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Rates of participation in university education were calculated for each 
county in the Republic of Ireland for the academic year 1977/78. Rate 
was defined as the number of 17 to 30 year olds with permanent residence 
in each county attending university (described in the Higher Education 
Authority’s Accounts and student statistics, 1977178) as a proportion 
of the population of 17 to 30 year olds living in each county (described 
in the 1971 Census figures). Participation rates were calculated separately 
for males and females. Overall participation rate was found to be higher 
for males than for females. Considerable differences in participation 
rates were found between counties. Seven variables were selected to 
predict county participation rates in regression analyses. Three of the 
variables — distance from a university town, proportion of students 
aged 12 to 17 attending secondary, community, and comprehensive 
schools in each county, and proportion engaged in agricultural employ­
ment — predicted 78% of the variance in male participation. The 
proportion engaged in commercial employment in addition to these 
three variables predicted 80% of variance in female participation.

The principle of equality of educational opportunity has frequently 
been enunciated as government policy, not only in this country (10, 18), 
but in other countries in the western world as well (17). Furthermore, it 
has the support of the vast majority of the Irish public (15). The principle 
is based on the premise that social roles should be allocated on the basis 
of ‘achievement’ rather than ‘ascription’ (13). That is, roles should be 
left open to choice, individual effort, and competition, rather than being 
assigned on the basis of characteristics over which the individual has no 
control (4).

In its least stringent form, the principle of equality of opportunity 
means that all children of equivalent measured ability should have equal 
access to non-compulsory education, irrespective of gender, race, place of 
residence, social class, or other irrelevant criteria (19). Access is difficult
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to  define and measure Besides, many com m entators do not accept that 
it is an adequate criterion o f  equality and have gone on to  define equality  
in terms o f  the more stringent, and apparently more readily measured, 
concepts o f  participation and achievem ent (c f  3 , p 19)

A  number o f  studies earned out m Ireland have exam ined the parti 
cipation rates o f  som e o f  the groups w ith which the policy  o f  equality o f  
opportunity has been concerned In the Investment in education report, 
an exam ination o f  participation m second level education by place o f  
residence revealed considerable disparities betw een counties (6 ) The 
same report, as well as others (2 , 9 , 14, 16), exam ined participation in 
higher education by social class and found an over representation o f  high 
social groups coupled w ith an under representation o f  low  social groups 
This situation does not appear to  have changed very m uch over the past 
fifteen  years in at least one university (1 4 )  Evidence from Census data 
indicates that over the first seventy years or so o f  this century, the parti­
cipation o f  males in university education has exceeded that o f  fem ales (5 )  
A similar discrepancy in participation betw een the genders has been  
reported for other countries (e g , 2 0 ) Disparities in participation in higher 
education have been reported for geographical location  as w ell as for gender 
w ithin the Dublin region (2 )

The present study is concerned with university education Its focus is 
on gender and place o f  residence, n ot social class Participation is taken as 
the index o f  equality o f  opportunity The basic questions addressed are 
are there differences betw een the genders in participation in university 
education, and are there differences betw een counties m the participation  
o f  residents m umversity education? To answer these questions, data 
published by the Higher Education A uthority (1 2 )  on the number o f  
students (male and fem ale separately) from each county in Ireland attending 
university were related to population statistics for each county as reported  
in the National Census (7 )

A  further question that m ay be asked is, i f  differences ex ist, how  might 
one account for them 7 Little guidance is available to  one in exploring the 
possible causes o f  differential participation by geographical location  There 
are a number o f  factors, how ever, which it w ould seem  reasonable to  
suppose m ight contnbute to  the situation One is distance from a university, 
it seem s obvious that umversity education is more accessible in counties 
in w hich universities are located though whether distance is relevant once  
one gets beyond com m uting range is less clear Educational provision at 
second level w ould also seem  relevant, particularly the availability o f  
secondary ‘grammar’ education, since the likelihood o f  follow ing courses
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leading to  university entrance requirements is greater in secondary than in 
vocational schools. Finally, em ploym ent patterns in a county  m ight 
influence the decision o f  residents to  pursue a university education. For 
exam ple, one might expect less interest in university education in a 
predom inantly agricultural area than in an area in w hich the level o f  
commercial and professional developm ent created more opportunities for 
university graduates. Whether or n ot these factors w ould operate differen­
tially for males and fem ales is n ot clear. Some o f  these factors are explored  
in the study reported in this paper. Indices o f  a range o f  characteristics o f  
counties -  geographical location  in relation to  a university tow n, educational 
provision at second level, and econom ic characteristics — were selected and 
related to  the participation rates in university o f  the residents o f  each  
county . Separate analyses were carried out for males and fem ales.

