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1. Introduction  
 

Education and Training Boards (ETBs) are currently patrons of over 270 post-primary and 14 Community 

National Schools. They have a long-established history of providing high quality and inclusive education 

opportunities for the communities they serve. Schools under the patronage of ETBs have become the school 

of choice in the areas they serve and are known for their academic excellence, while at the same time 

maintaining an ethic of care for all students. There is a growing demand in Ireland for the state to provide 

alternatives to single-denominational schools. There is also a growing demand for publicly-managed services 

in key areas such as health and education. Currently, the vast majority of primary schools (96%) and over 

half of post-primary schools are publicly-funded but privately-managed. ETB schools answer both the 

demand for multidenominational education and publicly-managed schools and are therefore a unique 

patron with much to offer the communities they serve.  

As well as carrying out their duties as patrons, ETBs provide educational and administrative support to 

schools. These include advice, support and training to principals and Boards of Management (BoM) and 

administrative supports in HR, IT, Finance and Buildings. The combination of public-management, excellent 

supports and an inclusive ethos sets Ireland’s state schools apart from those under the patronage of private 

bodies. Irwin (2017) argues that as the only state patron of schools in the Republic of Ireland, ETBs are 

especially well placed to model an approach to education and schooling that is authentically democratic and 

pluralist. However, he contends that there are certain distinctive challenges in this endeavour which will be 

unpacked throughout this report.   

One of the most contested and complex areas of educational and school practice in the twenty-first century 

is the question of characteristic spirit and values (Irwin, 2017 – Appendix 1). The Education Act (1998) gives 

the patron the “ultimate responsibility for school values and the ‘characteristic spirit’ of the school” 

(O’Flaherty et al., 2017, p.1). In defining the concept, Section 15 (2) (b) of the Education Act states that the 

characteristic spirit is “determined by the cultural, educational, religious, social, linguistic and spiritual values 

and traditions which inform and are characteristic of the objectives and conduct of the school…”.  

The VEC/ETB sector has been considering the question of core values and characteristic spirit for a number 

of years. This started with a series of John-Marcus O’Sullivan conferences which began in 2011. Arising out 

of these conferences, the University of Limerick (UL) was commissioned to carry out an extensive piece of 

research looking at the question of characteristic spirit in ETB schools.  

Following on from this, a ‘Religion and Diversity Task Group’ was established in ETBI with representatives 

from over half of the ETBs on the group at either Director of Schools or Chief Executive (CE) level. The work 

of this group was supported by an Educational and Policy Development Officer in ETBI. To date, the work of 

this group has centred around the development and delivery of a core values review process across the ETB 

sector, which is the basis for this report. 

The purpose of this report is to outline to the ETB sector and the Department of Education and Skills (DES) 

the following: 

1. The rationale for the core values review  

2. The structure of the core values review process 
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3. Key findings from the review  

4. Recommendations  
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2. Rationale for a Core Values Review 
 

2.1 Introduction  

Over recent decades, Ireland has experienced major cultural, religious, political and demographic changes 

(NCCA, 2005; Irwin, 2010; Bryan and Bracken, 2011; Coolahan, Hussey and Kilfeather, 2012; Faas, Smith and 

Darmody, 2018). According to Faas, Smith and Darmody (2018, p. 458) the educational sector has a crucial 

role to play “to ensure harmonious relationships irrespective of cultural, linguistic and religious differences”. 

Schools under the patronage of ETBs have particular responsibilities in respect of the ‘common good’ 

(McCormack et al., 2018, p. 16).  

As state schools, ETB schools are open to all pupils regardless of any aspect of their identity. Although the 

characteristic spirit is not based on one religious/belief tradition, there is no such thing as a value-neutral 

school  (McLaughlin, 1994; Kieran, 2015; O’Connell, 2015). Therefore, there is a need for the sector to 

identify and live out a coherent set of core values. In arriving at these core values, it is important for ETBs as 

public bodies to be cognisant of their Equality and Human Rights Public Duty. This requires ETB schools, as 

schools under the patronage of a public body, to uphold their human rights and equality obligations. Section 

42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act (2014) states that a public body shall, in the 

performance of its functions have regard to the need to eliminate discrimination, promote equality of 

opportunity and treatment of its staff and the persons to whom it provides services and protect the human 

rights of its members, staff and the persons to whom it provides services.  

2.2 The Question of Values  

In addition, the competitive nature of the Irish education system requires patrons to be very clear in relation 

to the core values and characteristic spirit that distinguish their schools from other school types. According 

to O’Flaherty, Liddy and McCormack (2018), prior to the Education Act (1998) there was no onus on the then 

VEC sector to consider its characteristic spirit. However, the Education Act (1998) requires patrons to clearly 

set out their characteristic spirit. Twenty years later, the ETB sector has yet to provide a clear articulation of 

this. The absence of such a guiding statement of values has resulted in schools being left “to form their own 

schools-specific values and traditions” (Liddy, O’Flaherty and McCormack, 2018, p. 11). The lack of coherent 

and consistent values and practices across the schools in the sector has led to difficultly in articulating what 

the ETB school sector is about at both local and national level. Another issue for the sector is that the vast 

majority of ETB schools are currently listed on the DES Patron’s Register as ‘Interdenominational’. ETB 

schools being listed in this way has led to confusion amongst the public and in the media as it has been 

claimed that areas serviced by ETB schools do not have a ‘multidenominational’ option at post-primary level. 

Addressing this confusion has been problematic for ETBs and ETBI as in some instances there is a lack of 

clarity as to whether these schools are de jure ‘multidenominational’ but de facto Catholic. An additional 

barrier to ETBs/ETBI promoting these schools as ‘multidenominational’, both locally and in the media is that 

many ETB schools are called after Catholic saints. 

 O’Connell (2015, p. 203) argues that “within any school there are horizons of significance against which our 

actions, attitudes and beliefs are affirmed, questioned or criticised”. These ‘horizons of significance’ are set 
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out in the core values and characteristic spirit of the school which in Ireland is the responsibility of the patron. 

In the absence of a clear articulation of ETB school core values ETB board members, teachers, school leaders 

and Boards of Management do not have a clearly established set of values that they themselves are required 

to subscribe to and hold other members of the school community accountable for subscribing to also. 

Another issue, according to O’Flaherty, Liddy and McCormack (2018, p. 53), is that in the absence of a clear 

statement in relation to values, schools are left in a vacuum which “could be potentially filled by negative or 

exclusionary values”. Reassuringly, the authors acknowledge that currently this is not the case and that 

schools have filled this vacuum with positive values. They found that in practice there was a strong sense of 

shared values across the ETB schools involved in the research under the themes of equality, respect, and 

democratic participation. The research also found strong evidence of religious and moral education. 

