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ABSTRACT
This article examines some of the legacy of the Irish education pioneer Nano Nagle, foundress of the Presentation congregation of nuns.
 The congregation spread rapidly in the nineteenth century, not only in Ireland but also in Newfoundland, India, England, Tasmania, Australia and continental North America. This year, Presentation schools globally mark the tercentenary of Nagle’s birth, and it is therefore timely to consider approaches to writing about her life and her contribution to education. The article discusses existing biographical studies of Nagle, and argues that a more nuanced study of this educator and her legacy is possible, through the careful and systematic use of convent archives, and oral histories. The article considers how such research can offer new perspectives on the agency and innovation of individual teaching Sisters, and on ways in which these women became resilient and adaptable, in order to function effectively within a patriarchal Church.
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Introduction
This article briefly considers the nature of commemorative publications, and how they can serve the history of education.  It does so with particular reference to Honora (Nano) Nagle, education pioneer, in the year of the tercentenary of her birth in Cork, Ireland. Firstly, the style and content of existing commemorative work on Nagle and Presentation schooling is discussed. It is found that publications have tended to focus on ‘Nagle the foundress’, leaning occasionally on somewhat ersatz sources to recreate her lifestory, while neglecting the archival evidence of her education legacy: the global network of Presentation schools. More recently, as hundreds of centennial and bi-centennial studies of individual Presentation schools have appeared, there has been a tendency to reproduce one ‘fixed’ version of the eighteenth-century founding mother, citing the same limited range of early published biographies.
The article then draws, in some detail, on manuscript sources and selected published primary sources, demonstrating that Presentation convents have a richness of archival data that can be used to evaluate the legacy to education of many women, including Nagle herself. By scrutinising account books and convent records, we demonstrate how Presentation nuns, in the nineteenth century, became adept at financial management, in order to build and run the schools that would be their legacy to Irish education. The article then shows how, by the mid-twentieth century, the congregation in Ireland adapted to rapid education change. Drawing on a sample of oral histories, the article discusses ways in which Presentation nuns had to reinvent how they funded and ran their schools, so that Nano Nagle’s education legacy would still be evident three hundred years after her birth. 

It is argued throughout the article that commemorating Nagle with research and publications based on the use of archives, would result in a more nuanced understanding of her legacy, and – importantly – would position women educators centrally in the Catholic education narrative, a narrative that has traditionally been distorted and dominated by a patriarchal Church that refused to acknowledge the intellectual and creative abilities of teaching Sisters. The fact that some Orders chose ‘silent serving’ as the way of operating, has also contributed to the erasure of their agency from history, and – as will be seen below – gave male religious opportunities to claim credit for work undertaken by women religious. 

Historiographical trends and adding to scholarship on teaching Sisters

In 2009, in Studia Paedagogica 4, Bart Hellinckx, Frank Simon and Mark Depaepe evaluated a wide range of publications on the history of teaching sisters, or nuns. Their historiographical work was entitled The Forgotten Contribution of the Teaching Sisters, and it has been a useful research tool for scholars and students since its publication.
 The authors organised the content of the chapters into the many types of scholarship on teaching sisters, and it is largely positive about the way in which the field has developed, since the 1980s particularly.  One genre of writing which fell foul of Hellinckx et al, however, was commemorative publications, though it is to be noted that institutional histories were also found wanting, particularly where they had been written for the purpose of commemorating a school or college anniversary.
  Indeed, earlier in 1983,  when Frank Simon had conducted a review of school jubilee publications in Belgium, he had concluded that they gave ‘historians little reason to be jubilant.’
 