METHOD

The data on w hich analyses were based were all obtained from  published  
sources.
(i) The number o f  full-tim e students attending Irish universities (University  
College Dublin, University College Cork, University College Galway, Trinity 
College D ublin, and M aynooth College) by county  o f  permanent residence 
in 1 9 77 /78  is reported in the Accounts and student statistics o f  the Higher 
Education A uthority (1 2 , Table 30 ). Statistics on students attending the 
National Institute o f  Higher Education in lim er ick  and the National College 
o f  Art and Design, though presented in the HEA report, are n ot included  
in our analyses, since these tw o institutions provide a type o f  education  
which differs from that provided in traditional universities; besides, the 
numbers attending them  are small (5  3%  o f  students).
(ii) The number o f  males and fem ales betw een the ages o f  17 and 30  
(w hich is the age range o f  students described in the HEA report) living in 
each county o f  Ireland is reported in the 1971 Census (7 , Table 11).

From these tw o sources, it was possible to  calculate the proportion o f  
the 17 to  3 0  year old age cohort w ith permanent residence in each county  
w ho were attending university. This was done separately for males and 
fem ales. The proportions which were calculated provide the basic data 
for the study.

In attem pting to account for differential participation rates, the role 
o f  seven variables was exam ined.
(i) Distance from a university tow n was established for each coun ty . The 
precise measure used was distance in m iles from  each county tow n to  the 
nearest university tow n. The distance used was that provided in the A uto­
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m obile A ssociation’s T ours and throughroutes m Ireland ’ In the small 
number o f  cases where the relevant inform ation was n ot provided in this 
source, distance was estim ated from a map In the case o f  Cork, Dublin, 
and Galway, rather than using zero, a distance o f  five m iles was assigned 
For analyses, since the ratio o f  largest to  smallest values was substantial, 
a logarithmic transformation o f  distance was earned out 
(11)  The number o f  students attendm g secondary, com m unity, and compre 
hensive schools in the year 1 9 7 6 /7 7  as a proportion o f  the number o f  12 to  
17 year olds in the county m 1971 was calculated for each cou nty  The 
proportion was calculated on the basis o f  figures m the Departm ent o f  
E ducation’s Statistical Report for 1976 /77  (1 1 , Tables on pp 60  and 6 7 )  
and figures in the 1971 Census (7 , Table 11) for 12 to  17 year olds 
(ill) The number o f  students attendm g second level schools other than 
secondary, com m unity, and comprehensive ones in the year 1976 /77  
as a proportion o f  the number o f  12 to 17 year olds in the county m 1971 
was calculated for each county The figures on school attendance were 
obtained by subtracting the figures for attendance at secondary, compre 
hensive, and com m unity schools in the Department o f  E ducation’s Statistical 
Report for 197 6 /1 9 7 7  (1 1 , Table on p 6 0 ) from the figures in the same 
report (1 1 , Table on p 3 4 ) for total enrolm ent by cou nty  in second-level 
courses Most o f  the students ,not attendmg secondary, com prehensive, 
or com m unity schools would have been attendm g vocational schools 
Figures for the total population o f  12 to 17 year olds were obtained from  
the 1971 Census report (7 , Table 11)

