over all the associations) as well
as taking on roles related to the conference. Patrick Huff
I can’t remember how long I have been involved with heads up the conference, runs ‘The Zoom Gang’ the
INOTE but it is somewhere around seven years, maybe online Community of Practice group, gives presentations
more. In that time I have had the privilege of working and is generally available for any of the grunt work the
with a committee of people committed to the promotion committee needs done.
of a subject they love.
This willingness to do grunt work also applies to Ursula
Promotion isn’t the right word, or at least it doesn’t tell O’Connor, another member I have leaned on over the
the full story.
years. Ursula is now in charge of the website but also
overlooks membership. Both tasks are big enough but
English is a transformative subject, one that impacts on not enough for Ursula who also continues to organise
every person in a different way. At it’s core it is about events in Donegal, both in person and online.
personal creativity and critical thinking. Those go hand
in hand. Creating and thinking. Thrown into the mix is a As this shows, I did very little during my time at INOTE
bit of philosophy and a touch of psychology, allied with except enjoy the comraderie, the laughs, and the sense
the development of emotional intelligence and empathy. that we are doing something worthwhile.
It reveals the language of tyrants and those that would
seek to manipulate you, it exposes you to poems and What more do we need in life?
texts that comfort and challenge.
The committee recognises all of these elements and
more. INOTE strives to retain the rigour of the subject
through a CPD model aimed at teachers talking to
teachers, of every teacher having a voice and every
teacher being acknowledged as a professional. Every
committee meeting I attended discussed how to give
teachers confidence in their own abilities, how we can
encourage each other to teach the way our personalities
and professional instincts fit best.
I hope that, in my time, we achieved some of this.
Two other members left this year. Conor Farnan was
involved in so much that went on but particularly in
the production of the podcasts, a task that required
knowledge and skills I can only dream of.
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OETRY AS ART is a response to mystery,
to that which cannot be explained. Where
experience leaves some lost for words poets
find those words. In a society that champions
a holistic education, poetry is an essential
element of any curriculum.
As a means of exploring beyond the logical and
immediately practically relevant poetry is often the great
divider in a classroom - some students love it, some do
not. In my experience there are three main reasons why
students do not enjoy poetry: it does not relate to them if
studied only as the written word; it insinuates ideas rather
than explicitly stating them; it makes huge demands on
the reader for interpretation. For teachers the process
of overcoming these difficulties must be grounded in
the student experience. Take for example, Keats’ poem
“To One Who Has Been Long in City Pent” - the
poet is taking some much-needed time out to recharge
in the comfort of nature. Any Leaving Certificate
student can understand the main essence of this poem
because it relates to the busy, hectic, and stressful pace
of life in the final year of secondary school. Setting the
scene for students is an important way to help them
situate themselves within a poem. If t h e y c a n
understand the sentiment of a poem
it is a wonderful way to help
them explore that idea in their
own terms, which sets them
up for the task of working
academically with poetry.

A special thank you goes to Conor Enright. Conor is the one who puts this
magazine together. Not only does he recheck every article for me he finds
images, rearranges the order where appropriate, advises on articles needed
and written and, most importantly, gets the whole thig ready for the printers.
All without any recompense.
Not only is he a man of many talents he is also someone I feel privileged to
call a friend.
Thank you Conor.

Overcoming
the
difficulties of studying
poetry includes helping
students recognise that
poetry was not written to
be taught, but to ‘move the
head and heart’ through the reflection of the r e a d e r .
Although teachers need to assist students in the early
stages of exploration they should only use ‘scaffolding’
- to use Vygotsky’s term. By remaining the ‘expert’ a

By Sandra Nolan
teacher risks inhibiting their student from developing
the ability to work with poetry, and crucially, enjoy and
benefit from that work. Along with teaching students how
to recognise various elements of poetic writing, language
techniques and so on, a true and valuable response
to poetry involves the reader’s interpretation which
can be deeply connected to how they relate to a poem.
I’ll never forget my initial meaningful experience of
poetry. It was in during the first few weeks of my life
as a secondary school student. I was unsure of myself
and my surroundings - the new environment felt alien to
me. The poem was Wendy Cope’s ‘Titch Miller’, and
although I didn’t have one foot bigger than the other I
understood Titch, because those first few weeks of
secondary school are lonely. And, oddly enough, as that
first year of school moved on and I revised for Christmas
exams, I understood too, the speaker in the poem.
Another huge impact came from Seamus Heaney’s
‘Mid-term break’ a little further into my junior cycle
experience. Here, the sounds, the imagery, and the form
of the poem, all made a difference to how I experienced
it. The final line, set apart, left a lump in my throat. I
hadn’t experienced the grief of losing someone yet, but
that poem, that line, brought me
right into that little boy’s bedroom
with Heaney. The impact of the
experience was powerful and
helped me to understand, more
than any explanation from a
teacher could, the power of words,
and the beauty, and art of poetry
“A four-foot box,
a foot for every year”

Going back to the work of Keats, in his poem “On First
Looking into Chapman’s Homer”, the poet himself
expresses the wonder of exploring poetry as “pure serene”,
having an almost healing property. That is what poetry
can give to students if they are skilled with the abilities
to unlock that potential. Poetry is open to interpretation,
poetry is art, and poetry is without boundaries.
Poetry cannot simply be ‘taught’, it must be experienced.
5

Poetry

by Stephen O’Dowd

“They’re not in the book of myths because they’re real.”
He had found the last jigsaw piece that completed the picture for me. I was now both
confident and happy with my interpretation of Adrienne Rich’s evocative poem ‘Diving
into the Wreck’. It made sense to me. A lot of the textbook analysis of Rich’s poem and
the interpretation did not sit easily with me. Why would a feminist and an advocate for
women’s rights identify the strength in her character by comparing herself to a man? My
interpretation differed from the one offered in the textbook and the sixth year student’s
interpretation only strengthened mine. Hold on. I’m the teacher! What’s this about a
student helping me, albeit indirectly, to interpret a poem?
I graduated as an English teacher in 2021 after a long scenic route of working in other
areas. Paulo Freire and his seminal work The Pedagogy of the Oppressed was fresh in my
mind when I started teaching sixth years poetry in May 2021. However, soon his concept
- the co-creation of meaning and knowledge between the students and the teacher – left
the forefront of my mind as I embarked on a full-time teaching role for the year. Newly
qualified, I asked myself “how do I best teach poetry to Senior Cycle students?”
Once students know and can identify poetic techniques, the focus of learning is on their
interpretation of poetry. Of course, it’s important and necessary to know about the life of
the poet so that it can help us to understand the context and themes of the poems. However,
once the brief biography of the poet is reflected upon, the learning intention is a shared,
collective effort to unearth meaning. With Senior Cycle students, the textbook analysis
and interpretation that follows each poem is the last thing we look at. I admit, there are
times when I have been preparing lessons that I have itched to go to the analysis as I tried
to make sense of a poem! In one lesson with a fifth year class, after asking the students to
turn to the page number of the new poem, sitting near me I could see a student turn instead
to the page with the analysis of the poem. We had a laugh. It’s not easy but as students
become more familiar with the style of the poet, the patterns, themes and imagery become
easier to interpret.
6

Try different things. Listen to the
poem a number of times. I have
found that a recording of the poet
reciting their poetry is not always the most exciting
and illuminating listening! Strangely, perhaps,
the poet is not always the best at breathing life into
their poetry. Think of Patrick Kavanagh or the
deadpan delivery style of Elisabeth Bishop. “Why
are they all laughing?” a sixth year student asked
me after we listened to Bishop reciting ‘Filling
Station’ to an audience in the 1950s and state
“somebody waters the plant, or oils it, maybe.”
“Apparently, she was telling a joke!” I replied.
The actor Tom Hiddleston, in my opinion, gives
an excellent reading of ‘Diving into the Wreck.’
Together with the students we listened to it with
our eyes closed. With the senses heightened,
every word seemed to carry more weight. During
another lesson, after the students shared the
reading of a poem a student jokingly suggested
that the students should take turns reading the
poem backwards. “Let’s do it,” I said. As the
students read, more emphasis was placed on each
word and they had to be careful not to get verbally
tripped up! It was an unplanned activity but one
that helped the students to remember the poem.

