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Review of the Scholarship Examination  

Interim Report 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The working group was appointed by the Senior Lecturer in Michaelmas term 2005 

and charged with the task of reviewing the Scholarship examination; in particular the 

members of the group were asked to consider whether Scholarship might be awarded 

on the basis of the annual examination.  

 

The members of the group were Prof. James Lunney (chair), Prof. Ray Fuller, Dr 

Nick Kennedy, Dr Vasilis Politis, Prof. Henry Rice, Mr David Rickard, Dr John 

Rochford, Dr Martine Smith, Prof. Roger Stalley; Ms Mary McMahon and Ms Sorcha 

De Brunner provided administrative support.  

 

The group met on six occasions. It received submissions from a range of academic 

areas, from the current body of Scholars, and from a number of individual members 

of staff. Each School was also invited to submit comments. Offices within the Senior 

Lecturer’s Area furnished the group with a substantial amount of statistical data.   

  

The group did not consider in any detail the implications for the Scholarship 

examination of a possible college-wide introduction of a modularized course 

structure, or if the College should decide to introduce a two semester academic year. 

Clearly this latter development would influence the timing of the Scholarship 

examination.  

 

Though these possible developments were not discussed in detail, the major issue in 

our discussion was the timing of the Scholarship examination. The group also became 

acutely aware of a number of other concerns associated with the examination that the 

College ought to address. These are briefly summarised in Section B. Several aspects 

had come to attention at the time of the last major review of Scholarship in 1985, 

though since then the academic life of College has become far more complex.
1
   

                                                
1
 Foundation Scholarship: Working Party Report, 25

th
 June 1985.  
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SECTION A. THE HISTORY OF SCHOLARSHIP AND ITS ROLE IN COLLEGE 

 

Under the Foundation Charter of 1592, Scholars formed part of the body corporate 

(three Scholars were named in the charter). Until 1609 there were about 51 Scholars 

at any one time. The figure of seventy was permanently fixed in the charter of Charles 

I in 1637, at which point Trinity Monday was appointed as the day when all future 

elections to Fellowship and Scholarship would be announced (at this time Trinity 

Monday was always celebrated on the Monday after the feast of the Holy Trinity).
2
  

Up to this point all undergraduates were Scholars, but soon after 1637 the practice of 

admitting students other than Scholars commenced.
3
 

 

Until 1856 only the classical subjects were examined. The questions concerned all the 

classical authors prescribed for the entrance examination and for the undergraduate 

course up to the middle of the Junior Sophister year: so there was nothing new for the 

candidates to read, ‘but they had to submit to a very searching examination on the 

fairly lengthy list of classical texts which they were supposed by this time to have 

mastered’.
4
  The close link with the undergraduate syllabus is underlined by the 

refusal until 1856 to admit Scholars to the Library (a request for admission was 

rejected by the Board in 1842 on the grounds that Scholars should stick to their 

prescribed books and not indulge in ‘those desultory habits’ that admission to an 

extensive library would encourage
5
). During the second half of the nineteenth century 

the content of the examination gradually came to include other disciplines. 

 

Over the four hundred year life of the College the purpose and meaning of 

Scholarship has obviously been subject to considerable evolution. Nonetheless 

competition for Scholarship has always involved a searching examination, the 

implication being that successful candidates had to be of exceptional ability. Until 

relatively recent times the examination was generally taken in the Junior Sophister 

year, the main justification for this being the inadequate preparation of students on 

entering the College.  

 

                                                
2
 R.B.McDowell and D.A.Webb, Trinity College Dublin 1592-1952, An academic history (Cambridge 

1982), 3.  J.V.Luce, Trinity College Dublin, The First 400 Years (Dublin 1992), 3.  
3 Webb and McDowell, 3 
4
 Webb and McDowell, 121 

5
 Webb and McDowell, 542 
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There is no doubt that the concept of Scholarship is one of the most highly valued 

traditions of the College. Many of the College’s most distinguished alumni were 

elected Scholars (including Samuel Beckett and Ernest Walton) and the Scholars’ 

dinner, to which ‘Scholars of the decade’ are invited, forms one of the major events in 

the College calendar.  A Scholarship at Trinity College remains the most prestigious 

undergraduate award in the country, an award that has undoubtedly helped to foster 

long-lasting links between many outstanding graduates and the College. A principal 

aim of the College (as outlined in the Strategic Plan) is the pursuit of excellence: one 

of the most tangible demonstrations of this is the institution of Scholarship. 