We agree with Simon et al, that nineteenth-century congregational and institutional histories, along with biographical studies of teaching Sisters, are often ‘inward looking, anecdotal and sometimes even hagiographic’.
 In particular, such commemorative publications often betray their authors’ impulse to praise nuns and convent foundresses, without ever recording how their schools were funded and managed, how teaching Sisters taught, or how pupils experienced their education. 
The life of Honora (Nano) Nagle, and the Presentation order which she founded, are useful examples to illustrate this point.  The Presentation order was founded by Nano Nagle, in 1775, when she brought a tiny group of women together in Cork for the purposes of living in a community and providing schooling for the poor. Nagle was a woman of independent means. Her family were Catholic gentry, and they owned vast tracts of land in County Cork. Nano was educated either in Paris or Flanders. Very possibly she was at school with the Benedictines at their monastery at Ypres, where many exiled Irish Catholics sent their daughters. She returned briefly to Ireland around 1746, but the deaths of her parents left her somewhat aimless and in 1749 she went back to France, and spent time at a convent. Although she did not become a professsed nun at that time, she was influenced by what she saw of pauper education.
 She decided to return to Cork and found schools for the poor. A legacy from a wealthy uncle gave her the wherewithal to run ‘two schools for boys and five for girls.’
  It also allowed her to bring a small group of Ursuline nuns from France, to start a convent. 

In 1775, Nagle decided to found an Irish congregation, devoted solely to the education of the poor. This was the first religious congregation of women established in Ireland since the Reformation, and Nagle was appointed Superior by the Bishop of Cork. Although Nagle died from TB in 1784, her congregation would expand rapidly in the nineteenth century, in Ireland, Newfoundland, England, India, Tasmania, North America, and Australia, becoming one of the largest congregations of teaching Sisters in history. 
After Nagle’s death, the congregation spread throughout Ireland; from 1833 it commenced a century of global expansion. Unsurprisingly, a century after this wave of expansion, all of these foundations – and the many schools attached to them – marked their centenaries with commemorative publications.
  Indeed, Presentation schools around the world have also marked 75th anniversaries, 150th anniversaries, and there have been many bicentennial publications. These publications have some value for historians of education, as they can be useful guides to the whereabouts of relevant local records, and they often contain illustrative material that furnishes scholars with records of the built environment of nineteenth century convent schools. But almost all of these works are privately published, making them difficult for researchers to find, and they do not have a wide circulation.  These commemorative publications were not designed to respond to the urgent need for systematic scholarly research that charts the history of Catholic female schooling, and that positions teaching Sisters within the history of education, and women’s history. The education legacy of pioneers such as Nano Nagle can only be understood if there is unfettered access to the archives of congregations, resulting in research that is published in academic journals, peer-reviewed books, and open-access repositories for scholarly work.
In the last couple of decades, congregations have begun to welcome scholars into their archives. Some congregations have commissioned historians to write their histories, and others have welcomed scholars who wish to do so.
 The slowness of nuns to open their archives has been in part because they are private collections, that are housed inside the private space of the convent.
 And only recently have congregations begun to employ trained archivists, to catalogue their records and prepare them for researchers. It is, then, perhaps not surprising that Nano Nagle, like other pioneering nun-educators, has received almost no academic attention, and until now she has not been the subject of a scholarly biography.
 

By undertaking systematic research in Presentation archives, in Ireland and elsewhere, and by conducting oral interviews with retired Sisters, we argue that it has been possible to assess Nagle’s legacy with reference to how Presentation schools effected education change for girls and women across time.
  This is a different kind of ‘commemoration’: it implies marking the contribution of this education pioneer with reference not only to what she initiated, but with reference to some of the long-term impacts of her work.  To illustrate this point, and to highlight areas that offer scope for work by other researchers, we will now address two ways in which Presentation women were agents of change: firstly, in their founding and funding of convent schools in the nineteenth century, and secondly, in the ways in which they adapted to social and educational changes in the twentieth century.

Specific historical milestones in Irish education provide the framework for this article. The first major milestone is the establishment of a state system of elementary schooling, co-ordinated by the National Board (1831). We consider when and how the Presentation Sisters affiliated many of their schools to the National System, and how they engaged in the process of affiliation.  The second major milestone in Irish education that we consider is the growth of second-level schooling in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  We use archival materials and oral testimonies in our examination of ways in which the Sisters adapted to rapid change, and to the new needs of Irish girls and women.
Founding Presentation convents and schools in nineteenth-century Ireland

When Nano Nagle turned her attention to education, the availability of schools was extremely limited for poor children of the Roman Catholic faith.  Penal legislation forbade Catholics from teaching, running Catholic schools, or sending children abroad for Catholic education. A growing Protestant evangelical spirit in the late seventeenth century saw the introduction of a number of charity schools and, by 1733, The Incorporated Society for Promoting English Protestant Schools in Ireland (Charter Schools) had been established.
 The number of pupils in these schools remained low and the majority of Roman Catholic families sent their children to the illegal hedge schools.
 