There are times during lessons when I have
seen the quizzical look on students’ faces
searching for the answers to unlock the meaning
of the poem. As we aim to develop their critical
thinking skills, I am sure they have pondered
sometimes “why are there a lot of silences
and long pauses in this class?” The unspoken
answer is “we’re not in a rush.” Of course, the
textbook analysis helps with our understanding
and sometimes I agree with it. However, I
emphasise to the students that they do not have
to agree with it if it does not make sense or add to
their interpretation of the poem. I have told them
numerous times when the analysis did not fit with
my interpretation. I wasn’t saying this as some
kind of one-upmanship over the author of the text.
I was letting the students know that, as long as
they can explain the reasons, their interpretation is
what counts.
Exploring poetry together we, the teachers and
the students, unearth and share meaning. The
sixth-year student completed the meaning for my
interpretation of Rich’s poem. As Freire stated,
through dialogue new terms emerge: “teacherstudent with students-teachers.”
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T THE PARTICULAR times we are in,
narratives of displacement, migration,
seeking refuge and concepts of identity are
very much to the fore in public discourse
and media. They are also presenting on our
students’ social media screens. As our classrooms are often
microcosms of the broader world around us, I believe that
some of our texts should reflect the stories of the now
over 89.3 million people ( UNCHR) worldwide who are
by Miriam
displaced. As I did that joyous ( irony) ritualistic summer
Barragary
teacher occupation of tackling “the folders”, it was sobering
to find notes and classes I had made in 2011 on the brutal
Syrian war and the fleeing of desperate people. The words
of the brilliant British Somali poet Warsan Shire, from
his poem, ‘Home’ were attached to some handouts : “No
one puts their children in a boat/ unless the water is safer
than the land ..”.
Eleven years on, and still the Mediterranean is strewn with overcrowded vessels of traumatised
people, and our nightly news shows us children carrying small toys as they walk to the nearest
border. We learn a new geographical lexicon of places such as Dnipro and Kharkiv. Below are three
different types of works I have used over the last year with different contexts and settings but which
address those pertinent questions of the longing for safety; survival ; recognised identity and “home”,
wherever that may be, to quote Elizabeth Bishop.
(Disclaimer – none of these works below are on the prescribed Junior Cycle lists but I have used
two in First Year as alternate novel choices alongside recommended reads , and also for extracts in
older years in Junior Cycle. They Called Us Enemy would also be be an excellent TY study choice.
Throughout the English specification, it is encouraged that students are reading widely and away
from the “ flogging one novel” experience. These are three suggestions that I hope could add to
peoples’ arsenal of powerful novels!)
Confession time – I have nodded sagely at CPDs on the importance of offering different reading
materials and genres to our students but had never actually taught a whole graphic novel. I did it last
year, and I’m sold. Most annoyingly, everything my better English teacher colleagues who extolled
graphic novels said is true. They are good for EVERYONE - the student who excels in complicated
prose alongside the student who finds the graphics a welcome change from intimidating paragraphs.

Novel
Ideas for
Displacement

Illegal, published in 2017, though very accessible deals with complex
topics such as the interrelationships between poverty; migration; the hostile
treatment of asylum seekers, and the concept of a breathing human being
classed as ‘illegal’. The narrative arc follows the journey of Ebo, a Ghanaian
boy, across North Africa and the Mediterranean as he searches for his brother
and an escape from dire poverty. Saturated in blues for the “now” part of
the novel on the perilous boat and heat evoking ochres and oranges for the
“then“ part of his story in Agadir and Libya, the novel is an informative
introduction into the way the features of graphic novels help communicate
their content. It is also a visual feast for the eyes from the illustrations of
Giovanni Rigano. There are so many extension tasks one can do with this work.
I think it is a good place to start if, like me, you are a graphic novel newbie!
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This is a book that was suggested to me by a voracious reader in First
Year for our Junior Years Book Club. I was very glad to be brought
to a new author and also a different setting and context (Mexico) for
a migration story that is in fact a memoir. This is not a story that has
its protagonists fleeing war but rather trying to escape from grim
poverty, and to get to ‘El Otro Lado’ (The Other Side) a place of
opportunity and imagined future success. This memoir charts how
these endeavours break up a family, force the children to encounter
hugely frightening experiences at the Mexican / US border, and
ultimately the difficulty in trying to survive in “the land of the free”
when you are in fact an undocumented migrant. It is a coming-ofage story but also a domestic saga that sees a father and mother‘s
promises to come back for their children become more and more
distant as time goes on.
My students really took to this story, especially in the aftermath of
the Trump presidency, where some knew of the scapegoating of the
Mexican migrant workers in the US. It also provides an interesting
comparison to Of Mice and Men highlighting the contemporary
situation of casual agrarian workers in the US. I would recommend this for relatively good group or even
as somewhere to go for an interesting extract for a class. It provokes reflective and important discussions
on the concept of what can be presented as ‘ the rightful migrant / refugee’ in our media- what happens
if it is crushing poverty that is in fact what you are trying to escape ?

I am no knowledgeable Treki but a graphic novel memoir
written by Hikaru Sulu of Star Trek fame might be a
good hook for the Comicon fans in your class. But in
truth, this fascinating and deeply moving story of Takei
and his family’s experience in a little publicised part of
US World War Two history – the enforced internment
of Japanese Americans - needs little cajoling for a
class. With very poignant and descriptive panels by the
illustrators Eisinger Scott Becker, you are transported
into the stunningly unjust incarceration of 120,000
Japanese Americans into harsh internment camps from
1942, with a very high proportion of children amongst
them. A pull of this work for me is that it connects with
many students’ fascination with WW2 novels/ movies
etc but from a perspective and experience most of us
know little about. The younger students will engage
well with the story of Takei and his family, but there
are references to broader political contexts such as how
successive US administrations dealt, or didn’t, with this
chapter of US history culminating with the building of a memorial. But Takei also chillingly
connects his own experience with Trump’s immigration ban on people from predominantly
Muslim countries. Thus, a TY class could really use this as a springboard into investigating this
part of US history and again, reflect on how we in 2022 are seeing the “enemeyization” of “the
other “ at an unsettlingly frequent rate .
9

I still feel the pain of the metaphorical tumbleweed as it rolled through my classroom when
I attempted to discuss texts that just did not suit my class. The opposite was the case during
Educated, my students remained utterly captivated throughout the novel. It made for enlightening
discussions and students found it relatively easy to find a number of connections between their
other texts. The power of that cannot be underestimated.

Reading the memoir

Teaching the Comparative
by Katie Ni Chuirte

T

ARA WESTOVER’S THRILLING memoir Educated is one of those rare beasts-a Leaving
Cert text that will stay with your students long after they have left your classroom. If you are
struggling to select a novel for your class, read on.

Prescribed for study in 2023 and 2024, the memoir tells of the author’s incredible journey as
she frees herself from the shackles of her domineering father and his Mormon fundamentalist
beliefs. She must also escape her violent brother. Her family spend their time preparing for the end
of days and working in their father’s scrap yard. Her father was obsessed with anti-government
sentiment. As we are invited into her complicated world, we marvel at her ability to triumph despite
several traumatic accidents and experiences.

The book is comprised of 352 pages. That’s quite manageable and it’s something to consider
when we are all under pressure to cover a long course. Aoife O’Driscoll, we listened to the novel
at 1.2 speed on Audible. This allowed us to engage with the book at a slightly increased pace and
we skipped some sections that did not augment our discussion. Westover employs a reflective,
descriptive style. We took several passages to use for creative modelling and paper one tasks. In
doing so, students improved their language awareness and their writing skills.

Comparative Modes:General Vision and Viewpoint

We compared the novel to ‘By the Bog of Cats’ by Marina Carr. In
order to eke out the GVV in both texts, we used tracing paper draw
out the BBC chart. A3 paper to draw out the chart for ‘Educated’
and tracing paper over the A3 paper (see pictures below). This was
a wholly worthwhile exercise. As GVV is one of the modes that will
potentially be examined in 2024, why not try this?

We discover that Westover didn’t have a birth certificate, and her parents did not believe in formal
education. Westover tells us during the opening pages of Educated that “Dad said public school
was a ploy by the Government to lead children away from God” She entered a classroom for the first
time at the age of 16. Eventually, she thrives when she escapes her overbearing life in Idaho. This
is not without a few stumbling blocks along the way. She struggled with social norms, routines and
we discover that her knowledge of the outside world was shockingly poor. A notable key moment
occurs during her first semester in university when we learn that she did not know what the Holocaust
was. She was also unaware of World War 2 and Martin Luther King. As such, we see Westover as
a human, she is not afraid to reveal her own flaws and errors. It is this authenticity that makes this
personal account truly remarkable.

Selecting comparative texts-The power of student voice

As we are firm believers in restorative practice in my school, my students were given the freedom
to select their texts for comparative study. Student voice is unequivocally key when it comes to their
success. In order to select the texts, I whittle down the list to the three in each genre that I feel will
best suit my students and their interests. I then send out a survey to them on Teams. I was delighted
that they chose Educated as their novel.
Quite simply, there is nothing worse than when students fail to engage with the texts that you have
selected. You may see these texts as thrilling-but teenagers rightly see the world in a very different
light. The memoir was published in 2018 and therefore, I felt that my students could engage seamlessly
with a contemporary world not dissimilar from their own.
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ABOVE

As I come to the end of celebrating this novel that has reignited my passion for the comparative
study, I hope you will consider teaching it too.
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Have examinations
a place in
the literature
curriculum?
By Kevin Williams

I

N A FORTHCOMING article I consider several strands of the rationale for teaching literature.
The first strand concerns the role of literature in offering multiple forms of understanding
and insight. The second strand concerns the role of literature in providing pleasure. The third
refers to the possibilities offered for education in language by the close study of literary texts.
The fourth strand concerns the honing of the ability to propose and defend arguments in the
interpretation of texts. For reasons that will be clear, this article is concerned with the first rather
than the second strand although in reality there is overlap between them.