 

SECTION B. SOME MAJOR ISSUES  

 

1. The perception of Scholarship  

As the College has expanded in size over recent years, familiarity with Scholarship 

and what it means appears to have diminished. This applies both to the undergraduate 

population and many of the teaching staff. In the latter case uncertainties about the 

meaning of Scholarship appear to have contributed to inconsistencies across College 

in the organisation and setting of papers.  

 

While everyone acknowledges that the examination should be designed to select 

students with outstanding ability, there is wide variation in how this degree of 

‘excellence’ is measured. In some areas of College, the award of a Scholarship is seen 

as a way of recognising good performers who have a thorough grasp of the syllabus; 

in others it is regarded as a way of identifying those with exceptional talent who have 

the potential to follow an academic career.
6
 In the latter case examiners seek to 

identify candidates displaying originality and flair, in other words candidates who are 

not simply masters of the textbook. Such distinctions are not, however, always easy 

to make at Senior Freshman level. There are some programmes in College where the 

nature of courses in the freshman years makes it difficult to set the type of 

challenging questions traditionally envisaged for the Scholarship examination. The 

authors of the 1985 report on Foundation Scholarship were aware of this problem, 

                                                
6  The award of Scholarship has often been seen as the first step towards an academic career, not least 

since candidates can retain their emoluments while registered as postgraduate students.  In the 

academic year 2005/06 57 Scholars were registered as postgraduates. 
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noting that ‘what seems to have happened is that a number of professional disciplines 

have incorporated Scholarship into their programmes without assimilating its 

traditional character so that the College as a whole lacks a shared conception of 

Scholarship’. 

 

2. Variations in procedures  

While the precise form of the Scholarship examination inevitably differs according to 

discipline, the differences appear to go far beyond this.
7
 As a result there are major 

inequities in the way the examination is conducted, these include variations in:  

(a) the total number of papers; 

(b) the range of material covered: in some cases only Senior Freshman work is 

examined, in others work in both freshman years.  In some disciplines the 

papers include material which is not part of the standard syllabus, with 

students needing to undertake extra prescribed reading;
8
  

(c) the contribution of continuous assessment and the inclusion of marks carried 

over from previous (annual) examinations; 

(d) the intellectual demands of the questions: in most areas the questions are 

intended to be significantly more challenging than those in the annual 

examination; there are however programmes where papers in the two 

examinations are virtually indistinguishable from each other; 

(e) the availability of preparatory guidance and tuition: in some courses, special 

tuition is available to candidates, but this is far from universal. 

Although some concern was expressed by respondents regarding variations 

across degree courses in the difficulty of satisfying the criteria for Scholarship 

(for example between single and multiple discipline courses), there is some 

doubt about the validity of this concern. In 2005, for example, nine Scholarships 

were awarded to candidates in TSM out of 38 who took the examination, a 

success rate marginally higher than that in most other areas of College. In that 

year there were 298 registered Senior Freshman students in TSM. 

 

 

                                                
7  The remarkable diversity of practice that exists within one former faculty – Health Sciences – has 

been laid out with great clarity by Dr Nick Kennedy. 
8
 An example is Clinical Speech and Language Studies;  information supplied by Dr Smith 
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3. Junior Sophister Option  

All students on the undergraduate degree register may compete for scholarship 

provided that their previous conduct has been satisfactory and that they have paid 

the current annual fee for their registered course of study.  In practice there are 

many courses where it is difficult for JS candidates to enter the examination. This 

applies especially to those taking multi-discipline courses such as TSM where 

candidates are required to take the Moderatorship examination part I two months 

later. There is also an issue as to whether it is fair or appropriate to allow students 

with an extra year’s experience in College to take an examination for which most 

candidates are Senior Freshmen. On the other hand there are disciplines where it 

is thought that the necessary aptitude for attaining Scholarship tends to emerge 

only during the Sophister years. 

 

4. Relative success rates across College 

While valid comparisons are difficult to make, there is some variation between 

faculties in the proportion of candidates for the annual examination, in the 

proportion of successful candidates and in the proportion of Scholars in each 

faculty (see Table 1).
9
  It may be noted that for the three-year period 2004-2006, 

the range in proportions of candidates was from 8.1% (Health Sciences) to 27.8% 

(Science), in proportions of successful candidates from 16.1% (Science) to 44.5% 

(Health Sciences) and in proportions of Scholars in each faculty from 2.2% 

(Social and Human Sciences) to 4.5% (Science). 