When Nano Nagle opened her free schools in the mid eighteenth century, she catered for the needs of the poorest Catholics in Cork. Indeed, the success of her small schools prompted her to establish an Ursuline convent in the city, which, she hoped, would take responsibility for the running of the schools. The extent of her personal financial commitment to this project was huge; she bore the expense of sending three postulants to Paris to be trained over a period of two years and while they were abroad she undertook the task of building a suitable convent for their return.
 In a letter to a friend dated August 1778, Nano described how she was very much in debt after spending between four and five thousand pounds in establishing the Ursulines in Cork and that ‘wan [sic] farhen (farthing) nobody contributed to it till the Ladies began their new building and chaple [sic]’.
 Ultimately, this turned out to have been a costly mistake, as the Ursuline’s Rule and Constitutions prevented them from teaching outside the convent enclosure.
 Nagle decided to establish a new Irish religious congregation, devoted to education of the poor. Thus, in 1775, she became the foundress of a tiny congregation, comprising four women. Originally calling themselves Sisters of the Charitable Instruction of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, this group of women composed the first of the modern Irish religious congregations, which ultimately became known as the Sisters of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary (PBVM), or Presentation Sisters.
When Nagle founded her order of nuns, she wanted to provide destitute girls with instruction in catechism, reading and writing. The girls also learned an ‘industrial’ skill, such as sewing, to afford them the wherewithal to earn an income. To achieve these aims, the order relied on the free female labour of teaching Sisters, and the use of their personal wealth. These are two facets of the history of teaching Sisters that have been overlooked in scholarship, and in the history of education more generally. We argue that they demand attention in commemorative historical research, as they are central to an understanding of how these women created their education legacy. By focussing on nuns’ own industry, wealth and earning power, we attempt to disrupt the traditional narrative that places nuns as mere pawns in a patriarchal church.

The religious congregation established by Nagle in 1775 did not immediately flourish. However, after an uncertain start, the number of women seeking to join the congregation began to increase and new convents became established. They were crucial for the provision of education to Catholic girls before the founding of the state National System in 1831; indeed, by the time the National System of education was initiated, there were twenty-eight Presentation convents spread throughout various parts of the country.
 Over the next four decades the number of Presentation convents increased to fifty-six in Ireland with a further sixteen established overseas.
  The Presentation policy was that wherever a convent was established, a free school was founded.  The records show that, when each school opened, it impacted greatly on the local area, as girls attended in their hundreds. For example, in 1824 the pupil population at the Presentation Convent Maryborough was almost 3.5 times greater than the next largest school in the town, and amounted to over 43% of the total student population.
  And in Cork city between 1833 and 1834, there were 3,949 girls attending school, 30% of whom were attending two schools of the Presentation Sisters.
  The impact of nineteenth-century convent schools on girls’ literacy remains to be researched and analysed. This is just one research initiative that presents as a useful way to assess the legacy of an education pioneer, three hundred years after her birth.

Funding the convents and schools in the nineteenth century
In order to survive, convents required the support of the clergy which generally included a degree of financial support also. For example, the account books of Presentation convent Maryborough show a contribution of £45 from the Bishop of Kildare and Leighlin, Dr James Doyle, during the first year of its foundation in 1824. The parish priest of Maryborough also offered financial support when the roof of this convent required attention in 1831.
 In South Presentation Convent Cork, the income accounts for 1824 record ‘a present’ of £130 from Dr Jeremiah Collins, clergyman, friend and confessor of the community.
  Numerous donations and bequests from the laity are also recorded in account books; not all of these were from the Catholic community. The annals of the Presentation convent Doneraile record that they received forty spinning wheels from Lord Doneraile and that ‘the neighbouring Protestant gentry seemed to vie with each other in little attentions’
 In Maryborough, the local medical practitioner, Dr Jacob, led by example and urged his fellow Protestant parishioners to donate funds to the Presentation convent for the purpose of building suitable school rooms.
 