Four indices o f em ploym ent patterns in counties were used These 
indices were developed by Baker and Ross (1 ) on the basis o f  an industrial 
classification provided m the Industry volum es o f  the 1966 and 1971 
Censes The four sectors in the classification were as follow s
( iv)  Agnculture (including forestry, fishing, and turf),
(v) Commercial autonom ous, made up o f  m anufactunng industry, mining, 
sea and air transport, and hotels,
(vi) Social autonom ous, com pnsm g the social professions, public au thon ty , 
building and construction, and public administration and defense,
(vu) Locally m duced, com pnsm g trading and all activities n ot included  
in other sectors
The proportions o f  the workforce in each county engaged m each o f  these 
sectors in 1971, as calculated by Baker and Ross are used in analyses
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R ESU LTS

Proportion attending university.
The numbers o f  males and fem ales, by county o f  permanent residence, 

attending university in 1 9 77 /78  are presented in Table 1 as proportions o f  
the total numbers o f  males and fem ales, betw een the ages o f  17 and 30  
years, living in each county in 1971.

Before exam ining these data, a number o f  disadvantages associated w ith  
them  should be acknowledged. Firstly, the proportions are based on  
statistics which were obtained at different tim es. M oreover, we know  
there was a growth in population in the country generally betw een 1971  
and 1979 o f  the order o f  13.1% (8 , p. 3). Thus, to  the ex ten t that the 
increase affected the 17 to  30  year old cohort, the proportions in Table 1 
will over-estimate the proportions o f  people in the country in 1 9 7 7 /7 8  w ho  
are attending university. Further, population change varied from  county  
to  cou n ty , ranging from — 1.8 to  26.7% (8 , Table 3 ). To the ex ten t that 
change in the population o f  17 to  3 0  year olds was different in different 
counties, the proportions presented in Table 1 will provide a rank order o f  
participation w hich w ould differ from  a rank order based on contem porary  
population statistics.

A further point to  be noted  in considering the data in Table 1 is that 
since the age range o f  students dealt w ith in the HEA report (1 2 ) was 
17 to  30  year olds, a similar age group in county populations was used in 
the calculation o f  proportions. While the HEA report does not provide a 
breakdown by age for each county , it does provide a breakdown for the 
total student population by age. From this (1 2 , Table 2 9 ) we can see that 
the vast majority o f  university students are less than 24  years o f  age. If the 
proportion o f  the population betw een 24  and 30  varies very m uch from  
county to  county (as a result o f  different migration patterns, for exam ple), 
then the data in Table 1 may n ot provide a very accurate index for some 
counties o f  the probability o f  attendance at a university o f  residents in the 
age range m ost concerned. It was possible to  check if  the use o f  an age 
range other than 17 to  3 0  year olds as the basis for calculating participation  
rates affected the ordering o f  counties in participation. Participation rates 
were calculated using three population bases in addition to  the age range 
17 to  30  used in the main analyses; these were for 17 to  20  year olds, 
17 to  21 year olds, and 17 to 22  year olds. Correlations betw een these 
measures were found to  be high, ranging from .87 to  .98 for m ales and from  
.94 to  .97 for fem ales.
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Finally it might seem that a better base for the calculation o f  the 
percentages o f  males and fem ales attending university w ould have been the 
numbers o f  males and fem ales m each county aged 10 to  23 in the 1971 
Census, l e , those persons w ho w ould be m the age range 17 to  30  in 1978  
This approach was tested for a few  counties but appeared to give results 
which varied markedly in the relationship they bore to  the growth m 
population m counties betw een 1971 and 1979 reported in the 1979  
Census (8 , Table 3)

TA BLE 1

PR O PO R TIO N  O F A G E C O H O R T (17 30 Y E A R  O LD S) 
A TTEN D IN G  U N IV ER SIT Y  BY COU NTY O F RESID EN CE