2.3 Designated Schools  

In Ireland, there is no agreed definition of the terms ‘denominational’, ‘multidenominational’ or ‘non-

denominational’ (McGrady, 2013). Although all ETB schools are described as ‘multidenominational’ by the 

Department of Education and Skills (DES) and successive Ministers for Education and Skills, the research 

carried out by U.L. found that ETB schools have “a wide range of attitudes to and arrangements for religion 

and Religious Education” (Liston et al., 2016, p.4). This is further complicated by the fact that approximately 

26% of ETB schools are ‘designated schools’ with legally binding model agreements or deeds of trust which 

guarantee certain provisions for Catholic children (in the majority of cases) in relation to Religious Instruction 

and worship. These schools are still defined by the DES as ‘multidenominational’1. There are a small number 

of ‘designated’ schools in partnership with ‘Educate Together’ and ‘Scoil Sinead’ which also have agreements 

in relation to the place of religion/beliefs2 and Religious Education in the school.  

Some new schools were established as ‘designated’ schools as it was felt at that time that a joint 

arrangement between the VEC/ETB sector and various Church bodies/Educate Together/Scoil Sinead was 

the best fit for the communities where the new school was to be established. Most ‘designated’ schools, 

however, came about through the amalgamation of a number of vocational and church-run schools in an 

area. The agreements drawn up in this process in relation to governance and ethos were negotiated at a 

time when the VEC/ETB sector did not have clearly defined core values or a coherent position on the place 

of religion in their schools. This led to these agreements being more influenced by the other trustee partners3 

in relation to these matters. As a result, there is a question as to whether these schools can be described as 

‘multidenominational’. Although these schools are open to all children regardless of their religious or belief 

identity, the existing agreements either make provisions for one particular group in relation to Religious 

Instruction and worship (schools with a Catholic trustee partner) or remove Religious Education and 

celebrations from the school altogether (schools with Educate Together as trustee partner).  

 

 

 

                                                           
1 https://www.education.ie/en/Press-Events/Speeches/2016-Speeches/SP2016-05-18.html 
2 Beliefs in this report refers to non-religious worldview such as atheism, humanism etc. 
3 There needs to be clarity on whether ‘trustee partner’ is the correct terminology to be used in this context.  
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2.4 Non-Designated Schools  

The vast majority of ETB schools are under the sole patronage of ETBs. Therefore, it is important that the 

sector has a clear understanding of what the term ‘multidenominational’ means in this context.  The U.L. 

research found that even in many ‘non-designated’4 ETB schools, Catholic practices were largely normalised 

within the life of the school. There are many reasons why these schools developed these practices. Many of 

them were established at a time or geographical area where Ireland had very little religious diversity and 

therefore providing Christian-centric services and education met the needs of the local community. There 

was also a perception in communities that religious-run schools were more ‘academic’ than the ‘non-

religious’ schools which were seen as more vocational in nature. To overcome this perception, many VEC 

schools adopted an ethos similar to the religious-run schools in the locality. However, Ireland’s more recent 

experiences of religious plurality along with the ETBs own development in its understanding of itself being a 

state model of education “challenges the previously unquestioned monopoly of Christianity in addressing 

questions of meaning and value” (O’Flaherty, Liddy and McCormack, 2018, p. 47).  McCormack et al. (2018, 

p. 13) now question how the ETB sector can juxtapose ‘inclusion’ as a “core dimension of the characteristic 

spirit for non-designated schools, within a context where one religion is frequently given greater recognition 

than other (or no) religions”. 

Although issues in relation to clarity and consistency around core values and the place of religions and beliefs 

could be perceived as less complex to work through in ‘non-designated’ ETB schools which do not have 

legally binding model agreements with any other body, this has not been achieved to date. Circulars 73/74, 

4/79, 13/18 and 62/18 (see summary in Appendix 2) complicate matters for ‘non-designated’ schools as 

similar to the model agreements and deeds of trust for ‘designated schools’ they make provisions for 

Religious Instruction and worship within the school day. Circulars 13/18 and 62/18 have not explicitly stated 

that they supersede the previous circulars in key areas such as time allocation for Religious Instruction, the 

role of the ‘competent religious authority’ and the provisions for religious worship for one group in a state 

‘non-designated’ school.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 The term ‘non-designated’ is not a recognised term at school level across all ETBs. However, in the absence of an agreed 
alternative term, ‘non-designated’ will be used in this report to describe ETB schools with no Deeds of Trust or Model 
Agreements with other stakeholders.  
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2.5 Community National Schools  

Since 2016, ETBs are also the patrons of ‘Community National Schools’ (CNS) at primary level. The CNS model 

was established in 2008 and until 2016 was under the patronage of the Minister for Education and Skills. 

Although there are currently only 14 CNSs under the patronage of 5 ETBs, it is hoped that all ETBs will 

eventually be patrons of CNSs in their area. As a new model of primary education under state patronage, 

CNSs have developed a clear understanding of their characteristic spirit which is built on the core values of 

‘Excellence in Education’; ‘Multidenominational’; ‘Equality-Based’ and ‘Community Focused’. These are 

clearly articulated in the CNS Patron’s Framework. 

 

Table 1 – Core Values of ETB Community National Schools 

 In Ireland although all primary schools teach the same curriculum, each patron has a ‘Patron’s Programme’ 

which underpins the ethos or core values of the school.  The ETB Patron’s Programme for Community 

National Schools is called ‘Goodness Me! Goodness You!’ (GMGY). It is a multi-belief and values education 

curriculum. The GMGY curriculum aims to enable each child to develop: 

 • A confident and positive sense of self and group identity, as well as a sense of belonging, while having 

respect for, and understanding of, the identity and belonging of others.  

• An understanding of their own and other’s values and in doing so develop as an individual and as a social 

being and contribute to the good of society. 

 • Their psychological and emotional wellbeing and a positive outlook through critical, creative, collaborative 

and caring thinking and participation in philosophical inquiry, dialogue and reflection.  

• An understanding of the diversity of the beliefs that inform their own and other people’s ways of living and 

respect and appreciate people’s right to express their beliefs 

The combination of both the Patron’s Framework and the GMGY curriculum strive to ensure that all 

students’ identities are acknowledged and celebrated without preferencing one over the other. Although 

CNSs are located in diverse contexts in both urban and rural settings, the schools cater for the needs of their 

communities within the parameters set out by these core values and the curriculum. The experiences of the 

ETB sector in arriving at this clear understanding of a state multidenominational primary school may prove 

particularly useful when looking at the sector as a whole.  
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2.6 Recent Developments  

Finally, a number of recent developments have reiterated the need for this work to be prioritised. Examples 

of these are as follows: 

 In 2018, in the absence of a clear policy on the  

 place of religions and beliefs in ETB schools, the Department of Education (DES) issued two Circulars (CL 

0013 and CL 0062/18) in relation to Religious Instruction and Worship in ETB schools.  

 In 2018, four ETBs competed for new post-primary schools. The results of these competitions were very 

disappointing for the ETB sector. Although there are many reasons for the results, one may be a lack of 

clarity and consistency in relation to the core values of the ETB sector 

 ETBs and ETB schools are increasingly receiving requests for clarity and information in relation to these 

issues from students, parents and other bodies e.g. Atheist Ireland 

  

https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0013_2018.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0013_2018.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0062_2018.pdf
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3. The Core Values Review Process 
 

3.1 Introduction  

In light of the issues outlined in the rationale for the core values review, one of the key recommendations of 

the UL Review was that ETBI should “develop a clear and succinct guidance framework for characteristic 

spirit….outlining the relationship with ethos, mission, religion etc.” (Liston et al., 2017, p. 7) 

The ETBI Religion and Diversity Task Group was established to progress the recommendations made by the 

research.  One of the core tasks of this group was overseeing a ‘Core Values Review’. 