The final theme merits a brief elaboration. Study of Heaney’s ‘Mid-term Break’ marks an
encounter with the experience of bereavement for many students. Yet the theme featured
prominently in Soundings from which the English syllabus used to be selected. The emphasis on
death in the anthology may surprise those who are wondering about the appropriateness of dealing
with the subject in the classroom. The poems in Soundings could even be said to be excessively
preoccupied with death, dying, loss bereavement, mourning, and the transience of life. The titles
of some of the poems make this clear - ‘No Longer Mourn for Me When I Am Dead', 'Terror
of Death', 'Because I Could Not Stop for Death', 'I Felt a Funeral in My Brain', 'A Refusal
to Mourn'.
Study of literary texts enhances and enriches our experience. But teaching literature goes to the
heart of the tension between learning for its own sake and learning for its exchange or instrumental
value, that is, to determine suitability for further education or for employment. Achievement at
school has an instrumental function and plays a crucial role in conferring positional advantage
in society, that is, a place in the social hierarchy. In an environment where demand for jobs and
for third level places exceeds supply, educational achievement is almost inevitably going to be
invested with an exchange value.
In studying ‘Mid-Term Break’ young people access the speaker’s feelings at the loss of his
young brother. I warn student teachers who are teaching this poem of the need to tread carefully
and to exercise due diligence with regard to the life experience of the class. But students’ personal
response must be converted into examination answers that are subject to assessment. In this way,
we move from personal response into public statements to be evaluated by examiners. Does this
subvert the educational value of the learning involved?

For several years now part of my remit as a Research Fellow has been to explore the connection
between imaginative literature and the cultivation of understanding. I am not alone in finding
literature a rich source of illumination of many aspects of life. On my bookcase, there are several
books on how our lives can be enriched by study of literary texts. Writers whose work is relevant
to this theme include Shakespeare, Montaigne, Proust, Dicken, Austen (I have two books on her
insights into life), and James Joyce through Declan Kiberd’s magisterial Ulysses and Us.
My own essays on the relationship between literature and the everyday world have aimed to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Distinguish between benign and malign forms of national sentiment:
Explore the consequences of colonial interventions in other countries:
Provide a sense of what it is like to live in a divided community in Northern Ireland:
Identify the predations caused by bullies:
Get inside the mindsets of religious believers and atheists:
Disclose the challenges posed by disruptive behaviour in the classroom:
Indict the reprehensible presence of sexual desire in the teacher-pupil relationship:
Demonstrate the relevance of imaginative literature to medical education:
Reveal the power of literature to offer insight and at times consolation in the face of the mystery
and pain of death and grief.

This need not be the case, a point that John McGahern once made to me in conversation in respect
of examinations in literature. Publicly funded schools must offer some measure of the relationship
between individuals’ abilities and their ambitions. Human beings tend to act from multiple motives
and there will be some tension inherent in a system that uses academic success for instrumental
purposes. Yet this does not mean that the educational value of all learning conducted in the context
of schooling is compromised by the presence of external motivation. There is no reason why
students who must answer examination questions that have instrumental consequences should not
also derive pleasure and satisfaction from their studies. It is the primary responsibility of teachers
to enable their pupils to engage with texts for the right reasons, that is, on account of their intrinsic
interest. I am confident in the ability of teachers of English to succeed in doing this.
13

The Handmaid’s
Tale
by Elaine Dobbyn

T

“Better never means
better for everyone... It
always means worse,
for some.”

HE ROWING BACK of Roe v Wade by the US
Supreme Court had added yet more weight to
the claimed ‘prescience’ of Margaret Atwood’s
‘The Handmaid’s Tale’. First published in 1985,
this iconic work of science fiction, depicting the
oppression of women in the Republic of Gilead, has enjoyed
a huge resurgence in sales over the past few years due to the
successful TV adaptation currently in its third series.
‘The Handmaid’s Tale’ follows Offred, so named to indicate
her subservience to her master, Commander Fred Waterford,
a ‘handmaid’ in the military dictatorship of Gilead which
resulted from a rebellion by religious fanatics in the US.
Gilead's treatment of women is based upon a fundamentalist
interpretation of the Bible, meaning that women are the
property of and subservient to their male head of household
be it father or husband. Infertility blights the world of Gilead
so fertile women or ‘Handmaids’ are placed in the homes of
the ruling class of men ‘Commanders’ in order to bear their
children.
In this theonomic society people are segregated into different
categories and dressed according to their social functions
such as the green-smocked Marthas who are servants to the
Commanders and their wives, the Aunts who dress in brown
and train the red-gowned Handmaids; fertile women forced
to bear children for infertile wives. This colour-coding plays
a role in imposing control in this rigidly delineated society.
There are ‘Eyes’ everywhere, secret police whose job is to root
out any trace of sedition much like the KGB in the USSR or
the Gestapo in Nazi Germany. Offred has to navigate this state
built on fear, never sure who she can trust and all the time
wondering about the fate of her husband and daughter.
Science Fiction can be used to great effect to examine threats
and concerns of contemporary society and, in an era of climate
crisis and the rise of right-wing politics, ‘The Handmaid’s
Tale’ definitely does this. The novel explores themes of
sexism, violence, the abuse of power, feminism and morality
and has been a popular choice since its introduction to the
Comparative Study course.
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Illustrated Study Guides
For Students- By Students

Alex Murphy discusses

From English students at Cork Educate
Together. These are beautifully illustrate with
lots of ideas on how to approach studying
literature and writing. Thanks to their teacher
Jennifer Horgan.

Patricia Forde’s novel for Junior
Cycle students

The novel choice: as teachers,

it is both our most feared and loved
responsibility. On the one hand, it gives
us a chance to focus on topics that are of
interest to us and the unique opportunity
to tailor the choice according to the needs
of our class. Conversely, it can also leave
us feeling deflated as we struggle to
complete various texts without losing half
the group to the distraction of whatever
is outside the window on any given day.
This is particularly noticeable within
1st year groups, where it is difficult to
gauge the level before starting the novel
as students’ strengths and weaknesses
present themselves gradually throughout
your first few months together as a class.
This year, I fortunately stumbled upon
the novel ‘The Wordsmith’ by Patricia
Forde on the suggested reading list. A
writer from Galway, Forde has previously
worked as a primary school teacher,
created picture books for children and
was once director of the Galway Arts
Festival. While I may have a natural
allegiance towards my own hometown
of Galway, it was Forde’s unique and
simple storytelling that ultimately sold
the book to me. ‘The Wordsmith’ follows
Letta, a young girl who has been tasked
with saving language from extinction. I
would like to share with you 3 reasons as
to why you should use this novel as your
studied text with first years:

(1. Accessibility of language

Forde has a very clear target audience
for this novel, and the language used is
mostly appropriate to the age and stage

of 1st year students. She writes simply
and clearly, allowing all abilities in the
class to follow the main plot line. Forde
also cleverly uses various ‘List’ words
(‘List’ being the language permitted
in the society of the novel) as the titles
of each chapter, providing a definition
underneath each one. This is a subtle
way of reinforcing dictionary work
with students as you can regularly ask
them to search up other meanings of this
particular word or perhaps to classify the
word as noun, verb, adjective or adverb.
It also signposts the novel very nicely
for students who may have become lost
along the way.

(2. Modern, relevant themes

The exciting part of this novel is that
you do not need to convince the students
that the topics are relevant to their lives.
From the outset, they become aware
very quickly that the world of the text is
set in a not-so-distant future. I feel it is
important to give a big shout out here to
Clare Madden (@MaddenClare), whose
resources on dystopian fiction were
absolutely essential to my successful
teaching of this novel. Global warming’s
impact weighs heavily on the characters
of the novel, who are the sole survivors
of ‘The Melting’ and are attempting to
rebuild the world around them. Students
eagerly engage in debates surrounding
climate change throughout the novel,
pondering possibilities and solutions.
Forde does an excellent job of linking the
novel to both Ireland’s past and future, as
the story also deals heavily with the loss
of language. The idea that language and

identity are inextricably linked generated
interesting conversations among students.
They were particularly amused to see
Forde poke fun at the acronym ‘LOL’,
whereby she refers to it as the archaic
language of a people long forgotten!

(3. Complex characters

In preparation for the difficulties students
often encounter with Shakespeare in
2nd year, I found that this novel was a
perfect springboard for the discussion of
the Bard’s famously three-dimensional
characters. The antagonist John Noa
(a smart religious reference as he was
the ‘saviour’ of the people of ‘Ark’),
is a highly-complicated character. It
was incredible to see how the students
both criticised his actions but also
understood his reasoning for them. Noa
essentially wishes to rid the population
of language as he feels that all it does is
create problems. He regularly criticises
politicians and their inaction prior to ‘The
Melting’, lamenting their greenwashing
and empty promises. He wants people
to be like animals, with no need for
verbal communication. He goes about
this the wrong way, but the students
had no difficulty empathising with his
objectives. Because of this, they found
it a challenge to root for the protagonist
at times. They also, quite entertainingly
might I add, had plenty to criticise about
Letta herself. They found her impulsive,
naive and often gullible. Again, a
wonderful opportunity to explore layered
characters and to move away from overly
simplistic character analysis.
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Teaching strategies/resources for this novel:
There is an abundance of online resources for “The Outsiders” online as it is widely studied.

1: PDF: There is a free online PDF of the novel, this would be useful in an iPad school or
if students forget their text. Teachers could also show it on the board, which makes it easy to
highlight interesting pieces of language or draw students' attention to vocabulary etc.
2: Audiobook: I found the audiobook very convenient and practical to use in the classroom
(free on YouTube) as this allowed the students to hear the accent and get more immersed in the
plot.