COU NTY PR O PO R TIO N COU NTY PR O PO R TIO N
MALE TEM ALE MALE FEM A LE

Carlow 033 0 3 4 L ongford 0 3 2 0 4 4

Cavan 0 2 4 0 3 4 L outli 0 2 8 0 1 8

Clare 0 3 6 035 M ayo 0 3 9 0 4 4

C ork 053 039 M eath 0 2 7 025

Donegal 023 022 M onaghan 0 2 2 025

D ublin 049 t 031 O ffaly 031 0 2 9

G alw ay 066 0 6 0 R oscom m on 0 3 2 0 4 9

K erry 0 4 0 035 Sligo 0 3 7 0 3 2

Kildare 031 025 T ipperary 0 3 6 0 3 2

K ilkenny 0 2 6 031 W aterford 0 3 0 0 2 6

Laois 0 2 9 0 2 7 W estm eath 037 0 3 2

Leitrim 027 0 3 4 W exford 0 2 6 0 2 6

L im erick 033 025 W icklow 0 3 9 0 2 9

* F or exam ple th e  change in p o p u la tio n  fo r  M eath from  1971 to  1979 w as — 1 8 per 
cen t In 1971 th e  nu m b er o f  m ales aged 10 to  23 w as 3 303 w hile th e  n u m b er aged 
17 to  30 w as 2 ,272  If th e  fo rm er figure was tak en  as an es tim ate  o f  th e  nu m b er o f 
m ales aged 17 to  30 in 1978 , an increase o f  45%  w ould  be  ind ica ted
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With these observations in m ind, we may look  at the trends in the data 
contained in Table 1. The first thing to  note is that there is considerable 
variation betw een counties in the proportions attending university. The 
proportion o f  males from Galway that attends university (the group w ith  
the highest participation rate at 6.6%) is three and a h a lf tim es greater 
than the proportion o f  fem ales from Louth that attends (the group w ith  
the low est participation rate at 1.8%). Other relatively high rates o f  parti­
cipation are achieved by Galway fem ales (6.0% ), Cork males (5.3% ), and 
Dublin males (4.9% ). Relatively low  levels o f  participation are found for 
Donegal fem ales and Monaghan males (2.2% ), Donegal m ales (23% ), and 
Cavan males (2.4% ). The positions o f  Kildare fem ales, Limerick fem ales, 
Meath fem ales, and Monaghan fem ales, at a 2.5% participation rate, are 
only marginally better.

The overall participation rate is higher for males (4.1% ) than for fem ales 
(3 3% ). However there are considerable differences w ithin som e counties 
in the participation rates o f  the genders, indicating that whatever factors 
operate either to  facilitate or hinder university attendance do n ot always 
operate in the same way for males and fem ales. Counties w ith  relatively  
large differences betw een male and fem ale participation rates are Dublin  
(in favour o f  m ales), R oscom m on (in favour o f  fem ales), Cork (in favour 
o f  m ales), Longford (in favour o f  fem ales), Cavan (in favour o f  fem ales), 
W icklow (in favour o f  m ales).

Factors associated with participation rates.
Separate multiple regression analyses were carried ou t for males and 

fem ales in which the participation rate o f  each county was the dependent 
variable and seven variables were used as predictors: distance from  the 
county tow n to the nearest university tow n; the proportion o f  students 
in each county attending a secondary, com m unity, or comprehensive 
school; the proportion o f  students in each county attending second-level 
schools other than secondary, com m unity, or com prehensive schools; the 
proportion o f  the population in each county  em ployed in agriculture; the  
proportion o f  the population in each county  in com m ercial em ploym ent; 
the proportion o f  the population in each county in social em ploym ent; 
and the proportion o f  the population in each county in locally  induced  
em ploym ent.

A correlation matrix for these variables is provided in Table 2. The 
correlation betw een participation rates for males and fem ales is .66 . This 
figure confirm s our earlier observation that there are differences w ithin  
counties betw een genders in participation rates. When we exam ine the 
factors associated w ith participation, w e see that distance from  a university
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IN TE R C O R R E LA TIO N S B ETW EEN  V A R IA B LES* 
(n = 26)

1 2 3 4  5 6 7 8

1 P ro p o rtio n  m ales in 
university

2 P ro p o rtio n  fem ales m
university  66

3 D istance (log) from
university - 8 2 - 4 2

P ro p o rtio n  in se co n d a ry /
com m un ity /co m p reh en siv e
school 39 01 - 2 5
P ro p o rtio n  in o th e r  
second  level school - 2 5 - 1 9 21 - 2 6