In October 2017, the Religion and Diversity Task Group organised the sector’s first ‘Patron’s Day’. This was 

an opportunity for the executive from each ETB to discuss its future as patrons of a significant number of 

primary and post-primary schools.  

Key Questions Posed at ETBI Patrons’ Day (Summary Responses in Appendix 4) 

 What are advantages of staying as we are currently? 

 What are the consequences of staying as we are? 

 What opportunities does being ‘multidenominational’ (as defined in the workshop) bring to the 

sector? 

 What challenges does this bring? How can they be overcome? 

 Any other comments  

 

The day concluded with a clear mandate from the sector to roll out a core values review with school leaders 

across all ETBs.  

3.2 Purpose of the Review  

The purpose of the review was to: 

1. consider the possibility of a set of agreed values for all ETB schools and why this might 

be necessary 

2. (a) To review the current values as stated in the mission statements of ETB schools 

    (b) To tease out the distinguishing features of what ETB schools stand for both Community 

Colleges/Vocational Schools and designated Community Colleges 

    (c) To identify the challenging areas for school leaders, BOMs and the ETB itself. 

3. To consider in particular the question of religions and beliefs, the place of Religious 

Education in our schools in order to arrive at a set of core values that are coherent,  

complement each and can guide whole school development in particular the development 

of  policies and practices. 
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The ultimate goal of the process is the development of an ETB Patron’s Framework that will clearly articulate 

the core values of the ETB sector and what is meant by them. Although schools will need to reflect the needs 

of their local communities, this framework will set the broad parameters within which this happens. Once 

the framework and supporting documentation is written and agreed by the CE Forum, discussions can 

commence as to how the framework can be implemented in ‘designated’ schools.  

ETBI’s Educational Policy and Development Officer rolled out the first phase of the Core Values Review 

Process from June 2018-January 2019. This consisted of conducing two distinct workshops with school 

leaders in all 16 ETBs. The principals from all ETB schools participated in the workshops and in many ETBs 

deputy principals also took part.  

3.3 The Process 

Workshop 1 looked at the core values of ETB schools in general. Participants were brought through a process 

of critiquing the core values of their schools. They also had an opportunity to look at the core values currently 

expressed (and not expressed) on their school websites, vision and mission statements etc. Workshop 1 

concluded with each ETB choosing 5 core values that they would like to see reflected in the Patron’s 

Framework. Participants wrote ‘Statements of Effective Practice’ in relation to the core values identified.  

Workshop 2 specifically looked at the place of religions and beliefs in our schools. It provided an opportunity 

for participants to reflect on where religions/beliefs are evident in the life of the school. The workshop 

defined what is meant by the terms ‘non-denominational’, ‘multidenominational’ and ‘denominational’ and 

school leaders were asked to identify where their schools were on that spectrum. The workshop concluded 

with a discussion on what aspects of their schools were ‘multidenominational’ (as defined in the workshop) 

and what practices/policies currently undermined claims of being ‘multidenominational’.  
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4. Key Findings from Workshop 1   
 

4.1 Introduction  

Overall, there was an overwhelming amount of evidence of excellent practices in relation to core values 

across all ETBs. School leaders gave numerous examples of how their schools catered effectively for students 

from all backgrounds, abilities and beliefs. There was a consistent commitment to inclusion and equality for 

all students. However, there was a clear absence of a consistent language to articulate what the core values 

of the sector are.  

Key Questions asked in Workshop 1 

 How is the question of core values relevant to your role as school leaders? 

 What core values guide the work and life in your school? How were these arrived at? 

 Are you confident that all members of the school community understand and adhere to the core 

values of the school? 

 What core values are expressed on your websites? 

 What 5 core values would you like to see reflected in the national ETB Patron’s Framework? 

 What statements of effective practice describe the core values identified?  

 

4.2 Overall Reactions of Participants  

With only a few exceptions, the vast majority of school leaders immediately welcomed this work. They 

appreciated the opportunity to discuss the issues presented and agreed that this work should be a priority 

for the sector. In the few instances where there was an initial feeling that questions of core values were 

irrelevant to them and their schools, it became apparent to them as the workshop progressed that this work 

was very relevant to their contexts.  

Most groups expressed that although there were many examples of good practice in relation to core values 

in their schools, they struggled to articulate them coherently and succinctly. They had very little confidence 

that staff members, members of boards of management, parents or students are currently able to explain 

the core values and characteristic spirit of the school in a consistent way.  

Although the majority of participants agreed in principle to the need for an overarching core values 

framework, some questioned whether a common core values framework would be able to be implemented 

in all schools, considering the wide variety of contexts they operate in. These participants were reassured 

that schools would still be charged with the responsibility for devising their own vision and mission 

statements in consultation with their school communities but that any such statements would need to be in 

line with the core values framework.  

Many felt that having a core values framework would provide clarity to the school community about how 

decisions are made in relation to some of the more sensitive issues that arise in schools. It would make it 

clearer to everyone that these decisions were not simply the opinion of the principal. This is seen as 

important as many principals reported that currently they have to rely on their own judgement and opinions 

when navigating the many ‘dilemmas’ that present themselves in schools.  
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4.3 Core Values as Expressed on School Websites   

One of the purposes of the core values review was to look at what schools currently stated in relation to 

core values in their vision and mission statements and on their websites. Prior to working with the ETB, the 

facilitator visited every school website and wrote down the core values as they were expressed. A ‘Wordle’ 

(see examples in Table 1) was then created where the most frequently used core values were in larger font 

size and less frequently used in smaller font size.  

The key findings from this exercise are as follows: 

 Many ETB schools have very high-quality websites with a vast amount of relevant information for 

parents, students and interested stakeholders. 

 There is a wide range amongst schools on how much is stated about the core values of the school on 

the websites. 

 A small minority of schools have yet to develop a school website.  

 Vision and mission statements on websites were often not reflective of the core values expressed by 

school leaders during the workshops. Many principals reported that these statements have not been 

revised in quite some time.  

 Some schools are completely silent on their websites on matters related to core values or the place 

of religion in their schools. 

 There is a wide variety of terminology used across schools within ETBs to describe the characteristic 

spirit of the school e.g. ‘non-denominational’, ‘Christian’, ‘multidenominational’ (see Table.2). Some 

schools used these terms together e.g. “This is a multidenominational school underpinned by 

Christian values”.  

 Although some schools only used the term ‘multidenominational’ on their websites, practices within 

the school were inconsistent with that description and were more Christian in nature than 

‘multidenominational’. 

 Some schools still refer to ‘VECs’ as their patrons on websites. 

 In some ETBs, the schools were not identifiable as having any affiliation with the ETB from their 

websites. This is also the case in a number recent national media stories emerging from ETB schools.  