“A good option for Junior Cycle English.”
by Amy Noone
“The Outsiders "is a coming-of-age novel which was first published in 1967. The plot details the rivalry between
two groups of young people; the upper-class “Socs” and the working-class “greasers.” The two groups are bound by
their socio-economic status and have a hatred for each other that is based on stereotypes which Hinton attempts to
dismantle as the novel progresses. Violent clashes occur throughout the novel leading to the two deaths, one from
each rival side. The novel is narrated by Ponyboy Curtis; a 14-year-old greaser who does not quite fit in with his
brothers due to his fondness for reading and his academic ability. Ponyboy begins to reflect on his life and forms a
connection with one of the “Socs” which forces him to realise that essentially, others are not so different deep down.
This novel explores teenage friendships, family relationships, and questions of identity.
Why is it worth studying at Junior Cycle?
This novel has a lot to offer students between 13-15 years old. The themes of the novel are interesting to that age
group and there is a lot to discuss throughout. Some of the questions that are raised by the novel include; what do
your clothes say about you? What do you wear to show your personality? How are teenagers stereotyped by adults?
How much control can young people have over their own lives? What is the importance of family connections and
friendships? How far would you go to help a friend? Many of these questions brought up remarkably interesting class
discussions that engaged most students.
While the novel is heavily focused on male characters and friendships, it worked well in an all-girls school, and
I would imagine it would It work equally well with all boys or a mixed class as it is essentially about the teenage
experience. Although the female characters are sidelined, this also provoked discussions about male/ female
relationships, for instance, there is a scene in the cinema where two of the girls meet two of the Greaser gang and this
gave an opportunity to talk about this kind of interaction and questions of consent etc.

3: Book covers: There is a multitude of book covers available to view online, these are
great to use as a pre-reading activity, to prompt discussion about the themes of the novel and to
inspire students to create their own. They are particularly good for visual literacy as students can
critique them and pick their favourites.
4: Film Trailer: There is a film version of the novel, teachers could use the trailer to discuss
costumes etc. and to get a sense of the social context of the time. The full film could be shown
in class also; but be warned it is pretty cheesy and definitely not a cinematic masterpiece! Most
students preferred the novel.
5: Writing tasks: There is a lot of scope for creative writing emerging from the novel.
Students can write diary entries, e-mails to the characters, poems, advice columns and newspaper
articles. There is a terrific opportunity to incorporate visual and digital skills also; for instance,
students can draw the characters, design a scene, create a social media page for the characters,
research the era, create a playlist for the novel etc.
6: Note taking/journalling: I found it useful to have students keep chapter by chapter
brief notes based on character development and encouraged them to pick out sentences and
sections they found interesting which we would sometimes discuss in class. Students could
also keep a journal of their own observations which is not read by the teacher; obviously, this
depends on the group you have.
7: Book club: I find it helpful also to “book club” some of the chapters, so students read at
home and then are given book club style questions to discuss in groups in class; often followed
by a written activity.

The main reason to study this novel however is that students really enjoy it! It moves at a fast pace and there is a lot
of action to keep them engaged. Though some of the language is particular to the era students get used to that quickly
and it is not a barrier to understanding the plot. Students can identify with Ponyboy because of his age and were
genuinely sad at the death of his best friend. Students also found it inspiring that the novel was written by Hinton in
her teens.
The novel is not perfect, there are times where it lacks some character development and there is a lack of diversity
which is of its time, but this can also be discussed in class, Overall, it made even reluctant readers want to keep going
to the end which is a huge plus for any Junior Cycle text.
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TEACHING
MACBETH
THROUGH THE
USE OF
RETRIEVAL
PRACTICE

Retrieval practices and Macbeth:

We have 1 hour classes and I used a retrieval practice approximately 2/3 a week. I would have it
projected onto the board as they arrive and students know that this is how the class will begin. Below
I will outline some of the retrieval practices that I used the most.

Relay race:
This was more popular than I expected as I felt it maybe more beneficial to the junior years but they
loved it! Students start off by writing down everything that they know/can remember from the play or
even a scene. They then share with the person beside them, then add in any additional information to
their own sheet that they have just learnt. They then go to someone else and repeat the practice. This
was great the more we delved into the play and I think with absenteeism due to Covid, it gave students
the comfort blanket of checking things with each other.

by Hazel Mulligan
While Covid had many negative impingements on our teaching, it did make me reflect on my teaching
practices and how I could rejuvenate students engagement. I came across a very popular method of
‘Retrieval Practice’ and decided to try and embed it into my every day teaching. For the purposes of this
article I will be showing how I used a variety of retrieval practices with a 5th Year Higher Level English
class as we studied the Shakespearean text Macbeth.

2. Ask the person
beside you to fill
in the gaps

What is retrieval practice?
Retrieval practice is a learning strategy where we focus on getting information out of students, rather than
putting more in. Kate Jones, who has written extensively about retrieval practice describes it as ‘the act
of recalling learned information from memory and every time that information is retrieved, it changes the
original memory to make it stronger’. This is something that we are already doing in our classrooms on a
regular basis through questions in class, quizzes, homework and exams. The big difference here however
is that retrieval practices should be used as a learning strategy, not an assessment tool. Students should
not feel like they are being graded.

Reasons to incorporate it into your teaching:
Research demonstrates that retrieval practices are a more potent learning strategy than other techniques
commonly used in classrooms, such as lecturing, re-reading, or taking notes. The reason I felt it was
worthwhile trialling this method was it got students engaged with their own learning and understanding
what they know and areas that they need to revise without me having to tell them or correct their work
to do so. Essentially it is a low stakes, high reward method for students.
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4. Ask another
person beside
you to fill in any
more gaps
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Retrieval Grid:

Retrieval clock:

This grid contains questions and quotes that students must be able to identify as we progress throughout
the pay. Each colour corresponds to a points system (as well all love a bit of competition!).

1 point = information from our last class
2 points= information from last week
3 points = information from 2 weeks ago
4 points = information from 3 weeks ago

This retrieval clock at the end of an Act, highlights all of the various aspects of characters, themes
and imagery that students should be able to talk about. Students asked for a hardcopy of these to
help them revise for their end of Acts tests.

Students endeavour to answer as many as possible and add up their points at the end. I will display the
correct answers for them to check. Alternatively students can check their own notes copies etc for the
How does Lady Macbeth
Explain the quote
“We have scorched the snake, explain away Macbeth’s strange
behaviour in Act 3 Scene 4
not killed it”

Explain the quote
“Blood will have blood”

Who will be the next king by the
end of the play

Who murders Macbeth?

Explain the quote
“O, treachary! Fly, good Fleance, fly,
fly, fly! Thou mayst revenge O slave!”

Explain the quote
Explain the quote
“Our fears in Banqou stick
“O, full of scorpions is my mind” deep”

How does lady Macbeth die?

Explain the quote
Name the three prophecies
“There’s daggers in mens
that Macbeth is told byt the
smiles; the near in blood, the apparitions
nearer bloody”

Explain the quote
“there the grown serpants lies; the
worm that’s fled/ Hath nature that in
time will venom breed”.

ONE POINT

TWO POINTS

THREE POINTS

FOUR POINTS

Menti-meter
Similar to the probing
question, it gets students
thinking about all that has
happened to date, where are
certain characters and what
their motivations. This
questions was presented at
the start of Act 4.

Benefits of retrieval practices:

Probing question:
This very simple task involves you putting a controversial question up and allowing students to debate
it out. They have to be able to justify their reasons. This even got the quieter students engaged and
demonstrating their knowledge (P.S. they think it should be renamed).

Some people say that Macbeth shouldbe renamed Lady
Macbeth due to her important role in the play.
To what extent do you agree?

Through the act of retrieval, or recalling information to mind, the students memory for that information is strengthened and forgetting is less likely to occur. This was definitely the case with my own
5th Year HL group. We have 1 hour classes and I used a retrieval practice approximately 2/3 a week.
I have 30 students in the class and I completed a Microsoft Form survey about the use and benefits of
retrieval practices in our class. 28/30 students replied (there are always two) and all 28 said that they
found it beneficial and worthwhile. Students comments included:
•
“Yes I find the activities helpful because it helps me understand and remember the scene a lot
better.”
•
“Yes it gets you thinking and recalls your knowledge on what we learned.”
•
“Yes because it helps to understand quotes and understanding of Macbeth.”
I also saw a marked improvement in their depth of knowledge and their use of quotes through their
essay writing.
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Teaching novels
through drama

So it’s clear that drama style activities are easy to employ in the classroom, so where is the epiphany I
promised you? Well it came from seemingly simple exercises and words of wisdom from Mark Ball. On
the first day we walked around Blackrock Education Centre being pulled by invisible strings, led by our
chests, noses, stomachs. We said hello with intention and stood in formation. We examined hierarchy, we
made odd noises and laughed. Sounds simple (and bizarre) - but these games formed the foundations for
the analysis of Brian Friel’s Translations and indeed the analysis of any drama text.
by Jennifer McGrath

The novel is my least favourite genre to teach. I came to this conclusion over the summer when
I should have been relaxing, regrouping etc instead of reflecting, surmising, planning and critiquing
my own practice. To make the possibility that I ever switch off even more unlikely, I also signed
up for some CPD; Translating Theatre facilitated by JCT Arts, the Abbey Theatre, Phil Kingston
and Mark Ball. This two-day workshop has honestly reinvigorated me and suggested a new way to
attack novels and plays which I will share later.
Despite my preference for teaching anything but the novel, it turns out I have already been using
a lot of the strategies mentioned in the Drama in Education module with Carmel O’Sullivan in my
PGDE and utilising my own love of performance to some success. My own overzealous dramatisation of Anne Frank wanting to slap her mother formed one group’s sole memory of her diary. Not
exactly the turning point of the novel. More recently, I met a past pupil who wrote about Of Mice
and Men as if it was a film but had fond memories of rubbing up against the door frame imitating
Curley’s wife.
This recurring situation has led me to believe that (for better or worse) the students remember
these active ‘dramatic’ moments more than simply reading and highlighting quotes / keywords - so
I need to capitalise on that.