However, archival evidence shows that the financial stability of most convents was achieved as a result of the money and property that the women brought with them on entering the convent. This wealth included dowries and annuities paid by nuns’ families, and legacies. The account books of Presentation Convent Maryborough record an amount of £176.18s in income during the first year of its foundation. Apart from the £45 contributed by Bishop Doyle, the rest came directly from the women themselves or from their families and ranged from £10.8s from Mother Magdalen Breen, the founding Superioress, to £87 from Sister de Chantal Wilmerding, a widow. The most significant asset of the convent, however, was the real estate which formed the dowry for Ann Brennan; it financed both housing and grounds for the community which enabled the nuns to provide much of their own food, and also returned a rental income. Surplus produce from the garden added £3 to the convent purse at the end of the first year.
  

The payment of dowries for daughters who entered convents was an established tradition dating back to medieval times and was essential to the survival of convents, as enclosure prevented nuns from trading with the outside world.
 Although the form and size of a dowry could vary,  £500 (or its equivalent in land/property) was a typical dowry in nineteenth-century Ireland.
  Educated women without a dowry could offer to teach, and ‘education in lieu of a dowry’ is evident in the archival records of many congregations.
  Some wealthy women used their own money to establish new Presentation convents which they entered themselves. Mary Anne Flynn, for example, entered the novitiate in South Presentation Convent Cork, on the demise of her husband, with the intention of establishing a new convent. She used an inheritance from her husband to found the Presentation Convent Doneraile, in 1815; she also funded 81% of the running costs of the convent and school, with the interest on some of her own investments.
  Other women used their wealth to establish convents in which they then lived as secular boarders.  Barbara O’Connell funded the establishment of a Presentation Convent in North Cork when her husband died. She did not become a nun, but boarded within the convent until her death.
  Occasionally, heiresses brought substantial wealth with them. Angelina Gould, who entered Presentation Convent Doneraile in 1826, funded the building of over a dozen convents with her inheritance.
 

Presentation convents and the National System of education

Presentation convents were self-sustaining entities, where nuns provided free labour in the schools. Because of their Rule and Constitutions, Presentation Sisters could not charge school fees, and there was no mechanism to receive State support until the National System of education was introduced in 1831. The new National System was intended to be non-denominational and the commissioners drew up a set of rules and regulations to operate this proposed system. These Rules should, in theory, have forced fundamental changes to the way in which schools, such as those of the Presentation Sisters, operated if they wished to become aligned to the system and thereby receive funding. In practice, many Presentation schools managed to become connected to the National Board of Education with only minor adjustments to their daily practices.
 

However, the National System was not the panacea to all the economic challenges of running a convent school for the poor. Firstly, even where convent schools were vested in the National Board, nuns did not receive a salary for their teaching as they did not take State examinations and were not recognised as trained teachers; instead, they received only a grant on a per capita basis which amounted to £10 for every 100 pupils, increasing to £20 per 100 after 1850.
  Their labour value was not acknowledged by the British Treasury, nor was the saving to the State acknowledged in any way. 

The second reason that the National System did not provide a country-wide solution to the costs of convent schooling was that many convent schools chose to remain outside the system. There were concerns that the National System would damage the ethos of Catholic schools. While the National System was meant to be denominationally ‘neutral’, it was widely perceived as a Protestant engine, driving a machine that better suited England.  When convent schools stayed out of the National System, they did not get any state support whatsoever.  The South Presentation Convent, Cork, for example, did not become part of the National System until 1850; as part of the application process that year, it was inspected and found to have 1,029 pupils in attendance, all being taught gratuitously as ‘the establishment had no revenues other than contributions from the people and the proceeds of an annual charity sermon.’
 The school survived only because a group of women had elected to use their own funds and their own labour to support a convent and provide free education.

