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How I
New research shows that 60% of 15 to 17-year-olds are inactive
beat the
odds for By Kim
Bielenberg
a place at
Oxford

I

graduated from Trinity
College Dublin in 2004
with a first class honours
and top of my year. From
there, I went on to take a
Master’s degree at Oxford,
where I have remained to
complete a PhD.
What makes this
remarkable is that I am
from, and went to school in,
Ballyfermot. The Dublin 10
area consistently has the
lowest proportion of school
leavers in college, out of the
21 Dublin postal districts.
The latest available figures
show 12% of Ballyfermot
students made the transition
to third level, compared to a
high of 87% (Dublin 14) and
an average rate of 45%, in
2004.

By Laura Bambrick
O’Reilly Foundation Scholar

Where, then, did it all go
right for me?
Despite the fact that, or
rather because, my parents
had had a short and negative
time at school they realised
the value of education.
Thanks to their efforts I had
regular attendance and a
quiet space to do homework,
which made following
lessons easier, my progress
though school carefree, and
kept me in education longer
than might otherwise have
been the case.
In the absence of hard facts
(about the third level system)
and hard cash (to fund
continuing in education), 10
years passed between
completing my Leaving Cert
and entering Trinity as a
mature student.
During, what I have come
to call, my gap-decade I got a
job in TCD Student Union
shop. This was crucial. The
time I spent working here
broke down my
preconceptions and raised
my expectations. It made me
want to go to college.
Equally important, was my
entitlement to the Back to
Education Allowance
(BETA). Paid at the same
rate as a social welfare
payment, the BETA is not
reduced if students take a
job to supplement their
allowance. Having a BETA
and accommodating
employers enabled me to
combine full-time education
and flexible employment. It
put me in a position to go to
college.
Recent developments in
education policy are
replicating many of these
conditions. They are giving
more students the
opportunity to access higher
education, as the 5% increase
in transition rates for
Ballyfermot since 1998
indicates.
However, if these students
are to have the opportunity
to realise their full academic
potential within third level
the solution, in my opinion,
remains providing them with
hard facts and hard cash.
An important ingredient in
my academic advancement is
the time my lecturers have
dedicated to helping and
encouraging me, and making
me aware of my options.
This mentoring
relationship is under threat
from a time-squeeze caused
by the increasing managerial
and publishing demands
being placed on staff.
For mature and
working-class students in
particular, the funding
system for postgraduate
studies is impeding them
from achieving to the best of
their ability.
The BTEA, since 2003, does
not continue beyond an
undergraduate qualification.
While the recent expansion
in state funded 4th level
scholarships is welcome, the
majority have an
employment threshold
attached and they are closed
to studies outside Ireland.
In my opinion, it all went
right for me because I had
access to hard facts and hard
cash. With some joined-up
policy thinking it could go
right for many more like me.

I

t has already been
turned into an election
issue. Parents, teachers
and doctors are fretting
over the perceived inactivity of teenagers. A batch
of studies highlighting the
lack of exercise of Irish
school children has pushed
the issue up the education
agenda.
The Green Party has
already promised to boost
funding for PE in primary
schools with ¤1,215 pledged
for each school; and their
promise was finessed by the
Minister for Education
Mary Hanafin when she
announced that PE grants
of ¤4,000 each were in the
post for second level
schools.
Judging by some of the
alarmist recent reports,
Irish teenagers are unfit,
unhealthy and have a premature thirst for alcohol.
Of course, that does not
give the full picture. For
every kid who spends hours
glued to a Playstation console, there is another whose
leisure time is consumed by
sport. Many youngsters
manage to combine both
sedentary and sporting pastimes successfully.
It is hard to generalise on
schools as well. While many
institutions give little more
than a token nod to PE —
typically little more than 40
minutes a week — other
schools are obsessed with
sport, and give it a high priority.
Although you can find
suburban parks packed with
sporting children any Saturday or Sunday morning,
new studies of physical
activity among Irish teenagers by Dublin City University will give pause for
thought.
The study of 15-17 yearolds in the North East and
Midlands regions showed
that 60% of teenagers do
not meet the current recommendations for physical
activity of 60 minutes a day.
The figures were particularly disturbing among
girls. In the North-East, 75%
of all girls aged 15-17 were
inactive, while in the Midlands the figure was 71%.
Dr Catherine Woods, who
led the research team in the
DCU study, said the low
level of activity reported
among teenage girls was
‘‘particularly alarming’’.
‘‘Worldwide, girls tend to
be less active than boys at
this age but, even allowing
for that, the inactivity figures for girls here are still
very high. These are frightening statistics.’’