EPIPHANY: (Paraphrased from Mark Ball)
Every scene is about power and relationships. A good director should create scenes where hierarchies
form, develop and change. Each character’s movements are informed by want - they try to get what they
want or make it happen through influencing someone else, through action or words. It is bodies first, then
the text.
I’m probably preaching to the choir but when I heard Mark’s observations it was like a key turned
in my brain. I believe each scene / key moment can be reduced to this idea and some guiding questions.
Who is in power? How do we know? What do they want/what is their intention? How does this influence
the relationships in the scene? What do they do with their bodies and their words?
My guiding question: How can I get my OL class to feel it in their bodies when we tackle Macbeth
together?

What I plan to do….
Historical context - Kings Three on stage - one is told they are king and must reflect his using body
were not ordained - you language only. When the others realise this they must try to gain favour
again only using their bodies.
can gain favour

Superstition

What worked…

Girl, Missing by Sophie
McKenzie
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Of Mice and Men by John
Steinbeck

You are told you will win the lotto tomorrow / die tomorrow - freeze
frame your reaction and actions

Ambition, horoscopes, Act out the witch scene where Macbeth is told he will be king.
fortune teller
How will he act around the current king?

How to develop empathy
with the protagonist?
Become her in an
interview. (Hot Seating)

Writing soliloquies as George or
Lennie.
Acting out the entrance of Curley’s wife replete with bridling
against door frames and trying
to be seductive.

Soliloquies and
madness

Perform a stand-up routine as Macbeth, Lady Macbeth or Banquo - explore
any inner conflicts. Possibly have them perform them simultaneously.

To Kill a Mockingbird by
Harper Lee

Never let me go by Kazuo
Ishiguro

A puzzle - the three
apparitions

Brainstorm scenarios in groups how these predictions could come true.

Act out one of the courtroom
scenes eg. Bob Ewell, Tom.
Freeze frame a keyword from
Atticus’ speech.
Debate whether the novel
should be taught today at all.

How to portray ‘entrapment’ or
‘control’ only using your bodies
or the space around you.
Create a speech / advertisement
arguing for/against the use of
clones and sell it to the class using
Persuasive Language Techniques.

Book Club class podcast Each group verbally attacks a past paper question mentioning quotes they
(After selecting key quotes, would use in their answer, saved as study/revision materials on Onenote
discussion of key moments
etc)
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It is equally significant that “La Marseilles” also forms
a part of the non-diegetic score, briefly establishing the
context in the opening sequence, but more importantly
in the closing shot of Rick and Renault walking away
from the scene of Strasser’s murder, with the iconic
line, “Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful
friendship!”. Here, the motif of La Marseilles pays
romantically on violins in the background, symbolising
the American entry into the war that took place only
months before the film was released in American
cinemas.

Theme of Love

Diegetic and Non-Diegetic Sound

The “Language of Film” in Comparative Answers

by Jerome Devitt

While students may reluctantly acknowledge the need
for terminological precision when writing about poetry
or drama, it is often in the medium with which they
are seemingly most visually literate, film, that they are
most reluctant to engaging with its medium-specific
language. A more deliberate engagement with diegetic
sound (that emanates from the “story-world” of the
film - dialogue, sounds made by objects on-screen, or
music performed by characters) and non-diegetic sound
(musical score, additional sound effects, or narration/
voice-over) can improve the quality of their writing.

towards the orchestra and issue the order: “Play La
Marseilles!” (The French ‘national anthem’). A contest
ensues where both sides try to drown out the other. This
illustrates the cultural context of the film as both sides
are involved in a proxy battle that mirrors the real war
taking place off screen. A series of intercutting shots,
both wide angle and tight close-ups, of the café show the
emotional impact of the music, including a patriotically
tearful Yvonne and an increasingly frustrated Major
Strasser. Watch the scene with the sound muted to see
its full impact.

Within the film, the resonant and wistful song “As
Time Goes By” encapsulates the romantic relationship
between Rick and Ilsa in pre-war Paris. In the first
iteration of its diegetic performance, the audience can
only guess at its significance. Ilsa arrives at Rick’s and
is surprised to see Sam at the piano. She asks him to
“Play it once, Sam, for old time’s sake.” Sam claims to
have forgotten the tune, so she gently hums it, while a
tight close-up, held for a staggering 27 seconds, allows
us to see its deep emotional resonance. Rick’s abrupt
arrival shatters the romance. He berates his employee,
saying, “Sam, I thought I told you never to play…”
before tapering off when he sees Ilsa. All becomes
clear when the song is heard diegetically again during

the Paris “flashback sequence”, bringing to a head the
tension created by the back-story and contemporary
events, and showing just how far from the romance of
Paris they have journeyed.
The film’s composer, Max Steiner, reinforced this
tension by working that motif into multiple aspects
of the non-diegetic orchestral score. He uses it to
accentuate the moments of particular emotional
turmoil felt by Rick, and contrasts starkly with the
use of deep and ominous orchestral scoring of the
scenes where the Nazi, Major Strasser, appears. This
motif re-emerges at three key moments. Firstly, a
melodramatic arrangement is the backing to Ilsa’s
letter to Rick at the rain-sodden Paris train station.
Secondly, a romanticized variation is heard when
Rick and Ilsa kiss in his office above the café. Finally,
this process is reinforced as the scoring for Rick’s
signing of the ‘Papers of Transit’, the climax the
film, where he thinks exclusively of Ilsa’s needs. The
sound associated with the theme of love shows how
the two worlds of the film (pre-war Paris and wartime
Casablanca) can be superimposed onto one another
in a way that emphasises both the romance and the
constant tension of the period to the contemporary
audience.

Cultural Context:
The film Casablanca presents a novel way of addressing
‘Cultural Context’ because it asks its audience to assess
whether the nature of the ‘crazy world’ that these ‘three
little people’ inhabit amounts to a proverbial “hill of
beans”. Students must investigate the film’s Cultural
Context to fully understand the motivation behind the
characters’ actions. They must assess the degree to
which the events of the film are essentially a proxy for
the events of World War II. Here the language of film
sound in one key scene is an indispensable tool.
The sequence begins in the office above Rick’s café
with Laszlo trying to buy the “Papers of Transit”, while
diegetic music begins off screen. An ‘establishing shot’
from the balcony shows the German soldiers singing
a rhythmic marching song – "Die Wacht am Rhein”,
before the camera pans across the bar to show the
patrons’ reactions. Cut to Victor who descends the stairs
and a close-up of Ilsa who, besotted, watches him move
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Ultimately, the French anthem emerges triumphant from
the cacophony, anticipating the eventual victory of the
Allies over the Nazis. But the most significant shot in
the scene is the moment when the musicians, following
Lazlo’s instruction, first look to Rick for his approval.
The fact that Rick gives a subtle imprimatur illustrates
his slow move from isolationism to partisanship.
The significance is not lost on Major Strasser, who
complains to Captain Renault, “If Laszlo’s presence
in this café can inspire this unfortunate demonstration,
what more will his presence in Casablanca bring on?”
The shrill blast of the Prefect’s whistle symbolises the
re-assertion of control and the shutting of the café.
25

What has also changed over the last number of years, is my relationship
to the films I study with my students. In the early years of the module, I
chose to study films I knew inside out – lately, however, I have become
much more open to studying a wider variety of texts, texts that are chosen
because I think they will provide an interesting opportunity for students.
At times, I might also bring different texts in during our analysis – poems,
short stories, drama, etc., and as a class we discuss how the theme or style
of these texts can interact with our studied film. Recently, we studied
Riz Ahmed’s Oscar winning short The Long Goodbye and discussed
it in relation to Ilya Kaminsky’s incredibly poignant poem We Lived
Happily During the War and Picasso’s Guernica. I really enjoy creating
the opportunity for students to discover how art can interact with and
respond to other pieces of art, it can be a profound experience. It can
allow discussions around intersectionality to really flourish in interesting
ways and is fantastic for student debate.

TY FILM
by Kev Dowling
The beauty of TY is in the freedom afforded from the curriculum, allowing us to pursue the most
exciting part of being an English teacher - opening up new horizons and vistas, exposing students to
art for art’s sake, developing a sense of intrigue and curiosity in the wider world. This is the position
from which I design my TY Film Studies modules. Idealised?
Sure. Possible? Sure.