 Some schools which were ‘multidenominational’ in practice (as discovered through the workshops) 

are named after saints which may give the impression of being a denominational school. 
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Table 2 – Examples of Wordles from ETB Schools’ Websites 
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4.4 Mixed self-perceptions  

Although many ETB schools are over-subscribed and are the school of choice in their area, many others 

described the negative perception the local community have of the school. Some referred to this as the 

‘legacy of the Tech’. Before presenting the Wordle at the workshops, participants were asked to describe 

the core values of their schools in words or phrases. The vast majority of participants listed words like 

‘inclusion’, ‘diversity’, ‘care’, ‘full-potential’ which were reflective of the high priority given to the inclusion 

of all pupils in the school. However, participants were less likely to  describe the high standards in teaching 

and learning in their schools when discussing core values. This was consistent with the absence of any 

reference to Excellence in Education also found in the U.L. Research (Table 3).  

Some principals themselves displayed a deficit view of the sector in terms of academic excellence with one 

stating “we have to accept that ETB schools are not the schools of choice” and another retelling a story from 

a staff meeting where a teacher claimed that “our school is for the plumbers and mechanics of the 

community while St. _____ is for the doctors and lawyers”. Many felt that the sector is perceived as being 

‘inclusive’ at the expense of ‘excellence’ and that other sectors were known for ‘excellence’ at the cost of 

inclusion. 

A major theme emerging from the workshops across the country was an aspiration for the sector to have 

both ‘Excellence in Education’ and ‘Inclusion/Equality’ as core values in equal measure. It is important to 

note that once probed, many principals reported that their schools while being inclusive of all children, have 

very high academic achievements.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 – Core Values Identified by Participants in UL Research 

4.5 Perceptions of the ETB as patron 

There was evidence in most workshops of the need for ETBs to play a much stronger role in supporting 

schools under their patronage in matters related to core values and characteristic spirit. Some schools had 

recently revisited their vision and mission statements but did not consider contacting the ETB for guidance 

or support. Newer schools also expressed their difficulties in arriving at such statements but did not see the 

ETB as a source of support in relation to this work.  
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However, other evidence suggested that this is not the case in all ETBs. Directors of Schools in some ETBs 

have the question of core values and characteristic spirit as a standing agenda item at Principals’ Meetings. 

Apart from the evidence from workshops, there has been a general increase in queries from ETBs to ETBI 

seeking support in answering queries from their schools in relation to these matters which would suggest 

that schools are beginning to engage with ETBs on such issues.  

There were also some examples of ETB schools purposefully distancing themselves from the ETB sector in 

the branding of their school. They did not use the ETB logo on their websites, headed paper, school signage 

or promotional materials. When probed about this, many claimed that the decision to brand their school as 

a stand-alone school rather than associate it with the ETB scheme was due to previous mis-conceptions 

about VECs in their locality. There was little acknowledgment of the role of the ETB as the corporate body 

and the importance on the school community having clarity in relation to that.  

 

4.6 Core Values arrived at during the Workshop 1 

Many core values were presented to participants throughout the course of Workshop 1 between the ETB-

wide Wordle, UL research, Community National Schools and the ones expressed throughout the workshop. 

Through a placemat activity and summary exercise, each ETB put forward 5 core values they would like to 

see reflected in the overall core values framework.  

A summary of these core values can be seen below (Table 4) 
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Table 4 – Summary of Core Values Arrived at in Workshop 1 
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5. Key Findings from Workshop 2 
 

5.1 Introduction  

Overall, participants engaged honestly and enthusiastically with this workshop. The question of the place of 

religions and beliefs has become more and more prevalent across all ETBs in recent years. Many principals 

reported that they were being asked questions in relation to the place of religion in their schools more 

frequently in recent years. Others reported that this question has not yet arisen for them. However, there 

was a general acceptance that this was an important question to consider for all schools. Considering the 

changing demographics and trends in relation to religious/belief diversity, clarity in this area is needed.  

Key Questions asked in Workshop 2 

 How are religions/beliefs currently catered for in your school?  

 What is said on your school websites about the approaches taken to religions and beliefs in your 

school? 

 What do you think the terms ‘non-denominational’, ‘denominational’, ‘multidenominational’ 

mean? 

 Are you clear whether Religious Education or Religious Instruction is being taught in the school? 

Is the approach consistent amongst teachers?  

 

After these terms were defined according to academic literature the following questions were asked: 

 Where would you place your school on the spectrum between non-denominational ------ 

Multidenominational -------- Denominational  

 Why are you placing your school there? 

 Have your schools always been located there? If not, what changed the position? How were 

changes received by the school community? 

 What practices/policies in your school align with being a ‘multidenominational’ school (as 

defined in the workshop)? 

 What practices/policies in your school are counter to claims of being ‘multidenominational’ (as 

defined in the workshop)? 

 

5.2 Diversity of Attitudes and Practices within and between ETBs  

Participants were generally surprised by the diversity of responses to the initial question in Workshop 2 

which asked “How are the religious/belief aspect of students’ identities currently catered for in your 

school?”. Responses to this question corresponded with the U.L. research’s findings that concluded that ETB 

schools have “a wide range of attitudes to and arrangements for religion and Religious Education” (Liston et 

al., 2016, p.4). This diversity was not between ETBs only but within ETBs. All ETBs, both urban and rural, were 

similarly diverse in how their schools identified on the ‘denominational’, ‘multidenominational’, ‘non-

denominational’ spectrum.  



 

18 
 

Schools within the same ETB used a number of terms on their websites to describe themselves (see examples 

in Table 2). Some school websites described the school as ‘multidenominational’, however practices 

described throughout the workshop demonstrated that this was not necessarily the case. Other school 

websites were silent on this issue. Most participants acknowledged that this diversity in practice was 

undesirable.  

Many principals reported dealing with instances of ideological differences within the school community in 

relation to the place of religion in their schools. These often occurred between staff members and 

management, students and staff and staff and parents. In the absence of clear policy in relation to these 

questions, differences in opinions around what form whole-school celebrations should take e.g. graduation 

celebrations, were often resolved through plebiscite type arrangements. Some principals reported being 

satisfied with these arrangements as they were an example of ‘student-voice’ being exercised. However, it 

also raised questions in the workshops as to whether such practices were ‘majoritarian’ in nature. There 

were other examples of students expressing a desire to move towards more multidenominational 

celebrations but teachers or parents expressing a different opinion and vice versa. In other instances, it was 

reported that the approaches to religions and beliefs depended on the principals’ own attitudes and personal 

beliefs or those of some dominant teachers.  

Overall, school leaders felt that they were often left to mediate between the differences in opinions 

expressed. When asked, they were unsure whether or not their patron would have the same view on the 

decisions made at school level in relation to these issues.  Many expressed dissatisfaction that they felt they 

had to make the final call on such matters. Although a small minority of participants said that they were 

happy with the status-quo, many expressed the need for strong leadership from the patron in clarifying how 

schools should address these issues.  