                                                
9 While available statistics do indicate some variation between academic areas, this is not as marked as 

popular opinion might suggest. A proposal made in earlier years that the number of Scholarships 

should be proportionately distributed across faculties failed to gain widespread support. 
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Table 1. Percentages of candidates, successful candidates and Scholars by 

Faculty for the three years 2004-2006
10
 

FACULTY 
% candidates for 

Schol. exam* 

% candidates 

gaining Schol. 

% Scholars in 

Faculty* 

ARTS AND 

HUMANITIES 
14.4 24.9 3.6 

SOCIAL AND HUMAN 

SCIENCES 
11.5 19.7 2.2 

ENGINEERING AND 

SYSTEMS SCIENCES 
16.4 16.5 2.7 

HEALTH SCIENCES 8.1 44.5 3.2 

SCIENCE 27.8 16.1 4.5 

MULTI-FACULTY (INCL. 

TSM) 
14.3 20.9 3.0 

All 14.6 21.3 3.1 

*as a percentage of Senior Freshman students in the Faculty, except Health Sciences which 

includes Junior Sophister figures for Medicine. 

 

5.  Failure to attract all the best students 

In some areas it is evident that some outstanding potential candidates – including 

some who have subsequently been awarded gold medals – did not enter the 

examination. In particular, despite the relatively large proportion of candidates for 

the Scholarship examination, this situation seems to arise in the Science Faculty 

where there is competitive entry into the various life science moderatorships 

because of quota restrictions. In this situation freshman students sometimes avoid 

taking the Scholarship examination in case the extra work involved will diminish 

their performance in the following annual examination. As a result the cohort of 

Scholars does not necessarily include all the most gifted undergraduates.  This 

argument was expressed quite forcefully in the 1980s.  The counter-argument, 

given in the 1985 report, emphasised that an examination seeking out those 

students who show a Scholarly interest and inclination is bound to be of ‘limited 

appeal, even among the best’ as undergraduates would find it ‘perfectly possible 

to be academically successful without developing academic ambitions’.  It is clear 

that many students, graduating with excellent results, will have opted not to sit the 

Scholarship examination due to a reluctance to engage in an excessive academic 

workload in their Senior Freshman year, or because their motivation and interest 

                                                
10

 Please note that the current faculty structure is used here for illustrative purposes even though it was 

not in effect for 03/04 and 04/05. 
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in their field of study was not aroused until their Sophister years. Of those 

students graduating with a First Class degree in Science in the 1995-2004 period, 

40% were Scholars, and of those who were awarded a gold medal, 37% were 

Scholars. 

 

6. Exemptions 

There is evidence that many students take the Scholarship examination with little 

prospect of achieving a Scholarship, their chief aim being to gain exemption from 

the annual examination and to shorten the length of the academic year.
11

 The 

common procedure whereby candidates are informed about exemption early in 

Trinity term encourages non-attendance at lectures and, by implication, creates the 

impression that course content in Trinity term is of limited importance. 

 

Opinion varies as to whether (a) exemption should be abolished altogether or (b) 

notice withheld until the end of Trinity teaching term. Another suggestion is that 

exemption should be awarded only to those who obtain a mark of 65% or over. 

 

The prospect of exemption undoubtedly provides an incentive to take the 

examination: concerns have been expressed that the abolition of exemptions could 

lead to a serious fall in the number of candidates taking the Scholarship 

examination.  

 

7.  Administration of the examination  

The preparation and organisation of the Scholarship examination is a costly and 

time consuming process. In 2006, 224 Scholarship papers were prepared.  In 

many cases individual papers are set for just one or two candidates and in the eyes 

of many staff, the effort involved seems disproportionate to the resulting benefits 

to College and students. In terms of staff time the annual cost of mounting the 

Scholarship examination is estimated to be possibly as high as €500,000 (i.e. over 

€6,000 per Scholar).
12

  

                                                
11

 In 2005 out of 383 candidates who sat the Scholarship examinations 35% were awarded exemptions 

only. This percentage is similar to that for the two previous years. 
12

This estimate is based on the estimate that a typical Scholarship paper requires effort of about 4 

academic staff days (400 euro/day) and 4 administrative staff days (200 euro/day) for the setting of the 
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8. Announcement of new Scholars on Trinity Monday 

The announcement of the new Scholars and new fellows on Trinity Monday is a 

deeply cherished event in the College calendar, and many Scholars, Fellows and 

others have expressed concern that it might be discontinued.  Were the award of 

Scholarship to be based on the Senior Freshman annual examination, as currently 

timetabled in May-June, for example, it would obviously not be possible to 

announce the new Scholars on Trinity Monday.  However, other options have 

been proposed. For example, the announcement of new Scholars could be made at 

the start of the academic year following the annual examination (perhaps in the 

first week of term).  That timing would not rule out the tradition of inviting 

“Scholars of the decade” to a Scholars dinner and, given that the Scholarships 

would have been decided well in advance of that date, it would also be possible to 

invite parents of the new Scholars to a celebration event on the same day.  The 

new Fellows dinner could still be held in May at the end of the teaching year.  