Thomas Turgoose as Shaun in Stephen Frear’s
This Is England

As I reflect on this, I realise I am most probably chasing the experience I had in my own later years in school, when
we were quietly passed copies of Lynch, Cronenberg and Kubrick, alongside Kerouac, Burroughs, and Beckett by
our English teacher. That shared experience of discovering a new world of film and literature is still vivid in my
mind. To badly paraphrase Heaney, it caught our hearts off guard and blew them open. All these years later, I still
hold onto my belief that we have a responsibility to provide students with that opportunity for revelation.
I begin my module with a simple question - ‘Why do we watch film?’ Responses tend to be variations on ‘entertainment’
‘escapism’ and ‘communal experience’. Having set that up, my goal is then to ensure that while those reasons are
upheld, and interrogated, we begin to build in empathy, cultural awareness, criticality, and emotional intelligence.
I want students to step outside of their comfort zone and to become open to discussing works unfamiliar to them.
What I have noticed over the past number of years is that the over saturation of access to film via streaming platforms
does not equate to students who are more film-literate than before, they may see more films, but they don’t really
understand how to discuss them.

Daniel Kaluuya in the Jordan Peele directed
Get Out
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TY film studies, unchained from the ballast of the prescribed texts, allows
conversation and discussion to be at the heart of our analysis. Sure, there is the
chance to build on Junior Cycle film work – something which is grossly under
examined and far too narrow in scope – but also to explore the relationship
between theory and text. Excerpts of Sontag, Barthes and Berger foreground
our discursive ventures in these early classes. What is an image? How do we
interrogate the gaze? How do we understand the relationship between texts?
Quite often, I select a set of films based around a particular theme, which can be
a successful way of approaching what could otherwise be quite a loosely defined
module. A couple of years ago, we set about exclusively studying texts from
Black and minority directors – Get Out, If Beale Street Could Talk, and Do
the Right Thing- in an effort to create a dialogue with the Black Lives Matter
movement, and also to reflect the diversity of voices in a modern classroom.
A year previous, we focused on texts related to social class – This is England,
La Haine and Good Time. This year, I have chosen to move away from the
thematic approach, but I do find it useful in that it provides students with an
opportunity to understand how similar ideas or themes can be portrayed in such
blistering variety.

La Haine, starring Vincent Casell (on the left)
directed by Mathieu Kassovitz

Picacasso's iconic painting Guernica

I also regularly pair this with asking students to replicate styles and shots
from films we have watched. This has always worked very well and led to
same great work, most recently with La Haine, in which students created
incredibly clever and arresting shots using shadow. I would love to say
that my students make incredible short films, they do not. They make
basic shorts, which they enjoy and find engaging. Admittedly, I am not
equipped with the skills to teach them to do so adequately. Instead, we
take a style/approach from our studied film, discuss the effect of this style
in terms of the narrative of the film, and then try to ape it. It works and is
more effective than I had imagined when we first did so. It teaches them
to understand and reconstruct a directorial voice, and vastly improves our
second watch of the given film.
Sometimes they write essays for me about a given film, sometimes they
don’t. I am far more interested in developing their skill in discussing films
confidently and from an informed point of view, providing them with the
space and the language to become more proficient and comfortable in
analysing film and interrogating their emotional reaction to what they see
on-screen. What refractions and reflections do they recognise between
a given film and their own lives, what connects with them, and why?
Interrogating our own prejudices and preconceptions is fundamental to
what we do when we study film in class. What brings me most joy about
teaching TY film studies is meeting students later in the year and hearing
that they have continued to watch films that they wouldn’t previously and
seeing that little film-nerd glint begin to flicker in their eyes.

Ron Rash
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Theme or Issue:

So much choice here. I use Friendship as a theme in years where
Relationships is also on, allowing student to use the same information
for two questions. The ‘Bromance’ between Andy and Red is for me
unparalleled in Cinema. It is never corny. Red cannot always save Andy
from his pain and visa versa. They fall out at least once. But they speak
to each other as equals. They would have never been friends or probably
even met on the outside. The final shot is wordless and perfect.
Violence is ever-present. A new inmate is beaten hard for asking about
mealtimes, ‘Fatass’ (that is his credited name) is beaten to death for
crying in his cell.. Andy is routinely beaten by the ‘Sisters’ before ‘Bogs’
is himself paralyzed. The violence is brutal without being excessive but is evidence of the cruel nature of prison
life, there is a beating lurking around every corner. The violent death of the warden is oddly satisfying.
Hope is the pervasive theme of the film. Andy is a firm believer, he believes that Hope is not only important in
prison, it as a requirement. Red needs convincing. Despite crushing setbacks hope prevails.

Comparative
Choice
by Conor Enright

“Hope is a good thing, maybe even the best thing. And no good thing ever dies”
Andy Dufresne
I don’t remember the date, but sometime in late March 1995, after the Friday night shopping was put away and
the fish and chips were eaten, I sat down with at least one of my brothers, my sister and mother to watch The
Shawshank Redemption, directed by Frank Darabont.. In a time before universal access to spoilers and constant
promotion, choosing a film was an inexact science. There might be a recommendation from a friend or a newspaper.
But we went into this film completely blind.
After the film ended , I remember a few moments dumbstruck on the couch. I may have been crying. After the
credits had rolled all the way, Mum, who would have occasionally fallen asleep after a tough week was alert and
primed. She ran to the video recorder, wound back the tape, “how did he get the poster back on the wall?”.
I have mixed feelings on The Shawshank Redemption being placed on the Leaving Cert Comparative course. It is
my favourite film of all time. After my initial watch, I woke up early the next morning and watched it again before
it went back to the video library. It is a perfect film despite its imperfections. I love the rhythm of it, the simplicity. I
love the effortless relationship between Andy and Red. Do I want to tear it apart with students? Do I want to dissect
it into pieces to the point where I don’t enjoy it any more? On the other hand, having watched it at least once a year
over the last twenty years, I know it off by heart, every piece of music, every word narrated by the dulcet toned
Morgan Freeman, every sinister glance from Byron Hadley. I could teach it without ever watching it again.
I’m not even teaching Leaving Cert this year.
If I was, here are some ways I might approach it.

Cultural Context/Social Setting:

“Shawhank” prison, now a tourist
attraction in Maine.
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Andy Dufresne enters Shawshank in 1947 and serves his sentence at
a time of great upheaval in the US. Buoyed by the booming wartime
economy, US race and rights issues simmered underneath the surface.
These issues are mirrored in the prison. Any expression of freedom is
crushed by the conservative warden and his henchmen.
Andy rails against the system, while working inside it. He understands
that rehabilitation begins with education and builds a library while also
lining the warden’s purse.
Brooks provides a link to the past, of pre-depression America. Tommy
should be the future. Use ‘Red’s’ three Parole Boards to show the
changing face of America over 20 years.

Literary Genre

It is Historic Realism at its finest. It is filmed in actual prison. The depictions
of prison life are accurate in general with some exceptions. Stephen King
who wrote the novel that inspired the film extensively researched the
prison system, Tim Robbins actually spent time in solitary confinement to
accurately portray Andy. The cultural references are real, Rita Hayworth,
Raquel Welch, Hank Williams. ‘Red’ narrates us through the years. He
talks to us as if we are living in his time, “you may remember reading about
it”. Can also be seen as a classic Hero’s Journey. I found a pretty good
detail of this on Shmoop. I won’t plagurise it here. You can google it

Hero/Villain

Andy is not your typical hero. We don’t really even know for certain that
he is innocent for much of the film. Red suggests that he “looked like a stiff
breeze would blow him over”. He has many trials which he overcomes.
Initially making friends as an obvious outsider, dealing with Bogs and the
‘Sisters’. The heroism of prison is a little bit different. The ultimate victory
is survival. While he has friends, lots of his journey is mainly undertaken
alone.
Bob Gunton as Warden Norton.
Brilliantly cast as the classic godfearing utterly unchristian Warden.
He preaches the bible, ‘Salvation
lies within’ he keeps his hands clean while compelling others, like Byron
Hadley, do his bidding. Andy realises that he needs him on side to fulfil his
ambition for survival. Unlike Andy, Norton has no interest in rehabilitation
for the prisoners on his watch, only what he can draw from the prison.

Links

As for links, the time period dealt with at the beginning of the film is (close to) that of Raymond Chandler’s The
Big Sleep. It might be interesting to compare and contrast the Cultural Context here. The violence of Chandler’s
novel might also be an avenue for comparison. Arthur Miller’s The Crucible might be compared and contrasted
in terms of crime and punishment. Out of Shadows by Jason Wallace deals with issues of racism and injustice
which might provide an in. The Gothic nature of the prison as well as ideas of punishment and redemption or its
absence could be compared and contrasted with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.
I hope that you have as much fun teaching it as I have had watching it. I hope you can persuade the students of it‘s
brilliance. I hope that they all get H1s. I hope........
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Supporting Students to Achieve Synthesis

The next part of the preparation is context; for Room, this involves watching a documentary on the Josef Fritzl
case. This is followed by a discussion-how knowledge may impact expectations for the text.

The final element is to discuss literary conventions traditionally used in novels.