PE OR NOT PE,
THAT IS THE
QUESTION . . .

No you don’t! Glanmire Community College in action against St Paul’s, Oughterard, Co Galway during Cadbury’s
Timeout All-Ireland League Senior ‘B’ Final in basketball

LEADING THE FIELD
As the winner of the 2006 Active Schools
Award, Glanmire Community College in
Cork places a special emphasis on PE.
Every class in the school has two
consecutive 40 minute periods of PE every
week. The school has four qualified PE
teachers, a well-equipped sports hall and
playing fields.
During the junior cycle, PE activities at
the school include gymnastics, dance,
swimming, orienteering, badminton and
other games.
‘‘I believe that PE can play a hugely
positive role in helping students to deal

A

significant number of those surveyed may already
have health problems, possibly as a result of
this inactivity. The survey
found that:
"Nearly 10% of 15-17-yearolds have high blood pressure.
"Almost 20% are classified
as overweight or obese.
“Low inactivity at this age
leads to greater likelihood
of illnesses in later life such
as high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, gallstones, insulin resistance
and other avoidable medical
conditions,’’ said Dr Woods.
Dr Woods said the lack of
availability of suitable facilities for girls was a factor in
their inactivity. Sporting
facilities tend to be oriented

towards traditional male
sports.
According to the DCU
study, active young people
tended to have facilities
convenient in their locality
such as gyms, dance studios, squash and tennis
courts and public parks.
Girls are more likely to do
aerobics, dance or walk for
exercise and boys are more
likely to play soccer or football.
However, the price of

activities proved t o b e a
major factor in participation, with dancing and aerobic exercise facilities being
the least affordable exercise
options.
The report is likely to
focus attention on the poor
PE provision in schools. A
recent EU survey found that
Irish schools ranked close
to the bottom of a league
table for the provision of
PE, with six out 10 primary
schools providing inade-

with the stress of exams and the pressures
of being an adolescent,’’ says PE teacher
Michael Carey. ‘‘Instead of getting in the
way of academic achievement, it actually
enhances it.
‘‘It is important to have as wide a
variety of activities in the school as
possible so that everybody can get
involved.
‘‘In Ireland we need to give as much
time to PE in school as possible. In Britain
they are talking about having a target of
4 hours per week by 2010. That seems like
a good target.’’

quate facilities.
Con Moynihan, President
of the Physical Education
Association of Ireland, said
many second level pupils
were still only having 40
minutes PE a week.
‘‘Once the students have
changed and warmed up,
that really only amounts to
20 minutes of activity every
week. That is negligible.’’
Although there are several initiatives to boost participation in PE in schools,

including the Active Schools
Awards, there is still only
one PE teacher for every
532 students in Irish
schools, according Dr Catherine Woods of DCU.
Dr Woods said schools
should be required to audit
their existing physical activity provision and identify
ways of supporting and
enhancing this in the
future. Schools should also
facilitate safe and active
transport opportunities for

students by providing
secure bike shelters, changing and shower facilities
and road safety education.

D

r Woods said that
improving PE provision in schools
was only one part
of the solution to teenage
inactivity.
‘‘Parents play an important role in encouraging
young people to be active.
The social support needs to
be there so that the young
people have adequate transport to get to activities.’’
‘‘We also need more community support. It is not
good enough to have a
sports hall as a facility. We
also need trained staff to
keep these facilities going.
Transport is a key issue,
according to Dr Woods with
less than one in five students walking or cycling to
school.
‘‘We need proper pathways in order to create a
culture of walking, and the
roads to schools should
have a police presence at
certain times so that parents can feel their children
are safe walking or cycling.’’

The good things about being a teacher . . .