 

SECTION C. THE TIMING OF THE EXAMINATION: OPTIONS 

 

Three options were considered by the committee. In the case of Option B this 

included alternative ways of handling a Scholarship component within the annual 

examination. 

 

Option A:  Retention of the status quo: separate examination held at Easter 

 

Arguments advanced in favour: 

1. The setting of a separate examination helps to identify Scholarship as something 

exceptional; achieving Scholarship is not just the equivalent of producing an 

excellent performance in the annual examination.  A separate examination allows 

for the setting of searching and challenging questions that might be deemed 

inappropriate as an assessment of whether students had fulfilled the aims and 

objectives of a Senior Freshman course. The system of separate examinations 

allows each to test for different qualities. 

                                                                                                                                      
questions, preparing the papers, administering the examination, marking, collating the marks and 

examiners’ meetings.  
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2. The approach of students to an examination where the results will not affect their 

progression to the succeeding academic year allows for a more enterprising and 

ambitious approach to answering questions. Candidates are encouraged to think 

creatively; it is not just a question of passing an examination. 

3. The fact that the examination is optional means that students have to motivate 

themselves to undertake it. Scholarship is thus a test of academic commitment and 

determination, as well as intellectual prowess.  

4. The holding of the examination in the Easter vacation means that results can be 

announced on Trinity Monday.
13

 Any alteration in date would undermine one of 

the much cherished traditions of the College (a view put forward by a significant 

proportion of Fellows and Scholars). 

Scholars past and present have consistently emphasised the enormous personal 

meaning for them of the Trinity Monday announcements and celebrations.  

 

Arguments advanced against retaining the status quo: 

1.  The current arrangements do not necessarily attract all the best students, whereas 

all students are required to take the annual examination. 

2.  The administrative requirement is substantial and would largely be avoided if the 

Scholarship examination was linked to the annual examination. 

3. In the view of some students preparation for the Scholarship examination causes 

serious disruption of their programme of study in Hilary term. 

 

Option B: Scholarship based on the annual examination 

 

This option follows the model used for the award of gold medals, with Scholarship 

limited to those who achieve first class marks in every paper and who gain an overall 

average mark above that required for a first.  

 

Advantages: 

1.  The virtue of simplicity: no additional examination is required and no significant 

additional costs are incurred.  

2.  All potential Scholars would participate. 

                                                
13

  Note that in the past, when there were far fewer candidates, the examination was held at a date 

much closer to Trinity Monday than is currently the case. 
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3.  Problems associated with exemption would not arise. 

 

Arguments against: 

1. Current arrangements require a significant extra effort and commitment on the part 

of candidates and this constitutes part of the very achievement of Scholarship. This 

would be lost if Scholarship was awarded on the basis of the annual examination. 

2. The distinction between the Scholarship examination and the annual examination 

would become blurred.  As an optional examination, the Scholarship examination 

encourages greater enterprise and imagination, qualities which Scholarship is 

intended to foster and identify.  As an independent examination it allows for the 

setting of more searching questions. 

3. The traditional announcement of Scholars on Trinity Monday would no longer be 

possible. As a consequence Trinity Monday in its current format would lose much 

of its meaning in college life. 

 

A variant of option B. Scholarship based on the annual examination but with 

additional papers
14

 

 

This option would remove some of the disadvantages of option B mentioned above  

 

Advantages: 

1.  Additional papers would help to remove fears that the meaning of Scholarship 

would be diminished, once it ceased to be a separate examination held in the 

Easter vacation. Significant extra effort and commitment would be required of 

candidates. 

2. The setting of additional papers specially designed for Scholarship candidates (be 

they general or subject specific) would allow for the setting of more searching 

questions and accentuate the difference between the annual examination and 

Scholarship.   

 

                                                
14 This option is similar to that proposed by the Deans of the Arts Faculties in 1983. It was suggested 

that not more than two additional papers should be taken by candidates. The proposal was accepted by 

the University Council but rejected by the Fellows.  
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Disadvantages:  

1. More candidates might be tempted to enter, including those with no chance of 

success. 

2. There might be logistical problems for the Examinations Office in mounting a 

series of extra papers during the examination period. 