Examples are drawn
from Room By
Emma Donoghue

A

by Lorraine Dillion

LIFELONG CARD-CARRYING BOOKWORM and English teacher, I’d like to share some
things that transcend the generic formulaic notes that our students can access online, to help them
achieve synthesis. Too many students have become reliant on a ubiquitous search engine; too
many of the answers we read have a uniformity of conformity about them. The best responses
are those that demonstrate a genuine engagement with the text, underpinned with an appropriate
critical literacy; synthesis, in essence. So how is this achieved?
Before they even get to crack the spine on their shiny new novels, I spend some time on pre-reading tasks. This
may feel counter-intuitive in our rush to start reading- but time spent thinking, talking, and writing improves the
depth of their textual engagement.
To this end, every text requires context. There's the cultural context associated with the author/director, the world
they bring us into, and its place within the canon of literary genre. But what also needs to be taken into account
is the students’ context. Equipping them with the big picture details and the necessary metalanguage of critical
literacy is only part of the process. Guiding them to make text-to-life connections is what elevates a pedestrian
response into something worth reading.
I don’t ask them to write anodyne summaries-after all, the internet has that covered! What I do ask them is to keep
a response journal. As I’m old school, this is an A4 hardback-it serves as both a record and a reflection resource.
As they progress, it also has the added benefit of supporting their development as writers, which helps with Paper
one too.

This text works well as a single text for OL and as part of the comparative for HL.
•

Free writing tasks (To connect with Jack’s perspective):

•

Earliest memory…A memorable birthday from their childhood…Starting school…What was their favourite
toy…Who did they look up to when they were little…Where was their special place…

•

Moving to an understanding of Ma and broader thematic concerns:

•

It’s a parent's job to do everything for their children…Children have it easier than grown-ups…
Loving someone means being prepared to die for them…Once you’re a parent, you’re not entitled to put
yourself first…We live in a world where people make assumptions/judgments without empathy… The next part
of the preparation is context; for Room, this involves watching a documentary on the Josef Fritzl case. This is
followed by a discussion-how knowledge may impact expectations for the text.
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•

Ongoing work is drawn from a smorgasbord of options- this list is neither prescriptive nor exhaustive. Students self-select unless otherwise indicated in class.Dual Diary entries-key moment, two characters.

•

Create a soundtrack for the text. (Love this!)

•

Mind map/timeline/PowerPoint/bullet point etc key moments.

•

Read/watch online interviews with the author-how does that help us understand the text?

•

Create a new blurb/audio review/ podcast/ trailer for the text.

•

Imagine Ma’s inner dialogue at certain key moments.

•

Write about the escape in both tabloid and broadsheet format.

•

Create character profiles, updated on an ongoing basis.

•

Write what happens next.

•

Who is to blame? Decide on degrees of culpability.

•

Why were people so offended by the fact that Ma breastfed Jack? ( Show them some of the real-life articles
at the time.)

•

Explore the presentation of the media in the novel-make connections to the role of the media in today’s
world.

At regular intervals, all students are asked to write about what they’ve thought about as we read through the
novel-making real-life connections.

Developing an Expert voice-again, not an exhaustive list. All answers are to be supported by
textual references.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How does knowing this book is inspired by real-life impact your interpretation of the novel?
In what ways is this a traditional novel-and in what ways is it not? How?
Focus on Donoghue’s choice to use Jack as a narrator and discuss his narrative voice.
What does Donoghue’s use of intertextual references add to the novel?
Write about her use of traditional literary techniques, such as foreshadowing, symbols, motifs, etc.
Evaluate her use of juxtaposition and its impact on you as a reader.
Can this be described as a bildungsroman-explore the journey of the central characters?
Reflect on the general vision and view point-explain your response.
What are the predominant themes explored?

Finally, revisit the prereading responses. What would they change and why? Asking them to redraft the general
statements with more textually specific exemplars creates individual responses which showcase their level of
synthesis.
This approach is one I’ve found encourages students to look beyond the surface and the template of blanket
responses that are usually submitted. The tasks are tweaked depending on the text, but the prep, ongoing and
expert stages remain constant.
After all, “No two persons ever read the same book.” (Edmund Wilson).
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A Parting Pearl
of Wisdom
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The first time it happened to me
was in a crowded Artane Offlicense in 2001. A tallish, broad
shouldered young chap was staring
in my direction. ‘Piking’ me out of
it, as we used to say. I was alert,
my mind racing with thoughts. Did
I chat his moth up in Whelan’s last
week? Is he after me (when I was
young there was always someone
after you) He didn’t look like the
Whelan’s type, the tilted baseball
cap and tracksuit told me this.
“Alright sir!” he said in recognition
of my mallet head. Then it dawned
on me, ah, that’s one of my sixthyear students.
Now Anto wasn’t saying alright
sir to impress me, to declare “look
at me I can buy gargle! I have
hair on me upper lip!” He seemed
comfortable in the environment,
he looked old for his age. He was
no doubt a seasoned weekend
warrior. As I was only beginning
my teaching career I wasn’t used
to being addressed as a teacher in
public. Now, whether I’m in Venice,
Dubrovnik or Ballyfermot, I’m
always ready to be acknowledged
at any time by some little scrote
that I have taught or am teaching.
It’s not liked or disliked, it’s just
part of life. I accept, I’ve become
institutionalized, like Brooks in
Shawshank. It pains me to admit,
I used to say “I’m teaching at the
moment”, now it’s “I’m a teacher.”
In many way I have become the
teacher, used to routines, structures,
an ever growing conservative. I’m
mistaken for a guard regularly.
My fifteen year old “Killing in
the name of!” wanna be rebel self
with hair down to me tits would be

mortified.
I need to add that at the time I was
clutching a six pack of Dutch Gold.
I had more money than I do now
at the time. I was still living at
home. This was the era of buying
Lacoste tops and never setting foot
in Penneys. I could afford a better
brew than six Dutchy Hollands.
However, I was still clutching onto
my teenage years and teenage self.
I was still drinking the cheap paint
stripper liquor , embracing the lie
that it tasted just as good. Many
Sunday mornings of wretching the
fluorescent yellow lining of my
stomach into the jacks after a night
on the cans of Dutch taught me
otherwise. Now, I hydrate more,
when I swill the beer it’s usually
green cans of Vitamin H or pricier
Hophouse. I feel better for it,
although hangovers are inevitable.
So, there’s this Dublin thing/
custom, If you teach in an all boys
Marist brothers school like mine, for
students to call you “Sir” whenever
they see you. It’s gas. You might
have a 38 year old male calling me
sir in Brown Thomas. Sometimes
I go along with it, I frequently say
“call me Mick.” The mad thing is
I am often lost for words. In the
classroom I have many directives
to give. I’ll pull a lad aside advising
him to read more, to exercise. I’m
forever trying to be some kind
of guiding light. When I meet
them out of it all, away from the
institute of learning, it’s odd. My
mind finds it hard to think that they
were sitting there as babies. They
were once scruffy nippers in room
11. It's almost surreal when a full
grown man approaches me calling

me “sir”. Nowadays a sixth year
student resemble a ten year old to
me, even if he is over six foot tall.
It amazes me that this lad who used
to laugh at his own farts is meeting
me on O’Connell Street introducing
me to his gorgeous girlfriend. They
all seem to do amazingly well,
I’m often buzzing just from these
encounters. I always feel glad to
see them doing well, even when
they absolutely melted my head in
class. However, institutionalized as
I am, I struggle for words. I often
see a grown man , looking at me
with those same studenty eyes of
expectation waiting for pearls of
wisdom in a pub and I have none,
zilch. In a pub where emotions run
high they will often be thrilled to
see me, they will often laud me,
no doubt due to their intoxicated
sentimentalism. I’ll often just want
to disappear, no offence, I am not
on teacher duty now.
However, If I think about all the
encounters with students in the real
world, inebriated or utterly sober
there’s usually one pearl I seem to
offer. I tell them “make your Mam
and Dad cups of tea.” Ask them
“do you want a cup of tea?” The
offer of a cup of tea bridges the
gap between parent and child.
I tell them to get Mam and Dad
on side, you’ll need their support
forever. I’m telling them that
those little gems of gratitude are
vital. I’m also saying sit down
and share a cuppa with Mam and/
or Dad, get to know them. For
whatever reason It’s something I
tell them.
This makes me think of my own

career as a teacher. My school
is ten minutes from my family
home. So, this has proven to be
a great thing. I could always find
time to pop around on my way
home. My Dad , always fluttering
around and busy, my Mam in
the kitchen. So, combining many
visits I could spend hours with my
Mam, asking “Do you want a cup
of tea?” The answer , as if she was
parched would always be “oh I’d
love one.” My Mam loved her tea.
Now she’s gone I’m grateful I had
these chit chats as we watched
The Chase. She would remind me
she only wanted one sugar and I
would make the cup. Every time
she would take a sip, stick out her
tongue in comic disgust and tell
me “it’s pickled with sugar.” It
was part of our little routine and
I would laugh every time. These
are the little pantomimes we
play with the ones that we love.
However, ya gotta show up to grab
these golden moments. You gotta
make those cups of tea. Paddy
Kavanagh spoke of the beauty of
living in the moment, embracing
life's halcion experiences in one
of his final poems “The Hospital”.
He tells us “ we must snatch out of
time life's passionate transitory”.
He would no doubt call sharing a
cup of tea with your Mam or Dad
“ the love act and its pledge".
It is love after all, sitting there
yapping, rediscovering each other
all over again.
Now, with two kids of my own,
I am the fluttering bee that my
Dad was, I feel I’m not spending
enough time with my Dad, make
no mistake my greatest pal on the
earth today. That almost pains me.
My Dad used to tell me he wished
there were more than 24 hours
in a day. I never understood it,
now I really get it. My Mam, ever
willing to have the banter, would
tell me “you are good at many
things Michael, but you cannot