In relation to the definitions provided in the workshops of the terms ‘denominational’, 

‘multidenominational’ and ‘non-denominational’, the majority of schools self-identified as 

‘multidenominational’. However, once probed, it became apparent that many schools had a mixture 

between Christian-centric practices or non-denominational practices e.g. no religious symbols or 

celebrations involving any aspect of religion. In most instances, the status of the school in terms of 

‘designated’ or ‘non-designated’ had little bearing on where the principals located their schools. This finding 

is consistent with the U.L. research which found that more ‘non-designated’ schools spoke about 

‘Christian/Catholic’ values than ‘designated’ (see Table 3). 

There was a general appetite amongst participants to move towards the multidenominational space. 

However, a minority of participants in many ETBs claimed that schools ought to reflect their majority Catholic 

communities in the celebrations in the school. The majority of principals, however, expressed a desire to be 

multidenominational. Although some expressed concern over the practicalities of ‘celebrating’ all religions 

and beliefs equally as opposed to just not acknowledging them (non-denominational), most agreed that with 

adequate support and CPD, these challenges could be overcome.  
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5.3 Religious Education and Religious Instruction  

The vast majority of schools offer Religious Education in some form or another. Most principals were very 

clear that their schools provided Religious Education and not Religious Instruction. However, some others 

reported that it could depend on the teacher as to whether there was a bias towards one religion in the 

curriculum or not. There was a wide range of practices in relation to the provision of Religious Education in 

terms of the following: 

 Whether it is timetabled or not 

 The amount of periods per week 

 Whether it is compulsory or an option  

 Whether it is offered as an exam subject or not 

 The qualifications of teachers of Religious Education  

 The years to which it is delivered e.g. Many timetabled RE classes from 1st to 3rd year but not in senior 

years 

 Opt-out arrangements  

 Whether they implemented recent circulars or not 5 

Many reported that the term ‘Religious Education’ causes confusion for some parents and students who 

associate it with ‘faith formation’ which most experienced in primary school.  

5.4 Multidenominational or Multi-Belief? Descriptor or Core Value? 

Although the core value of being ‘multidenominational’ or ‘multi-belief’ did not emerge as part of the core 

values put forward by ETBs during workshop 1, participants accepted the fact that the Patron’s Framework 

would have to address this aspect of our schools. Some also questioned whether ‘multidenominational’ 

was a core value at all. They felt that the term was more of a generic term to describe the sector. They felt 

that while the term ‘multidenominational’ should be defined and clarified in terms of practices in ETB 

schools, it should not be listed as a core value. 

In addition, many participants questioned the appropriateness of the term ‘multidenominational’ as they 

perceived it as being a term used to describe schools which cater for children from religious backgrounds 

only. Many suggested that the term ‘multi-belief’ would be a more inclusive term for children of both 

religious and non-religious worldviews.  

5.5 Non-Designated Schools 

The term ‘non-designated’ is not used at school level in any ETB with some principals and deputy principals 

not recognising the term at all. Overall, from practices described throughout Workshop 2, it was difficult to 

distinguish between a ‘designated’ and a ‘non-designated’ school in terms of approaches to religions and 

beliefs. Many of these schools, although very clear in relation to Religious Education catering for all children 

equally, had cultural practices with a Christian focus e.g. graduation masses, symbols from the Catholic faith 

only, visits from Catholic religious representatives.  

                                                           

 5 Circulars (CL 0013 and CL 0062/18) in relation to Religious Instruction and Worship in ETB schools.  

 

https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0013_2018.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0062_2018.pdf
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This was not the case in all ETBs. A significant minority of ‘non-designated’ schools did not have a ‘bias’ 

towards one religion or another. However, in these schools there was a wide variety of practices in relation 

to how the ‘multidenominational’ aspect of the school was lived out. In terms of celebrations, school events 

and symbols around the school, many of these schools identified more with the ‘non-denominational’ 

definitions presented at the workshop.  

5.5.1 Role of Diocesan Advisor and ‘Chaplin’ in Non-Designated Schools  

The majority of ‘non-designated’ schools reported that the local Diocesan Advisor (DA) visited the school to 

meet the principal or R.E. teachers or both. The frequency of such visits depended largely on the DA. Many 

reported that the DA looked for evidence of the amount of R.E. classes per week that were on the timetable. 

They also offered advice to R.E. teachers in terms of content. It was also reported that some DAs provide 

CPD for Religious Education teachers within their geographical area and invite ETB R.E. teachers to attend. 

In the absence of alternative CPD options, R.E. teachers often attended these CPD opportunities. Some ETB 

schools reported being sent surveys by DAs seeking information on the names and qualifications of RE 

teachers, numbers of periods per week of RE etc. Many questioned the purpose of these surveys and the 

appropriateness of them being sent to ‘non-designated’ schools. 

Some ‘non-designated’ schools described the role the Chaplin played in their school. On probing, it became 

clear that these were not employees of the ETB but local parish workers who played an active role in 

supporting the school at significant time of year in the Christian calendar e.g. Ash Wednesday, Christmas etc. 

Many principals expressed a concern about the lack of clarity in relation to the roles that the DA or local 

parish workers should play in their schools. Many questioned the appropriateness of one religious group 

having more access to their schools over others. There was a strong demand for these roles to be clarified 

at both local and national level.  

 

5.6 Designated Schools 

 

In relation to ‘designated’ schools, there was a wide variety of adherence to the terms of ‘model 

agreements’. Schools within some ETBs were far more cognisant of the terms of the agreements than schools 

in other ETBs. This largely depended on the number of ‘designated’ schools within a scheme. Schools in ETBs 

with higher numbers of ‘designated’ schools appeared to be more aware of the implications of the model 

agreements than ETBs with fewer ‘designated’ schools.  

The majority of principals of these schools described their schools having a Catholic ethos. This was also 

apparent on many of their school websites. While many principals were happy that this ethos was the 

appropriate one for their communities, a significant minority did not share that view. These principals 

expressed concerns in relation to a number of issues: 

5.6.1 Expectations around the number of Religious (Instruction/Education) 

classes per week 

Most model agreements require three periods or two hours of ‘Religious Instruction’ per week. This has been 

interpreted as ‘Religious Education’ in most schools. That said, many principals felt that this amount of 
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Religious Education was exceptionally difficult to provide giving the competing pressures they are under 

when timetabling.  

Principals expressed concern over the expectation around the provision of ‘Religious Instruction’ for Catholic 

students as set out in the model agreements. Although schools have themselves decided to deliver Religious 

Education in the vast majority of cases, many principals in ‘designated’ schools reported that their schools 

are under closer inspection from the trustee partners/co-trustees? in relation to such matters. There was 

also confusion over whether the new Junior Cycle NCCA Religious Education curriculum will satisfy the 

‘Religious Instruction’ requirements of the model agreements. Many of these schools offer Religious 

Education as an exam subject. Considering Circular 62/18’s distinction between the NCCA Religious 

Education curriculum and Religious Instruction, concerns were raised that if they are required to provide 

‘Religious Instruction’ to Catholic students, it will have implications on their ability to offer Religious 

Education as an exam subject. There was a demand for this to be clarified at national level. 

5.6.2 Catering for Diverse Communities  

Many ‘designated’ schools have students from a wide variety of faiths and beliefs. Principals from these 

schools expressed concern that the stipulation of the model agreements to have a ‘Catholic’ ethos and 

provide Religious Instruction and worship for Catholic students was not fully inclusive of their school 

communities.  