P ro p o rtio n  in ag ricu ltu ra l 
em p lo y m en t - 1 7 52 39 - 5 0 10

P ro p o rtio n  in com m ercia l 
em ploym en t - 0 1 - 6 0 - 2 2 37 - 1 2 —90

P ro p o rtio n  in social 
em p lo y m en t 41 - 0 0 -5 1 59 - 3 3 - 5 3 23
P ro p o rtio n  in locally  
induced  em p lo y m en t 24 - 4 3 -4 1 44 05 - 9 2 70

* D ecim als o m itte d
r =  39 sign ifican t a t  05  level
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tow n is more im portant in the case o f  m ales (r = —.82 ) than in the case o f  
females (r = —.42). In addition to  distance, on ly  one other variable is 
significantly related to  male participation — the proportion o f  the population  
in secondary, com m unity, and com prehensive schools (r = .39). Three o f  
the em ploym ent variables are more strongly related than is distance to  
female participation -  proportion in com m ercial em ploym ent (r = —.60), 
p ro p o r t io n  in  agricultural em ploym ent (r = .52), and proportion in locally  
induced em ploym ent (r = —.43).

The correlation matrix allows us only to  exam ine the relationship betw een  
pairs o f  variables. However, an inspection o f  the m atrix clearly indicates 
that many ^bf the predictor variables are inter-correlated. This is m ost 
evident in the c^se o f  the em ploym ent measures. To analyse the collective  
and separate contributions o f  the predictor variables to  variation in university  
participation, step-wise m ultiple regression analyses were carried ou t. 
Summaries o f  the analyses are contained in Table 3 (m ales) and Table 4  
(fem ales)*. In the male analyses, three variables contribute significantly to

TABLE 3

PERCENTAGE OF VARIANCE IN PROPORTION OF MALES ATTENDING 
UNIVERSITY ASSOCIATED WITH INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

(d f=  1, 19)

In d ep en d en t V ariable R 2 F Significance (p£ 
o f  change in R

D istance (log) from  
un iversity .666 6 6 .57 < .0 0 1

P ro p o rtio n  in se co n d ary / 
com m unity /com prehensive  
school .704 3.79 NS

P ro p o rtio n  in agricultural 
em p lo y m en t .780 7.63 < .0 5

P ro p o rtio n  in locally  
induced em p lo y m en t .793 1.26 NS

P ro p o rtio n  in social 
em p lo y m en t .800 .79 NS

P ro p o rtio n  in o th e r  
second-level school .809 .89 NS

* Since th e  percen tages fo r th e  fo u r indices o f  em p lo y m en t add to  100%, o ne  o f  
these indices will n o t  appear in th e  regression analyses.
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the explanation o f  78% o f  variance in participation These are distance from  
university, proportion m secondary, com m unity, and comprehensive school, 
and proportion in agricultural em ploym ent The addition o f  further variables 
does n ot add significantly to  im provem ent in prediction The strongest 
predictor by far is distance from a university which explains 67% o f  variance

In the case o f  fem ales, 80% o f  variance is explained b y  four variables — 
proportion in commercial em ploym ent, distance from a university, 
proportion in agricultural em ploym ent, and proportion in secondary, 
com m unity, and comprehensive school N o single variable predicts fem ale 
participation as strongly as distance predicts male participation A m ong  
the predictors for fem ale participation, proportion in com m ercial em ploy  
m ent (explaining 36% o f  variance) and distance from a um versity (explaining  
a further 31% o f  variance) are the m ost potent

TA BLE 4

PER C EN TA G E O F V A R IA N C E IN PR O PO R TIO N  O F FEM A LES A TTEN D IN G  
U N IV ER SITY  A SSO CIA TED  WITH IN D EPEN D EN T V A R IA B LES 

(df= l  19)

Independent Variable R 2 F Significance (p^ 
o f  change in R

P ro p o rtio n  in com m ercial 
em p lo y m en t 3 6 4 39 11 < 0 0 1

D istance (log) from  
university 675 33 49 < 0 0 1

P ro p o rtio n  in agricu ltu ral 
em p lo y m en t 7 3 4 6 38 <  05

P ro p o rtio n  in seco n d ary / 
co m m u n ity /co m  prehensive 
school 803 7 32 < 0 5

P ro p o rtio n  m  social 
em p lo y m en t 811 86 NS

P ro p o rtio n  in o th e r  
second  level school 823 1 37 NS
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D ISCUSSIO N

The analyses o f  statistics on participation in university education in 
Ireland presented in this paper indicate that disparities exist w hich are 
related to  gender and geographical location . The over-all participation  
rate is over 20% higher for males than for fem ales.

