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While higher education did not feature prominently in the 
public consciousness during the first four decades of political 
independence, the following twenty years witnes~ed a remarkable 
degree of analysis and appraisal ~nd a level of action on a range of 
fronts which transformed the p-rovision and profile of higher 
education in Irish society. By 1960 the Government accepted that 
the whole question of third-level education needed to be examined 
and that third-level education would be a crucial element in the 
planned socio-economic development of the sta~e. With thi~ end in 
view the Minister for Education, Dr. Hillery, appomted a 
twenty-eight person commission on Higher Education. It held its 
inaugural meeting on the 8th November, 1960. It's terms of 
reference were very wide and, in effect, included the surveying of 
every feature of higher education: 

Having regard to the educational needs and to the 
financial and other resources of the country to inquire 
into and to make recommendations in relation to 
university, professional technological and higher 
education generally ... .1 

This was the first comprehensive survey of higher education in 
Ireland and the first commission since independence to examine the 
academic and administrative issues involved in higher education. 
Perhaps it was the freedom given, and the vast range of issues which 
were examined that led to serious problems about the duration of the 
Corrunission's work, as well as some of the solutions it felt necessary 
to propose. The Commission took seven years to conclude and 
present it's report. This was a very long time at a period when 
many educational issues were pressing for resolution. 

It is worth noting that while the Commission was engaged on 
it's deliberations a number of inquiries were simultaneously set up 
on Irish education and a number of decisions were being arrived at 
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by Government. Just as the Commission was the fir~t m~jor ~u~ey 
of Higher education, the Investment in Education mqmry, JOintly 
established by the Irish Government and the O.E.C.D. m 1962, was 
the first comprehensive survey of the first and second-level systems. 
In 1963 a joint study was also undertaken with the O.E.C.D. on 
scientific research and technology in relation to Irish economic 
development. Furthermore, in 1963, the Minister for Education 
anuounced his intention of establishing regional technical colleges 
and in 1966 the Minister set up a steering committee on technical 
education to advise him on regional technical colleges. In December 
1966 the Minister for Education brought his major proposal for 
merging Trinity College Dublin with U.C.D. to the cabinet,. whic~ 
deferred a decision on it pending the concluston of the CommiSSIOns 
report. By this stage the delay in concluding the Commission's 
report was giving rise to political controversy and acnmony. Only 
the intervention of the Taoiseach, Sean Lemass, in Dec~mber 1966 
prevented the resignation of the Chairman, Cearbhaill 0 Diilaigh 2 

Lemass had himself written to the Chaim1an the previOus July, 1966, 
urging an early completion to the work. · 6 Dalaigh's reply 
highlighted the key issue of attemptin~ "within a single report to deal 
adequately with every main question.'' 

A study of the minutes of the Commission's meetings indicates 
the divergence of views among Commission m~m?ers on many of 
the issues raised. Disagreements between CommissiOn members was 
also evidenced by the fact that twelve members submitted notes of 
reservation on many significant recommendations. The Comr~us~IOn 
approached its work in the traditional "grand" style of commtsswns 
of an earlier era. The work occupied members' time on a total of 
309 days. A total of 154 witnesses gave oral evidence, while written 
submissions amounted to 1.1 million words. Members of the 
commission made 77 visits to educational institutions, many of the 
visits to international centres. The report, as published in 1967, 
comprised Part 1 Presentation and Summary (approximately 25,000 
words) and the Report proper in two volumes comprising 400,000 
words. It was planned to publish a volume of appendices and 
summaries of the written and oral evidence and it was recommended 
that copies of the complete text of the written submissions and oral 
evidence be placed in academic and public libraries. These pla1_1s 
were never put into effect. This was a significant loss to a public 
which had had little exposure to serious debate and views on higher 
education. The thirty two chapters of the published report were by 
far the ·most thorough effort ever undertaken to examine and to 
make proposals on every key feature of higher education in Ireland. 

The Report was well organised with chapters being grouped 
into seven divisions. In the first instance, the Commission set out 