5.6.3 Distinctions between ‘Designated’ and ‘Non-Designated’ ETB Schools  

Some principals expressed concern that the outcome of the Core Values process will result in an official 

distinction between ‘designated’ and ‘non-designated’ Schools.  They raised concerns about ‘non-

designated’ schools being definitely defined as ‘multidenominational’ with clearly set-out practices in 

relation to that while ‘designated’ schools will have a more complex ethos, balancing the core values of the 

ETB with the stipulations set out in model agreements.  
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6. Recommendations  
 

6.1 Introduction  

The findings from the Core Values Review show that ETB schools are in the main thriving in the areas they 

serve. There was ample evidence of excellent practices across the sector in relation to core values and living 

out the ‘multidenominational’ aspect of the characteristic spirit. However, there are many areas that require 

attention in relation to core values and characteristic spirit. These were recognised by school leaders 

throughout the process. 

Arriving at a coherent position and consistency in practice in relation to issues of core values and the place 

of religions/beliefs in Ireland’s state school sector is a considerable task. The large number and geographical 

spread of ETB schools as well as the fact that they are under the patronage of 16 individual ETBs means that 

strong leadership and major investment from ETBI, ETBs and the DES will be required to realise the aims of 

this project. At a local level, the implementation of these recommendations will require significant leadership 

from ETBs as there will be some cultural change required in some schools.  A clearly articulated position that 

is not consistent with practice in schools may present more serious issues for the sector than ones previously 

encountered. Reassuringly, it is clear from the Core Values Review process that the sector is very open to 

this change once it is managed effectively 

The contents of this report were discussed at length by ‘ETBI Primary and Post-Primary Patronage Task 

Group’6. The following recommendations are proposed as a way of moving the ETB school sector into a very 

clear and consistent space in relation to questions of core values and characteristic spirit. It is envisaged that 

each ETB will consider the report and adopt the recommendations outlined below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 The ‘Primary and Post-Primary Patronage Task Group’ combines the previous ‘CNS Task Group’ and the ‘Religion and Diversity 
Task Group’ 
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6.2 Recommendations  

  

Recommendation 1 The Core Values of the ETB School Sector   
 
 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

As many felt that the term ‘multidenominational’ is exclusive to students from 

a religious worldview only, the patronage group recommends that a 

discussion take place on whether the term ‘multi-belief’ is more appropriate 

and should be used to describe ETB schools from now on.  

The patronage group agrees with the suggestion that being a ‘multi-belief’ or 

‘multidenominational’ school is not a core value but a term to describe the 

overall characteristic spirit of the school.  

After considering the core values which emerged from the Core Values Review 

process and the existing core values which underpin Community National 

Schools, the Primary and Post-Primary Patronage Task Group recommends 

the following statement to underpin all future work on core values and 

characteristic spirit. 

ETB schools are state, multi-belief/multidenominational7 schools 

underpinned by the core values of: 

 Excellence in Education; 

 Care; 

 Equality and 

 Community. 

 

Recommendation 2 An agreed definition of a ‘multi-belief’ school in an ETB context 
 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

 
It is important that there is an agreed definition of the term ‘multi-
belief’/’multidenominational school in an ETB school context. This definition 
will need to be agreed by both ETBI/ETBs and the Department of Education 
and Skills.  
The Patronage Task Group should decide on a definition to present to the 

sector/DES for approval. 
To inform this discussion, the following definitions are offered: 
 
The GMGY curriculum (NCCA, 2018, p. 39) defines the term 
‘multidenominational’ schools as: 
 
comprises schools promote culturally responsive education and uphold and 
respect the equality of beliefs and values held by children, parents, staff and 
members of the wider community. These schools aim to develop culturally 
responsive teachers and curricula; promote culturally responsive and inclusive 

                                                           
7 Both terms will be used until a decision is made on this 
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school environments; and enable children and parents to be active members 
of the school community. Being a culturally responsive school involves 
understanding differences within their diverse populations, understanding the 
norms and values of these diverse populations and being sensitive to the 
transitions of children between home and school, and adapting the 
communication with parents to be responsive to cultural norms. 
 
McGrady (2013, p. 87) defines a multidenominational school as “a school 
under the patronage of a body (such as a VEC) in which members of religious 
communities have a right to sit on a Board of Management. Such a school 
should also provide a common religious education and should provide for 
religious instruction” 
 
However, he defines a ‘non-denominational’ school as “a school under the 
patronage of a secular body or a body in which religious communities have 
no right of membership of a Board of Management and which has an 
explicitly secular ethos. Such a school should provide for an appropriate form 
of religious education (learning about religions and beliefs) and nurture 
knowledge, understanding and appreciation of the religious, the ethical and 
the spiritual as part of human development. However, it clearly would not 
provide religious instruction and thus the issue of ‘opting-out’ of ‘religious 
instruction’ does not arise. (It might assist parental wishes relating to 
religious instruction by making the school premises available outside of 
normal hours but without committing its financial or staffing resources to 
this activity - parents would ‘opt-in’ for this)” (2013, p. 87). 
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Recommendation 3 Develop a Patron’s Framework articulating the core values of 
ETB schools and an ETB Patron’s Curriculum underpinning the 
core values 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Recommended 

Tasks 

 Draw up an e-tender to commission the following pieces of work: 

o A Literature Review – In the form of a literature review, the 

contracted body will gather international best-practice on 

how schools could define and understand the following core 

values: 

 Multi-belief8 

 Excellence in Education 

 Care 

 Equality 

 Community  

o A Patron’s Framework – Based on the literature review, the 

contracted body will consult with the sector to draw up a 

Patron’s Framework on how the core values above can be 

lived out on a day-to-day basis in the Irish state school sector  

o A Patron’s Curriculum – The contracted body will consult with 

the relevant stakeholders in devising an ETB Patron’s 

Curriculum and support materials that will underpin the core 

values of the sector. This curriculum will be taught to all 

students from 1st to 6th year in ETB schools and will form part 

of the school’s programme for wellbeing. The NCCA should be 

invited to act as a ‘critical friend’ to this process to ensure that 

the curriculum complements and is consistent with the GMGY 

curriculum 

o An Implementation Plan – The contracted body will devise an 

implementation plan to ensure that the framework and 

curriculum become a central part of each ETB school. ETBI will 

take responsibility for the roll-out of the implementation plan 

to ensure its sustainability and continuity.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 Although ‘multi-belief’ will not be a core value underpinning the sector, the literature review and framework should address 
what a ‘multi-belief’ school should look like in practice 
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Recommendation 4 Staffing in ETBI to lead this work   
 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

  

ETBI should employ two additional personnel to oversee the work on 

patronage in the ETB sector (see appendix XXXX for outline of roles – to be 

developed). 