The success of the Presentation model of schooling is evident from its rate of expansion during the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries.  As the numbers of women entering Presentation convents increased, it became easier to make new foundations. By 1900 there were fifty-six Presentation convents spread throughout all parts of Ireland with many more overseas.
  The first overseas foundation was made in Newfoundland in 1833; Irish nuns commenced teaching in India from 1842, and in Tasmania from 1866. The start of an expansive network of Presentation schools in continental North America commenced in California, in 1878.  

Adapting to change in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
Until the twentieth century, the Presentation Sisters worked mainly within the sphere of primary education. As the Presentations were bound by their Constitutions to serve the poor, there was little opportunity to extend their apostolic mission. In any case, the general consensus of Irish society at the time was that primary education was sufficient for the majority. Second-level education remained the preserve of those who could afford to attend one of a handful of private secondary schools.
 However, the passing of the Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act, 1878, heralded the introduction of the first formal system of second-level schooling.
 Initially, Irish girls’ intermediate education was dominated by French religious teaching orders such as the Society of the Sacred Heart, the Faithful Companions of Jesus, and the Ursulines.
 These congregations ran fee-charging boarding schools. By 1900, there were sixty-two convent secondary schools in Ireland, a mere six of which were operated by native Irish female religious.
 There was little provision for Catholic girls whose families could not pay for secondary schooling.
In 1922, with the establishment of the Irish Free State, the administration for educational services was transferred from the British government to Ireland. Two years later, in June 1924, the Irish Department of Education formally came into being, and a year later the Rules and Programmes for Secondary Schools was published, providing the blueprint for second-level education in Ireland for the next four decades.
 One of the main objectives outlined in Rules and Programmes was the implementation of a system of co-operation between national and intermediate schools.
  National schools that could ‘add on’ some second-level education became known as ‘secondary tops.’ As national schooling was free, secondary tops became an attractive option for pupils who could not afford fee-charging secondary schools. By 1940–1, fifty secondary tops were recognised by the Department of Education, thirteen of which were Presentation schools.
Table 1    Location and Year of Establishment of Presentation ‘secondary tops’ (1940–1) 

	Location
	Year of Establishment

	Presentation Convent Castleisland
	1925

	Presentation Convent Limerick
	1928

	Presentation Convent Cahirciveen
	1933

	Presentation Convent Mitchelstown
	1934

	Presentation Convent Castlecomer
	1937

	North Presentation Convent Cork
	1938

	Presentation Convent Terenure
	1938

	Presentation Convent Kildare
	1939

	Presentation Convent Portarlington
	1939

	Presentation Convent Wexford
	1940

	Presentation Convent Carrick-on-Suir
	NA

	Presentation Convent Dungarvan
	NA

	Presentation Convent Portlaoise
	NA


Source: Annals of individual Presentation communities, DE, Annual Report, 1925–38 and Catholic Education an Irish Schools Trust (CEIST). http://www.ceist.ie/ceist_schools/index.cfm?loadref=13, 1928-55 (accessed 13/06/2016).  *NA denotes information not available.
Another key feature of Rules and Programmes was the introduction of an official recognition process for secondary schools.
 Again, recognition would only be awarded to schools that complied with the requirements outlined in Rules and Programmes.
 By 1940, there were 352 recognised secondary schools in Ireland: 160 boys’ schools, 160 girls’ schools, and 32 mixed sex schools.
 Most of these schools charged fees, of around £20–£25 per annum The Presentations ran 14 of the 160 recognised secondary schools for girls at that point (see Table 1). They charged a modest fee of around £7 per annum to families who could afford to pay. 

