Remembering Deirdre Clancy

The death of Deirdre Clancy has robbed history and history teaching in Ireland of a dedicated friend and supporter.  After graduating from UCD and completing an MA on Archbishop John McHale of Tuam, Deirdre taught at her old school, Holy Faith, Glasnevin, until she was forced to give up her job when she married. She was never again in full-time teaching but she never ceased to teach. As a part-time substitute teacher, as a tutor in UCC and UCD and latter as a lecturer in teaching methods in Mater Dei Institute of Education she shared her passion for history with generations of students. She also devoted her summers each year to the marking of history examination scripts, becoming eventually the Senior Advising Examiner for Leaving Certificate History.  She brought to this role a balanced mixture of rigor, common sense and compassion, always reminding over-demanding markers that the students they were judging were only 17 and coping with five or six other subjects.
Deirdre was active in the History Teachers’ Association from the beginning, first in the Cork Branch with Leonora Hanrahan then, after her family returned to Dublin, in the Dublin Branch. She held several offices at branch level as well as serving as National Treasurer and President.  But Deirdre’s greatest contribution to history teaching was to poke holes through the veil of secrecy which then surrounded the examination process. Younger teachers, able to look up marking schemes on the official website, will find it very hard to believe that into the 1980s such schemes were ‘faoi rún’ official secret which no one who applied them was supposed to disclose. As a result, most teachers taught blind, never sure what the exam required or if they were preparing their students correctly. 
Deirdre would have none of that. She toured the country, talking to groups of history teachers and explaining the mysteries of the marking system with vigour, common sense and humour. She was always available to answer questions, often taking long phone calls from complete strangers, worried about a pupil’s choice of Special Topic, or concerned about exactly how a particular type of question should be answered. What she was doing was technically illegal but she reasoned that since no school employed her, she could not be sacked and she owed it to the pupils and the subject to use her comparative freedom to open up the examination system. To their credit, the Department inspectors turned a blind eye to her activities until eventually she was proved to be a prophet of openness rather than a criminal. It was for this service above all, that HTAI decided to name the medal it awards annually to the student with the highest mark in history in the Leaving Certificate, the ‘Deirdre Clancy medal’.
Those who knew Deirdre as a friend recall her boundless energy, her passion for history, her joy in exploring new ideas or revisiting old ones, her laughter and her joie de vivre. She loved to talk but she also listened. She laughed a lot but could also be serious. Even as she struggled with her last illness, she did not lose her relish for life. We were privileged to know her and her going has left a gap that can never be filled. 
Ar dheis Dé go raibh a h -anam uasal.
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