 

  ETBI should employ a dedicated communications officer with an 
expertise in the development of resources and support materials to 
promote the work of ETB schools. The Communications Officer could 
have responsibility for: 

o Developing leaflets, infographics, videos highlighting the work 

of ETB schools and their core values 

o Develop display templates for all ETB schools which highlight 

the core values that underpin the school 

o Developing a suite of ‘best-practice’ materials underpinning 

the core values and characteristic spirit of ETB schools 

o Developing a template strategy for all ETBs to promote the 

awareness of ETB schools at a local level on an ongoing basis 

o Devising a national template for an annual ‘ETB Schools’ Week’ 

where each ETB will showcase the core values of their schools 

in action  

o Devising a campaign strategy for new school patronage 

competitions and supporting competing ETBs 

o Liaising regularly with a designated communications officer in 

each ETB  

o Develop a branding strategy for schools reconfiguring to 

become a Community National School 

o Develop branded template materials for use in schools e.g. 

letter heads, presentations etc. 
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Recommendation 5 ETBI to liaise with ‘trustee partners’ in relation to how the Core 
Values Framework, ETB Patron’s Curriculum  

 
 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

Once the draft Framework and Curriculum has been finalised, ETBI will engage 

with the trustee partners in ETB designated schools. The purpose of this 

engagement is to: 

 Inform the trustee partners of the direction the sector is going in 

relation to core values 

 Explore how the core values framework and Patron’s curriculum could 

support the work of designated schools 

 Explore the potential for reviewing existing model agreements/deeds 

of trust to reflect the core values of the patron 

 Clarify the roles and responsibilities of Diocesan Advisors in both ‘non-

designated’ and ‘designated’ schools 

 Explore opportunities for the reconfiguration of primary schools 

under the patronage of other groups to the Community National 

School model  

 Prepare an informed response from other patrons seeking to 

collaborate with ETBs  

 

Recommendation 6 Get sign-off from each ETB on the Core Values Framework, 
Curriculum and Implementation Plan 

 
 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

 Host a 2nd Patron’s Day with CEs, Directors of Schools from each ETB, 

the DES, ETB Boards, trustees partners. The purpose of this day will be 

to: 

o Report on findings from core values review and consultation 

process to the executive of the sector  

o Have guest speaker(s) present on the potential for the sector 

in living-out the core values identified in the review  

o Have the organisation that drafts the core values framework, 

curriculum and implementation plan to present their work  

o Clarify the legal position in relation to ETBs as patrons – what 

role does the patron play? Who is the patron 

(board/executive?  

o Clarify the appropriate use of the terms ‘model agreement’, 

‘deeds of trust’, ‘co-patron’, ‘co-trustee’, ‘trustee partner’.  

o Update the sector on discussions with trustee partners  
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Recommendation 7 Role of Directors of Schools 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

 
 
 
 

Revise the role of Directors of Schools to have the implementation of the Core 
Values Framework and curriculum as a priority area under their directorate  

 

Recommendation 8 ETB Strategic Plans  
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

 
 

 
Once an ETB commits to the implementation of the Core Values 
Implementation Plan this work should be reflected in the ETB’s strategy 
statement. The ETBs ambition to grow the number of Community National 
Schools within the scheme should also be reflected.   

 

Recommendation 9 Governance in relation to the Project 
 
 
 
 

Recommended 
Tasks 

 Combine the current CNS Task Group and Religion and Diversity Task 
Group 

 Change the name of the group to ‘ETBI Primary and Post-Primary 
Patronage Task Group’ 

 Revise the ToRs and membership of the group to reflect the next 
stages of the project  

 Request that the ToRs and membership of the DES Steering 
Committee be revised to reflect the next stages of the project. Request 
the DES membership include representatives from each of the 
following sections: 

o Central Policy Unit – CNS 
o Forward Planning Unit – Reconfiguration and New Schools 
o School Governance – Circulars on Religion in ETB schools, 

Governance related issues in both CNS and ETB post-primary 
schools 

The reporting structure for the ongoing work on patronage should follow the 
reporting structure below: 

1. ETBI’s CNS and Post-Primary Principals’ Network (when appropriate) 
2. ETBI’s Primary and Post-Primary Patronage Task Group 
3. ETBI’s Directors of Schools’ Forum 
4. The Department of Education and Skills’ ETB Patronage Steering 

Committee (if established) 
5. ETBI’s Chief Executive Forum  
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Recommendation 
10 

Branding the ETB School Sector 

 
All ETB Schools should move towards changing the names of their schools to reflect the community within 
which they are situated. To ensure consistency, the term ‘community college’ should be used to describe 
all ETB schools e.g.  

o Carrigtwhohill Community National School 
o Carrigtwohill Community College 
o Carrigtwohill Designated Community College  
o Gaelcholáiste Pobail, An Charraig Tuathail  
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Appendix 1 - Jones Irwin’s Context Paper 
 

EXPLORING AND ARTICULATING THE CHARACTERISTIC VALUES AND ETHOS OF THE ETB SCHOOL 

Jones Irwin 

‘The creation of multiculturality; it calls for a certain educational practice. It calls for a new ethics, founded on respect 

for differences, a unity in differences’ (Freire 1992:137). 

 

Introduction 

This paper sets out the ground for the forthcoming consultation on the ‘characteristic spirit’ of the ETB sector 

and educational context, with a particular emphasis on the core values of the schools. As such, it builds on 

the work of the UL Global Report from 2016. In introducing this topic, we first set out the recent international 

and national context for such work being done. We then explore in some detail the specific aspects of the 

question of core values, as it relates to the ETB sector and make some recommendations for the 

development of the consultation process.    

One of the most contested and complex areas of educational and school practice in the twenty-first century 

is the question of characteristic ethos and value. In Europe, the past ten years has seen significant tension 

concerning this issue in educational systems in France, Scandinavia and the UK, where most especially the 

challenge of increasing ethnic and religious diversity has led to critiques of more secular approaches to 

schooling as being ‘difference-blind’ and ‘ethno-centric’ (Taylor 1994;  Parekh 2000). In Ireland, the emergent 

challenges for educational ethos are related but somewhat different. This is because, unlike most of our 

European counterpart systems which are broadly secular, the Irish education system is still predominantly 

denominational. At primary level, the Irish school system is 96% faith-based and at second level, near to 75% 

of schools are denominational. In an Irish context, then, there have been renewed calls for a greater state 

involvement in education, at both primary and post-primary level. 

Within this relatively recent situation, the ETB (Education Training Board) as a state provider in education is 

a particularly significant patron. The ETB (previously the VEC) has been the exclusive state provider of 

education since the 1960s, at second level schooling. More recently, the ETB has also become the patron of 

the new Community National Schools at primary level. Moreover, there are plans at state level to develop 

up to 400 schools at primary level under new forms of patronage in the next 15 years, and the ETB is 

perceived as potentially a possible provider in many of these instances.  

All of this significant change and emphasis asks new questions of the ETB, both philosophically in terms of 

its self-understanding of ethos, and practically in terms of how it will seek to translate this ethos into the 

practical management of schools. The ‘new Ireland’ of an emergent diversity (ethnic and religious diversity, 

amongst other variables) poses challenges to the more traditional understandings of educational ethos.  