make a cup of tea.” It’s funny
how that little slag would make
me feel ten feet tall. There was
nothing sentimental. It’s just we
were together, just us, I knew that
she loved me and I knew that I
love her (and will forever). There
were other comments that I heard
regularly and welcomed
“your hands are so cold”
“Jesus will you put a scarf on”
“is it busy in school?”
On the most tender of occasions
there would be dead silence. I
would be making a crisp sambo
at the counter. I would have been
told not to talk as Downton Abbey
was on or The Weakest Link
or the like. It would be quiet, a
comfortable quiet (one you’d
never get with my Dad!) She
would walk up, I wouldn’t even
hear her small, light frame. She’d
put her hands around my waist,
my back to her, and rest her head
on my shoulder. She’d tell me
“Imagine I held you in my arms,
you were tiny, those hands were
tiny.” Her hands would rest on
mine. It would be a brief moment
and then she’d be back watching
telly. I’d watch a Robin Red
Breast flit from branch to branch
in the back garden and feel all
aglow in side. My Mam was never
the overtly exuberant street poet
that my Dad is. However, every
now and then the words of poetic
love would come like golden
wine. It was verbalized and I
know how lucky I am. Like the
last lucid conversation we had in a
Beaumont hospital room. She told
me, she was in great discomfort at
the time though smiling for me.
She told me in a private moment
with me , Mam and Dad that I had
overcome obstacles in the past and
that I can overcome anything in
my life. She wanted to empower
me with words. Jesus just looking
into her eyes and holding her hand
was enough to make me feel like

Hercules.
In truth, there were never any
obstacles before me. Any ones
placed there were of my own
making. I realize how blessed I
am. Perhaps the greatest blessing
a kid can have is to be born into
a home of unconditional love.
There was dysfunction there,
like in many homes, I knew that
I was loved by my parents. The
love was always there, a support
system there, I’ve never felt alone
in this world.
As an experienced teacher I
know that many of these lads
never got that. They never came
from that loving places. Is it
any wonder they turn out angry,
relentlessly angry and reactionary
to the world around them. The
out and out disruptors usually
lack that balance and harmony
at home. Understanding the root
cause of criminality in society
isn’t rocket science. Am I being
speculative here? Perhaps I am
over simplifying the complexity of
human behavior. I'm certainly not
saying that loving parents shape
productive, healthy, respectful
citizens. If only it were that easy.
However, check this out,
regardless of the home life,
I’ve always been approached
by students with respect. Sure
I’ll hear the occasional shout or
slag on the street. When I am
approached one on one, which I
am everywhere from Darndale to
Blackrock there’s respect. They
still call me sir. They still look
for me to say something and I still
advise them “make your Mam
and Dad a cup of tea.”
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Fostering
First Year
Voices
by Juliet Corcoran
Finding, focusing and fostering 1st Year voices is,
for me, one of the most rewarding elements of post
primary teaching. I love that mix of enthusiasm,
openness and creativity that can only be found in the
1st Year classroom. Everything is up for discussion
– the names of their pets, their favourite foods, the
best camogie player, annoying habits, pet hates and
the list goes on.
One of the best activities to foster their voices is
creating a podcast. As this was a new departure for
me last year, I was hesitant but it was clear from the
beginning that the students loved it. I could see the
sparkle of enthusiasm in the most reluctant child.
Previously shy students seemed to lift their eyes from
their books like flowers to the sun as I explained the
task.
Firstly, we listened to the brilliant documentary
‘High Heels and Horses’ from the RTE Doc on One
series which tells the story of the showjumper Emma
Cahill who suffers life changing injuries after an
accident. They were gripped from the beginning as
this inspiring documentary is a moving story about
courage, determination and hope.

Emma Cahill-High Heels and Horses,
Doc on One
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Having discussed the above, the students were asked
to pair up and create a podcast in interview format
about (a) a topic relevant to young people today or
(b) life as 21st century teenager - asking questions
about who inspires them, their hopes/dreams for
the future, their experience of education to date etc.
They loved it!

Some lively discussions ensued as they planned their
scripts, chose their sound effects/music to accompany
the topic. Our classroom became quite noisy as we
spilled out on to the corridors to seek a quiet recording
corner! It was clear that they were very comfortable
in this activity. Some students seemed to become
almost different people - changing the timbre of their
voices as they interviewed each other and exuding a
confidence I would not otherwise have seen.
As I reflected on my lessons with 1st Years at the
end of the year, I decided I would definitely do this
activity again. It is a wonderful practice for CBA1
in 2nd Year and for life! I think there were some
budding journalists in that group and I will watch that
space with interest.
I would encourage teachers to give it a go as you
will be in awe of our young people as they rise to
the moment and present entertaining and engaging
material.
References:
High Heels and Horses, Doc on One, RTE ( from the
Junior cycle English Odyssey by Conor Farnan and
Roy Sheehan)
www.vocaroo.com is a free online audio recorder

John McCarthy
I haven’t come across too many of us
in the last three years, former English
Teachers operating undercover as
Principals that is. Business teachers
loads of them, Tech teachers a whole
lathe of them, a Grand Espace of
French teachers, a galaxy of Science
teachers and a kitchen of Home Ec
teachers all seem to have risen to
whatever it is that we have risen to, but
not another English Teacher in my last
three years of Principalship.
I’ve wondered recently why that might
be. In the past, whenever I’ve met
strangers and they have asked ‘What
do you do?’, my answer was always
‘I’m an English teacher. ‘ Not ‘I’m
a secondary school teacher.’ Or the
simple ‘I’m a teacher.’ I’ve taught other
subjects as well, but they didn’t make
it to my self-definition. The subject
was always important to me. Maybe
all teachers do that. To be honest, I
don’t know. But for me, my subject
was paramount. And I genuinely loved
my subject. The fact that this is being
written for iNote means that I am
preaching to the converted here. With
no amount of irony, I know that iNote
members love their job and love their
subject, how else could they listen to
the current chair?
I think we also stay at it because of the
variety involved. While all teachers
churn internally when syllabus changes
come our way, we get the benefit
of changing our texts every year
which helps to postpone our subject
material ever becoming staid. When
the new text list, comes in for Leaving
Certificate English in March, I still go
through it and constantly change my
mind about what I would choose if
I was still teaching (I’m down to any
three from Casablanca, The Crucible,
The Ferryman by Jez Butterworth and

Poacher turned
Game Keeper:
The English Teacher
Turned Principal

Medea by Euripides if they’d allow me
use the Brendan Kennelly version). This
constant change keeps English teachers
vibrant, while I’m not suggesting that
our other colleagues do, we do not
get the chance to rinse and repeat. We
also get to value creativity in our work
practices. Some of us identify with the
Music and Art teachers more than the
linguists in MFl or Gaeilge. We revel in
a well turned phrase from our students.
There is nothing like the feeling of
discovering a great writer in our classes
that we are compelled to encourage and
who will send us more stories than we
are able to keep up with.
Even though I am not teaching
anymore, I do still seek the writers. As
much as I loved teaching Shakespeare
and Poetry and Film, I think I loved
helping students to develop their own
writing skills more than anything else.
My English teachers will come to me
with a piece of writing from a student
and I will make it my business to find
them and talk to them about their
writing. In fact, I will do that with all
the creative students in the school. I
hope that I do foster creativity in the
school and as much as my budget will
allow, I find myself more willing to
say yes to creative projects that need
funding and I will find funding for
those projects somewhere.
Like every Principal, I will put focus
on Literacy.. As an English teacher, I
would like to say that this is heightened.
Without Literacy skills, everything
else is an uphill struggle. I want to
see students reading. Like all English
teachers I am a proselytiser when it
comes to Reading. I want to see my
students reading and engaging with
reading. I encourage Drop Everything
and Read and other JCSP Literacy
initiatives as much as I can. And again,

if I see a student with a novel in their
hand at break time, I’ll sit down with
them and get them to open up about it.
My desk is messy. I don’t know
very many English teachers whose
desks were not the same. My former
colleague Catriona Fennessy in
Coláiste Dún Iascaigh in Cahir, had
a desk that looked like it was posttsunami but she could always stick her
hand in and fish out the single sheet
that she needed instantly. My desk
always has books on it. Usually poetry.
Poetry is useful when you are up to
your eyes in accounts or policies and
you need a temporary distraction. A
Michael Hartnett or Simon Armitage
poem can bring you some otherwhere
for the couple of minute you need to
clear your head.
I will always use poetry in my
assemblies to staff or students. They
come to expect it now. Good literature
always finds a way of saying things
better and I use literature a lot. Again,
letters to parents at the start and end of
term will see a quote dive its way into it
to enhance a point that I want to make.
I also encourage students who need
to approach me with a suggestion or
complaint to formulate it in writing
before we discuss. I want them to set
a structure so that they know what they
are asking for.
It’s been a strange journey to the
other side of the desk and as much as
I enjoy my job and find great reward,
I genuinely miss teaching English.
So much so that if there is an English
Teacher absent, If I can, I will often
put myself down for substitution in that
class, just to dip my toes in the water
for a little while. But I do know that I
am only teasing myself.
Once an English teacher…..
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early win
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