In the Presentation schools internationally, provision at second and third level evolved in tandem with the needs of the local communities where the Sisters worked. In Newfoundland for example, the need for suitably qualified teachers led the Presentations to establish formal teacher training in 1892.
 Within two years of their arrival in India in 1842, the Presentations had established a ‘pay’ school and a boarding school in Madras. By 1889 they had extended their mission to Vepery where they were successfully running a middle school and a high school, as well as a college for young women who sought a higher education.
 In North America, demand for Presentation education escalated following their arrival in San Francisco in 1854. A network of educational institutions developed in the states in which the Presentations settled.
 They ran parochial and elementary schools, high schools, boarding schools, colleges and orphanages, most of which they built themselves. 
The Sisters had to show flexibility and adaptability, in some of the countries to which they were invited; although their mission was to educate the poor, they were often asked to teach the daughters of middle-class Catholics in areas where there was a clear need.  In 1866, before a group of Presentations left Cork for Tasmania to found a convent and school, a Papal Indult was secured which permitted them to operate a much-needed secondary boarding school for wealthy Catholics in Hobart. Consequently, Presentation schools in Hobart developed a distinctly European convent curriculum. Girls were taught French, Italian, Greek, Music, and Astronomy. Similarly, in Australia the Sisters were asked to depart from their normal mission, by running elite fee-charging schools. In St Kilda, Melbourne they were invited to open a ‘select day school’ and in New South Wales a prosperous Catholic network built them an elaborate convent that probably alarmed the Irish Sisters who arrived to teach there.
 Described as ‘a magnificent structure in Tudor style’, the convent and school in Wagga Wagga were styled to attract the daughters of wealthy Catholics.
  The first generation of Irish nuns who taught there included Sr Paula Fay, who had been educated in the modest George’s Hill convent in Dublin’s inner city. Fay, and other Sister teachers, had to adapt to a very different way of operating a school when they were sent to New South Wales in 1874.  Similarly, when Presentations arrived in Matlock, England in 1927, they were asked to found a fee-charging boarding school.
 
Whether at home in Ireland, or in one of their numerous foundations across the globe, the Sisters recognised the necessity for second-level female education. While their initial nineteenth-century forays into second-level schooling usually involved charging fees, they also provided free secondary education, and this was to become a major development for them in the twentieth century.

Adapting in an era of major change: providing free second-level schooling

Despite the growth in Irish secondary schooling from 1924, it continued to be viewed as elite, and pupil participation rates were low. However, the publication of Investment in Education in 1958 highlighted the importance of education for national economic growth, and caused the Irish government to reassess its position on secondary schooling. Between 1958 and 1972, a series of reforms were introduced by the Department of Education, which transformed the existing second-level system. The most significant of these reforms was known as the ‘free education scheme’, introduced in 1967.

In September 1966, the Minister for Education, Donogh O’Malley, outlined the Department of Education’s intention to provide free post-primary education to intermediate level from September 1967.
 O’Malley’s plan was prompted by Investment in Education which had indicated that there was a ‘gap between the projected output of qualified school-leavers and the requirements of the economy for qualified manpower.’
 Investment in Education also highlighted major disparities in the educational participation of those from differing socio-economic and regional backgrounds.
 With the free education scheme, O’Malley proposed to rectify these issues. Ultimately, however, the success of the scheme would depend largely on how fee-charging secondary school authorities responded to the proposal. 
At the time of O’Malley’s announcement there were 586 secondary schools operating in Ireland, of which 424 were run entirely by Catholic religious orders.
 The Presentation Sisters ran forty-one of these secondary schools.
 The proposal to provide free post-primary education came as a surprise to religious teaching congregations, who had not been involved in planning discussions. According to one Presentation Sister who was teaching in County Galway at the time, ‘it just came of a sudden. No preparation made by the Department [of Education], none whatsoever. They didn’t ask us . . . I only remember seeing it in the paper.’
 The principal of a Presentation secondary school in County Laois, remarked that they were not consulted. ‘Absolutely not . . . there was no consultation,’ she stated.
 Another Sister, who had been teaching in County Limerick, said, ‘There wasn’t any consultation with us at all . . . [Donogh O’Malley] just . . . introduced it himself irrespective of anything else . . . that was a big surprise.’