Disparities betw een counties are considerably greater than the over-all 
disparity betw een m ales and fem ales. The m ost extrem e difference is to  be 
found betw een Galway and Louth. The proportion o f  males from Galway 
attending university is three and a half tim es the proportion o f  fem ales 
from Louth. Females from Galway and males from Dublin also do consider­
ably better than do males from  Monaghan, Donegal, and Cavan, or fem ales 
from Monaghan, Limerick, and Meath.

Within som e counties there are marked differences in participation rates 
betw een males and fem ales. For exam ple, there is a large difference, in 
favour o f  males, in Dublin and in Cork. On the other hand, fem ale parti­
cipation is greater than male participation in som e counties, considerably  
so in R oscom m on. Thus, we may conclude that the factors w hich affect 
participation are not precisely the same for both genders.

The results o f  the regression analyses support this view. For both  
genders, distance from a university tow n is a significant factor, but it 
operates to  a greater ex ten t in the case o f  males than o f  fem ales. For 
m ales, 85% o f  the explained variance in university participation can be 
attributed to  distance, but only 45% o f  such variance can be attributed to  
distance in the case o f  fem ales.

Since counties w ith  universities — Cork, D ublin, and Galway, though not 
Kildare* — show  high participation rates, especially in the case o f  m ales, 
we may ask if  this m ay be taken as an indication that distance as a factor 
influencing university attendance is best thought o f  in terms o f  whether 
the university is or is not w ithin com m uting distance for a student. We 
cannot answer this question unequivocally since w e do n ot have precise 
inform ation on the com m uting practices o f  students. However, w e can be

* K ildare, a lthough  it has a recognized college o f  th e  N ational U niversity  o f  Ireland , 
is n o t  sim ilar in its un iversity  p a rtic ip a tio n  ra tes  to  o th e r  co un ties in w hich  a un iversity  
is loca ted . This cou ld  be due to  a v arie ty  o f  fac to rs : th e  recen t developm en t o f  th e  
university , its  size, its p ro x im ity  to  D ublin , its loca tio n  in a non-urban  area, o r  lack  
o f  ad eq u a te  tra n sp o rt services to  it from  o th e r  p a rts  o f  th e  co u n ty . W hatever th e  
reason, it does n o t  p rod u ce  th e  sam e p ro p o rtio n  o f  s tu d e n ts  as o th e r  co u n tie s  w ith  
universities. In th e  fo llow ing  d iscussion, w e will n o t  consider it  a ‘co m m u tin g ’ co u n ty .
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sure that m any students in Cork, D ublin, and Galway do in fact com m ute  
from their ow n hom es Some indication o f  the relevance o f  living w ithin  
com m uting distance may be obtained by exam ining the correlation betw een  
distance and participation rate for counties w hen Cork, D ublin, and Galway 
are excluded from the data The resulting correlations are insignificant 
for both  males (r = — 36  compared to  r = — 82  for the total set) and fem ales 
(r = — 06  compared to r = — 42  for the total set) A nother w ay to  exam ine 
the effect o f  com m uting range is to  d ichotom ize counties into those w hich  
permit com m uting (Cork, D ublin, and G alway) and those outside  
com m uting range (the remaining 2 3 ) and calculate a biserial correlation  
betw een these categories and participation rates When this is done, the 
resulting correlation for males is found to  be — 83 and that for fem ales, 
- 4 4  It will be noted  that these values are alm ost identical w ith  the 
product m om ent correlations for the same vanables Thus, w e m ay  
conclude that the critical d istinction regarding distance for prospective 
university students is, in m ost cases, whether or n ot they reside w ithin  
com m uting distance o f  a um versity