3. There could be serious difficulties in establishing the form and content of the 

additional papers: 

(a) If such papers related directly to the senior freshman course, then their content 

might overlap with annual examination papers, albeit at a more demanding 

level. An alternative could be to set more generalised questions not related 

directly to the SF course.  

(b) Inequities might arise between those taking multi-discipline courses and those 

following single disciplines. In the former case it might be difficult to avoid 

setting a series of additional papers. 

(c) Alternatively a general paper (or papers) might be set to cover groups of 

disciplines – for example a General paper for candidates in Arts and 

Humanities (a more radical version of this proposal is presented as Option C). 

With this proposal, however, major issues would arise with regard to the 

setting and marking of the examination: who would be charged with this 

responsibility? 

 

Option C: Examination based on one common examination consisting of one or 

two common papers, covering a range of questions bridging both the Arts and 

Sciences, taken by all candidates across all disciplines. 

 

Advantages: 

1.  Eliminates most of the inequities of the present approach. 

2.  Marks a return to the true spirit of Scholarship – one that is not narrowly focussed 

on a single discipline. 

3.  Conforms to the vision of undergraduate education as laid down at the time of the 

establishment of the Broad Curriculum.  

4.  The issue of exemption would not arise. 
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Disadvantages: 

There would be major logistical problems in deciding the type of questions to be set, 

and in allocating responsibility for setting and marking questions. 

 

SECTION D. MODULARISATION AND TERM STRUCTURE 

 

The committee was not tasked with considering the implications of any changes to 

the term structure or the introduction of modular courses.  However, either of these 

developments might have implications for the examination for Scholarship and 

announcement of successful candidates: 

1.  The introduction of a two semester year without an ‘Easter’ vacation would 

effectively preclude the current practice of holding examinations in March, which 

is necessary if results are to be ready in time for announcement on Trinity 

Monday.  

2.  A modular system that allowed for greater freedom of student choice could create 

logistical problems in requiring a considerably extended examination period.  In 

such circumstances there might be no alternative to integrating the Scholarship 

examination with the annual examination.  

 

SECTION E. INTERIM RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

It is apparent that not all staff and students are fully apprised of the purpose of 

Scholarship, the Scholarship examination, and the qualities expected of successful 

candidates. Thus some exceptional students who ultimately win a Gold Medal will 

not have put themselves forward for the Scholarship examination. Moreover, a 

diversity of methods of examination for Scholarship has evolved over time and there 

is a need to ensure greater equivalence of criteria for the award of Scholarship 

between disciplines. Furthermore, the process as it stands encourages some students 

to present as candidates for the Scholarship examination with the exclusive goal of 

gaining exemption from their annual examination. The granting of exemption in turn 

may encourage a lack of commitment to the work of Trinity Term. Finally, 

considerable resources are devoted to the process of examination for Scholarship in 

its current form and it is with a view to the possible reduction of the level of resource 

requirement that other possible models of examination have been reviewed. 
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1. At the start of Hilary term each year the Senior Lecturer’s Office should issue a 

brief statement to all members of the teaching staff outlining the purpose of the 

Scholarship examination and the qualities expected from successful candidates.  

2. At the start of Hilary term each year the Senior Lecturer’s Office should issue a 

statement (via email) to undergraduates outlining the history and ethos of 

Scholarship and explaining the qualities to which potential candidates should 

aspire.  

3. Those responsible for each discipline / course of study should be required to issue a 

statement explaining how their approach to the examination succeeds in 

identifying the qualities associated with Scholarship. 

4. If the present arrangements for the examination are continued, College should 

determine a maximum and minimum number of papers to be taken by each 

candidate.  

5. If the timing of the examination remains unchanged, consideration should be given 

as to whether exemption from annual examinations (a) should be abolished 

altogether or (b) not announced until the end of Trinity teaching term. 

Consideration should also be given to whether exemption should be awarded only 

to those who achieve a mark of at least 65%. 

6.  Opinion in College is divided on the issue of basing the award of Scholarship on 

performance in the annual examinations.  It is desirable that any change to the 

Scholarship procedures should have the broadest level of support among staff and 

students in College.  We propose to have a period of about one term of more 

structured and widespread consultation and discussion in the College.  This will 

be facilitated by placing this report and all the associated documents on a College 

website to which comments and suggestions may be posted.  We also request that 

Council, the Heads of School Committee and all other relevant College 

committees should consider the report.  The Scholarship working group would 

welcome their views before proceeding further with its deliberations. 

 

Professor James Lunney 

Chairperson 

Working Group on Scholarship 

13 Nov. 2006 


