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Pauper Education in Ireland
The 1838 Irish Poor Law established a workhouse system founded upon

principles of deterrence, uniformity, and less-eligibility. Within this ideology,

the welfare of pauper children was not easily accommodated. Poor children

were at the confluence of shifting social constructions of childhood and

poverty in nineteenth century Ireland. Children were considered blameless for

their poverty, but also viewed as potential threats to society. Each workhouse

therefore contained a school under the National Education system which

aimed to break hereditary pauperism and prevent juvenile delinquency.

The Great Famine caused an overcrowding of children’s workhouse wards

during the 1850s. In 1852, children aged under fifteen years accounted for

76,774 of all inmates – forty-six per cent of inmates, and seven per cent of the

national population under fifteen years. This proportion fell in the late-

nineteenth century as the elderly pauper population increased and many

children were transferred to industrial or reformatory schools.

The Workhouse School
The workhouse school was separated into boys’, girls’, and infant

departments. Each day, children received two to three hours of literary

education, two hours of industrial training, and an hour of religious instruction.

Literary teaching was moralistic in content and produced mixed results. Long-

term inmates such as orphans or abandoned children received a more

continuous education than children in ordinary National Schools, whereas the

literacy of short-term ‘ins-and-outs’ was undermined by their transience.

Rather than enabling social mobility, poor law education was prescriptive.

George Nicholls, Poor Law Commissioner, stated ‘the only good education is

that which fits and qualifies a person for the performance of his or her duties

in that station of life in which it has pleased Providence to place them’. Pauper

education was intended to develop a labouring class citizenry and to impart

middle-class morals to the children of the deprived and depraved classes.

Industrial Training
Pauper education was gendered and utilitarian. Boys received training within

the workhouse in trades such as boot-making, carpentry, or tailoring.

Additionally, boys were instructed in agriculture through employment on the

workhouse farm which officially also doubled as exercise. Girls were taught

needlework and weaving, but they were also tasked with domestic duties in

the workhouse including laundry-work, cleaning, and supervising infants.

This training reflected the existing limited employment opportunities open to

labouring class adolescents in Ireland: male agricultural labour and female

domestic service. Children were boarded-out with local families or apprenticed

to employers. Wages were low but bed, board, and education were provided.

Many children, however, returned to the workhouse. Employers withheld

wages and physically punished apprentices, while families exploited the

domestic labour of nurse children and neglected their education.

Assisted-Emigration
The high demand for labour in British colonies, particularly Canada and

Australia, facilitated the assisted-emigration of thousands of workhouse

children. Whereas migrant Irish families gravitated towards the United States,

state-reared pauper children were viewed as an imperial resource for

development of the Empire. Although wages were high in colonial cities,

especially for female domestic servants, exploitation was common with little

chance of return to Ireland.

Although valued by the imperial state, immigrant pauper children were

stigmatized by colonial society as ‘workhouse sweepings’ due to their poverty,

low-skill level, and Catholicism. Indeed, Guardians sent children regardless of

their ability as a means to reduce expenditure. When the Ballymena

guardians sent young orphan girls to Australia, the Commissioners asked how

they ‘could consciously send those who could not support themselves?’

Religious Education
National Education in Ireland was envisaged as a non-denominational solution

to wide-spread proselytism. Yet as the vast majority of National Schools were

managed by a religious body, the workhouse was the only state institution to

implement non-denominational education for poor children. However,

allegations of proselytism were frequent, and the limited press and public

attention to pauper children was focused on religious rather than industrial

instruction. Religious tension was rife, especially in Ulster. Workhouse

chaplains were suspicious of each other, guardians were overwhelmingly

Protestant but inmates Catholic, and official inquiries suggested children of the

minority religion in a workhouse were bullied into conversion.

Institutionalization
By the late-nineteenth century workhouse education was viewed as a cause

rather than a cure of pauperism. The institutional environment degraded the

physical and psychological health of child inmates. Family-ties, individualism,

and a middle-class construction of childhood were absent. Matilda Betham-

Edwards, social reformer, claimed ‘There is no childhood within the walls of

the workhouse … terrorism and routine have crushed out alike the feeling of

trustfulness and the power of enjoyment.’ Employers complained workhouse

children displayed poor interpersonal skills and many returned as adult

inmates. Despite such criticism, however, poor children in Ireland remained

institutionalized long into the twentieth century.
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