That distance is n ot the only factor affecting participation could , o f  
course, be mferred from an inspection o f  the data on county participation  
rates w hich are presented in Table 1 In the table, we can see that some 
counties quite close to a umversity centre (e g , L outh  and M eath) have 
low  participation rates The regression analyses indicate that, m addition  
to  distance, em ploym ent patterns m  the county and secondary-school 
participation are also related to participation in um versity education  
For fem ales, the extent o f  com m ercial em ploym ent in counties is negatively  
related to  participation, while the ex ten t o f  agricultural em ploym ent is 
positively related to participation for fem ales and negatively related for 
m ales For both  males and fem ales, second-level educational participation  
is related to  participation m  um versity education

Why these factors should differ in their im portance for m ale and fem ale 
participation is not clear In particular, that distance should be less 
im portant for fem ales than for males m ay seem strange In the case o f  
fem ales, other factors related to local em ploym ent patterns play a larger 
role This m ay reflect the fact that in som e counties (for exam ple, m  
L outh) there has traditionally been a demand for young fem ale labour 
(com m ercial autonom ous em ploym ent), in such cases, the attraction o f  
semi-skilled and skilled em ploym ent at an early age may inhibit partici­
pation m formal education beyond the age o f fourteen or fifteen  years 
(c f  2 2 ) Why agricultural em ploym ent in a county should be associated  
m ore w ith fem ale than male participation is less clear One o f  the difficulties 
m  mterpreting the agricultural index is that it does n ot take account o f
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differences in farm quality or size or in the w ealth o f  farmers in different 
counties. Better-off farmers m ay be more likely than less w ell-o ff ones to  
try to  send their children to  university. Further, they m ay give preference 
to  their daughters over their sons in this regard. Having said that, we are 
not unaware that m any small farmers, particularly on  the western seaboard, 
make strenuous efforts to  provide third-level education for their children. 
The relatively high participation rates in Galway, M ayo, and Kerry probably 
reflect this phenom enon.

It should be borne in m ind that our data refer to  participation only in 
university education. They tell us nothing about participation in other 
third-level institutions. It was n ot possible to  include data o f  the kind  
used in our analyses for other institutions, since such data are n ot available 
in published form . We m ight expect that their inclusion w ould have 
resulted in a som ewhat different representation by  gender and geographical 
location than the one we have presented in this paper. A ctually data are 
presented on gender in the Higher Education A uthority report (1 2 ) . There 
we see that fem ale representation is in fact worse in other third-level 
institutions than it is in universities. While the proportion o f  males to  
fem ales in universities is 5 .7 :4 .3 , the proportion in other third-level 
institutions is 6 .3 :3 .7 .

We do not have data on the geographical origin o f  students attending  
other third-level institutions. However, we m ight assume that participation  
levels in third-level education generally w ould be better than our figures for 
participation in university education indicate for counties in w hich other 
third-level institutions are located . While this m ay be so and w hile obviously  
it w ould be o f  interest to  have data o f  the kind we have exam ined for all 
third-level institutions, the point that arises from our analyses remains — 
that in at least one im portant sector o f  third-level education there are 
disparities associated w ith gender and geographical location . This is 
evidence that equality o f  opportunity, interpreted as equality o f  partici­
pation, has not been realized in this sector o f  the Irish educational system . 
Further, on the basis o f  our evidence relating to  distance, it seem s likely  
that equality o f  access does not exist either.

In any attem pts w hich m ight be made to  improve the present situation  
our analyses indicate that consideration should be given to  three factors: 
em ploym ent patterns, participation in second-level education, and distance 
from a university tow n. Obviously little can be done in the short-term  
about em ploym ent patterns which have developed over long periods o f  
tim e. Regional differences in second-level education are also long-standing 
but should be more amenable to  change. The Investment in education (6 )
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report noted  these differences in the early 1960s but was at a loss to  find an 
explanation for them Despite mcreases m levels o f  participation m second  
level education throughout the country over the past fifteen  years, there are 
still considerable differences betw een counties m the type o f  provision that 
is available Our estim ates o f  the proportion o f  pupils in the age range 12 to  
17 that attend secondary, com prehensive, or com m unity schools indicate 
that they may range betw een 36  to 75 percent across counties Since the 
type o f  education available m such schools is related to participation m  
university education, its wider availability in counties w ith  low  levels o f  
participation might lead to an im provem ent in university participation in 
those counties