In February 1967, the first official communication from the Department of Education outlining the free post-primary education scheme was sent to secondary school authorities. The Sister principal of a Presentation secondary school in County Limerick remembers receiving the circular which stated that ‘[free education] is happening.’
 How female congregations accommodated the rapid change that was expected from them, remains an area that demands research.  The control was somewhat taken out of the hands of women religious, when the (male) head of the Catholic Headmasters Association, Very Rev John Hughes SJ, wrote to the Minister for Education on 24 February 1967, to say: 

… we have decided to recommend acceptance of the scheme to all the schools in our association . . . the final decision to enter the scheme or not rests with the appropriate authority of each school.

By early June 1967, the ‘free education scheme’ had been widely accepted by 485 of the 595 secondary schools in the country, and they abolished fees.
 Nonetheless, the decision to provide free education may not have been made freely as Fr Hughes had suggested in his letter to the Minister. Firstly, Minister O’Malley included a clause in the scheme which stipulated that ‘whether or not a school has opted for the scheme will be taken into account in considering applications under the secondary school building grant scheme and other special grants schemes for secondary schools.’
 Making the awarding of departmental grants subject to acceptance of free education was a tactical move, which would ultimately force a majority of secondary school authorities to opt for the scheme.
 Moreover, there was tremendous public pressure placed on school authorities to vote in favour of the scheme, and newspaper coverage of debates was extensive. 

The new scheme provided Presentation schools with a capitation grant of £15 per pupil per year. However, the rapid rise in pupil numbers from 1967 onwards meant that all second-level schools were under great pressure. One Presentation Sister teaching in County Wexford recalled that the scheme ‘involved getting more teachers right away.’
 However, finding more teachers was often challenging:

One of the difficulties for me as a school principal was trying to find teachers, qualified teachers because there was … a huge demand and the supply wasn’t ready to meet it.

The increase in pupil numbers also had an impact on accommodation. To provide additional classrooms, Sisters converted convent parlours and out-buildings into classrooms, and had pre-fabricated units constructed in their convent grounds. Fundraising bazaars and summer fêtes were ways in which nuns brought in badly-needed money, to improve their schools. In Carlow, one Presentation convent was particularly innovative:

We didn’t have enough spaces . . . we bought an old shop and that old shop was divided up into producing two classrooms and an upstairs in it . . . became a small classroom, for a small group.

The Presentations had to be creative and economical in expanding their secondary education provision, to meet the rapidly-growing demand for places. Year after year, increasing numbers of girls from lower socio-economic backgrounds chose to remain in school upon completing their primary education, in order to get a secondary education.  The way in which Nano Nagle’s Presentation Sisters stepped up to the challenges in the 1960s demands detailed research, and is a concrete legacy to Irish female education that merits notice in a year when Nagle’s tercentenary is being commemorated.
Conclusion
Increasingly, as religious congregations welcome historians into their archives, to write without interference from those congregations, it is becoming possible to develop nuanced studies of foundresses, teaching Sisters, and the experience of convent school pupils.  Such can both challenge and disrupt traditional narrative accounts of foundresses, that were mainly produced by clergymen. Such work can also ask new questions of sources that are to be found in thousands of convent archives.  To illustrate these points, the article has considerd Nano Nagle, education pioneer, in the year of the tercentenary of her birth. We suggested that, rather than reproducing a stereotype of an eighteenth-century education foundress, scholarship to commemorate Nagle’s education legacy can usefully draw on primary source materials, to generate a deeper understanding of how Presentation education – particularly the education of the female poor – developed since 1775.  We offered two examples of ways in which Presentation teaching Sisters transmitted Nagle’s education legacy. Firstly, we considered how these Irishwomen used their money and ingenuity to develop free Presentation schools in the nineteenth century, and we explored how they affiliated many of their Irish schools to the National System. Secondly, we considered how the Sisters responded to the education changes enforced by the State in the twentieth century, and adapted their mission to respond to demands to provide second level schooling to girls.

While the limits of time and space prevent a sustained discussion of these topics, we submit that it is only by conducting extensive research in congregational archives that scholars can position teaching Sisters centrally in the education narrative, a narrative that has systematically failed to recognise ‘the contribution of the teaching Sisters.’
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