T

hey say there are
three good things
about being a
teacher: June, July
and August. That’s without
even taking in the two
weeks we are presently
enjoying at Easter, the two
more at Christmas and the
two week-long breaks in
the midterms.
When we are actually in
school, to my mind the
greatest advantage of
working in this game
would have to be the fact
that your classroom is a
sanctuary, within the walls
of which you the teacher
alone wield the power. It’s
your bastion where, if you
play it right, the pupils can
be your own little garrison
holding out against the

Diary of a
schoolteacher

world outside where there
are endless chores that just
eat up your life.
You know, stupid stuff
like the paperwork to fill
in and the touchy
egotistical colleagues to
consider.
Once you pull that door
closed behind you, you are
the master of that group of
kids for the next 40
minutes or so.
This omnipotence means
that behind closed doors in
my role as an enlightened
despot, I am free to
confiscate various objects
from their owners. This
does not happen in most
other professions. A
lawyer, for example,
cannot confiscate his
client’s mistress, because

she might cause him to
lose the house in a divorce
settlement.
No, I do not confiscate
knives, condoms or drugs;
those things are far less
common in schools than
some people would have us
think. Think more along
the lines of masking tape,
mobile phones and iPods.
The first was very handy
as at the time I was
painting the banisters at
home. The second was fun
as it was January and I
suddenly felt empowered
by the knowledge that I
had till June to string
along the hoop-ear ringed
and gold-chained princess,
paying her back for every
time she shrieked “why’s
he asking me”? and “he’s

such a thick”! Six months
without her precious
phone, that’ll keep her
quiet.
The evening after I nab
myself an iPod or an MP3
player, so carelessly
bandied about between
classes or when a kid’s
bored having completed a
test paper 20 minutes into
a two hour exam, I bring it
home and load any decent
music it contains on to my
desktop at home. It’s in my
pocket as I’m driving
through the school gates
and I spot its owner,
heading for the bus stop
before his tedious
half-hour bus ride home.
I roll down the window
and sneer “hear any good
music recently?” before

driving off with the
theatrically full-throated
laugh of the polished
villain.
On the other hand I can
dish out favours in the
style of a merciful king.
Like most reasonably
civilised people, I
appreciate manners. It’s
not a matter of eliciting
something as useless as a
“pretty please, sir”.
But by manipulating
classes’ dread of having to
do two pages of
mind-numbing homework,
I can render a patina of
respectability on a group of
adolescents that a mere
half hour earlier was one
step away from
cannibalism.

— E Grade

Q. I have a son doing
the Leaving Certificate
and a daughter doing
the Junior Certificate in
June. Is it worthwhile
enrolling them in Easter
revision courses?
A. Whatever about
doing a revision
course, it is certainly
worth their while
doing some revision
over the Easter
holidays, as they are
both doing exams in
June.
Studies show that
Easter revision courses
can be a very effective
way of improving exam
grades. A good revision
course can provide a
structured
environment in which
students can
consolidate their
learning. It can be
beneficial to get a new
perspective on a
subject from a
different teacher,
giving the student a
fresh start, and
renewing their
enthusiasm for a
subject.
Of course, it is not
possible for all
students to attend
revision courses. They
may not have the time
or the money. But any
student may develop a
good revision plan that
suits his or her needs,
with a little thought
and organisation.
There is no magic
answer to studying for
an exam. In the end of
the day, it boils down to
sitting down and doing
the work — nobody else
can do it for you.
The Leaving
Certificate and Junior
Certificate written
exams start on
Wednesday June 6 this
year, which leaves
exactly nine weeks of
study left. The Easter
holidays are a useful
period to dedicate to
revision but there will
also be plenty of time to
revise over the seven
weeks following.
A range of good
revision aids is
available in
educational
bookshops, and even
online, at
www.examsupport.ie
One of the most
important aspects of
exam preparation is:
Be familiar with the
type of exam that faces
you. Know what marks
are awarded for each
section of the paper.
Concentrate on
starting with the most
valuable sections of the
paper.
Revision should
focus on developing an
understanding of your
subject. When you are
revising a topic, work
out answers to a
number of possible
questions on the topic
so that you get good
value for your effort.
Learn to stick to the
point when answering
a question. If you start
wandering away from
the points, you will lose
marks.
When students are
studying for an
examination, it can be
a stressful time for
other members of the
family as well,
especially parents.
Parents will want to
help, but are not always
sure what is the best
way.
Parents can help best
help students by
creating a fully
supportive
environment
throughout the period.
While neglect or lack of
interest on the part of
parents can be very
damaging to students,
they should also avoid
causing additional
stress to their sons and
daughters by being
over-involved or
nagging. As always, it is
a question of balance.
But parents of exam
candidates should
think: back-up team,
not: active
participants.