Before considenng steps that m ight be taken to  overcom e problem s 
associated w ith distance, w e should acknowledge that this variable is 
probably confounded w ith other variables in the con text o f  university  
participation for which w e do n o t have measures in this study For exam ple, 
the proportions o f  higher social status and o f  more highly educated people  
are greater in the urban areas m w hich universities are situated than they are 
in other parts o f  the country (1 5 ) From what w e know  about participation  
in university education o f  students from different socio econom ic back­
grounds, we w ould exp ect higher participation rates am ong urban dwellers 
than among rural dwellers However, in our present discussion w e will 
confine our attention  to  problem s that seem to  be im m ediately related to  
distance, since that is the focus o f  our investigation

On the assumption that problems associated w ith  distance are largely 
econom ic, a number o f  procedures to  deal w ith  them  m ay be considered  
An obvious area m which to  seek a solution is that o f  student grants 
Following their introduction m 1968 , an mcrease in participation rates o f  
students from V orking class’ backgrounds was noted  in one university (1 4 )  
However, at a later date, follow ing a decline m the real value o f  grants and 
in  their availability, this participation rate fell (1 4 ) From these observations, 
it  w ould seem that securing an adequate grant is an im portant factor m  
determ mmg for som e students whether or n ot they go to  university If this 
is so for less w ell-off students m general, presumably it applies w ith  even  
greater force in the case o f  such students w ho live beyond  com m uting  
distance to  a umversity We w ould thus expect that a practical recognition  
o f  the fact that prospective students w ho have to leave hom e to  attend  
umversity m ight need more consideration in easmg their financial burden  
than they have hitherto been given m the grants system  w ould  lead to  
greater levels o f  participation am ong such students

An alternative to  a grants schem e is a loans schem e One such schem e
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has been proposed primarily to  reduce the state’s financial involvem ent in 
non-com pulsory education (2 1 ) . It may be that a loans schem e, either 
as an alternative to the grants schem e or in conjunction w ith  it, could serve 
to  ease the financial problem s o f  som e students.

Another m ethod o f  assisting students w ould be to  provide facilities for 
university education outside existing university institutions and to  distribute 
these facilities throughout the country. The facilities could be provided in 
existing institutions or m ight require the establishm ent o f  new ones. In 
either case, they w ould presumably be lim ited in the range o f  courses w hich  
they w ould offer. For exam ple, first-year university courses m ight be 
offered in regional technical colleges or in selected secondary schools. The 
cost o f  providing these additional facilities and their quality w ould have to  
be weighed against the cost o f  maintaining students away from hom e in 
existing universities. The desirability o f  using other third-level institutions 
to  prepare students for university w ould also have to  be considered. Another 
obvious addition to  existing facilities w ould be a television service. A ny o f  
these partial services, while not entirely satisfactory, m ight go som e way  
towards reducing costs for students.

Since the factors we exam ined in our analyses are n ot the only correlates 
o f  participation in university education, we cannot expect that any o f  the 
procedures we have considered w ould , i f  adopted, lead to  a disappearance 
o f  the inequities w hich our analyses reveal. Each o f  them  has disadvantages 
associated with it. Besides, they only address problem s associated w ith  
distance. The role o f  em ploym ent variables and the possible role o f  psycho­
logical and sociological variables, particularly those associated w ith  
differences in the participation rates o f  the genders, were not considered  
and are beyond the scope o f  this paper. However, as long as the principle 
o f  equality o f  opportunity remains an im portant goal o f  the Irish 
educational system  and as long as it is believed that social roles should be 
allocated on the basis o f  achievem ent rather than o f  ascription, it  will be 
necessary to exam ine the procedures we have outlined , as w ell as other 
possible m ethods, in an effort to  reduce the inequities w hich so obviously  
continue to  operate in the system .
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