This framework seeks to delineate some of the key questions and themes which the ETB must address in 

developing a clearer and more confident articulation of its ethos and characteristic spirit, in these 

unprecedented times of educational change and challenge.  It seeks to build on the most recent national and 

international work on pluralism in education, with especial reference to the question of religious and belief 
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diversity in school contexts. It also builds on some of the key recommendations of recent work on the ETB 

‘characteristic spirit’, from University of Limerick (UL Global Report 2016).      

 

Emerging Themes and Questions from ETB Schools 

‘a school is engaged in a practical enterprise of great complexity which calls for many forms of practical knowledge’ 

(Mc Laughlin 2008: 204). 

Recent national and international educational research in the area of religious and belief diversity, while 

often distinctive in individual instances, points towards a certain convergence – the particularist faith-based 

approach to schooling is coming under increasing challenge. As the Swedish educationalist Berit Askling 

remarks: ‘Despite different national contexts, there is one striking similarity…the identified tension 

nowadays in religious education between the formerly self-evident linkage to Church and confessionalism 

and the increasing respectfulness to democratic values of pluralism in modern society’ (Askling 2000). It is 

precisely this transition to a more consistent and thorough pluralism which ETB schools are currently 

undertaking in an Irish context. The 1998 Education Act. Section 15(2)(b), outlines the parameters of such a 

‘characteristic spirit’ for schools:  ‘the characteristic spirit of the school as determined by the cultural, 

educational, moral, religious, social, linguistic and spiritual values and traditions which inform and are 

characteristic of the objectives and conduct of the school’.  

As the only state patron of schools in the Republic of Ireland, the ETB is especially well placed to model an 

approach to education and schooling which is authentically democratic and pluralist. However, certain initial 

and distinctive challenges in this endeavour can be noted as follows: 

1. The specifically denominational character of the vast majority of Irish schools (and over 96% of schools 

at primary level) poses a challenge to a state vision of educational provision that is unique to Ireland. 

Although traditional VEC schools were formally non-denominational, their governance structures provisions 

also facilitated religious involvement (Clancy 1983). Indeed most ETB schools, well into the 1990s, were by 

virtue of the clientele they served and the context in which they were operated, multi-denominational if not 

denominational in practice. While 2013 saw the most significant overhaul of this Irish educational 

infrastructure for many decades with the establishment of sixteen new publicly managed Education and 

Training Board (ETBs) across Ireland which replaced Ireland’s thirty three Vocational Education Committees 

(VECs) (Sweeney, 2013), nonetheless the distinction in the contemporary situation between ‘nondesignated’ 

and ‘designated’ ETB schools demonstrates a continuing residual significance to this religious connection 

and understanding. Thus, it is arguable that one of the greatest challenges to the ETB/VEC sector in their 

elaboration of a state vision of education will be presented by the significantly denominational nature of 

their many of their schools (Darmody & Smyth 2013). 

2. The importance of a self-understanding of ‘characteristic spirit’ in ETB schools has only been 

foregrounded relatively recently. The concepts of patron and characteristic spirit did not apply to ETB schools 

prior to the 1998 Education Act. As recent research demonstrates, many ETB schools are still very tentative 

in relation to their approach to such a vision and a sector-wide understanding of the underpinning values of 

the ETB sector has yet to be developed and explicated (UL Global Report 2016).  This is a wider issue than 

simply the ethos of ETB schools. Mulcahy (1981: 127) points to Irish post-primary education lacking a 

coherent, philosophical basis and a ‘clear goal of enabling pupils to develop a philosophy of life, a world view 

or a well-grounded set of values’ while Lane similarly (1991) laments the failure of the Irish state (including 
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NCCA) to develop a philosophy of education that is seen as urgently needed in the context of the changes 

happening in Irish society.  

From a specific ETB school perspective, the emergent discussion of ‘characteristic spirit’ and the effort to 

articulate a much more coherent and confident ethos must be seen in this wider socio-educational context, 

where such discussions are in relative infancy in Ireland.  

3. At a primary level of schooling, the ETB is a very recent arrival in respect of patronage. The Community 

National Schools (with their GMGY pluralist curriculum) developed from 2008 under the patronage of the 

Minister for Education, but in 2016 this patronage was transferred to the ETB. While over 30% of second 

level schools are under ETB patronage, only 4% of schools at primary level are multi-denominational or 

equality-based. Currently, the vast majority of these latter schools are under the patronage of Educate 

Together (a state funded private charity).  

Thus, the specific understanding of characteristic spirit or ethos at primary school level in Ireland (especially 

as it relates to such complex issues as the provision of religious and beliefs education and even, in some 

cases, the provision of sacramental education within school time) raises very interesting questions and 

challenges ahead for the ETB. In many respects, the challenges at primary and second level schooling are 

analogous and call for a coherent and consistent educational approach across the two sectors. In other ways, 

however, there are differences between the primary and second level sectors that are not insignificant. Thus, 

we can say that there are specific challenges and possibilities at primary vis-à-vis second levels that may need 

to be addressed independently of each other.  

It must also be pointed out that the question of provision and respect in ETB schools for beliefs and religious 

diversity, while more than one theme amongst others certainly, should not be seen as determining the multi-

faceted question of diversity as such.  ‘It is important to acknowledge that catering for diversity in our schools 

does not solely focus on the religious and cultural dimensions of the student population’ (UL Global Report  

2016).   

The ETB thus finds itself in a key place of influence at a crucial juncture of Irish educational history. Most 

especially, the recently announced plan by the DES to develop up to 400 new primary schools of a multi-

denominational ethos (including the possibility of up to 300 ‘reconfigured’ schools, which would transfer 

from a currently denominational ethos) demonstrates the importance of a clear vision for pluralism in Irish 

state education. While it is acknowledged that the ETB has made significant progress in its understanding of 

school ‘characteristic spirit’ in recent years, it is also evident that a clearer articulation of ETB ‘characteristic 

spirit’ needs to be supported and advanced within the sector.  Below, we outline a proposed framework of 

analysis and research to support the evolution of such a discussion in the ETB.    

 

Building a Framework of Analysis 

1. Diversity Above and Beyond the Question of Provision for Belief/Religion    

It was discussed above that while provision for religion and belief remains a very significant issue for ETB 

schools, at both primary and second level schooling, that religion and belief is still only one variable in a 

much more complex set of relationships in schools. Diversity in ETB schools, and in relation to characteristic 

spirit, should be seen as part of this web of connection, depicted in figure 1 below.     
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Figure 1 

 

Within an ETB school culture, building on some of the recent research work undertaken (UL Global Report 

2016), we can identify multiple variables which are relevant to the discussion of the ‘characteristic spirit’ of 

a school: 

 Relationship  between School and Parents/ Community 

 Teacher-Student Relationships 

 Student-Student/Teacher-Teacher Relations 

 Academic/Curricular Issues 

 Organisational Structure – Principal/Teachers Relation (Hierarchy) 

 Self-Understanding of School (Ethos/Characteristic Spirit) 

As outlined in the UL Global Report, at the heart of this complexity of variables is the question of 

‘characteristic spirit’. This is depicted in figure 2 below – note: we would suggest one change to this figure; 

by replacing ‘Catholic/Christian values’ with the more broadly pluralistic term ‘Diversity of values and 

beliefs’. It is important to note here that insofar as the concept of multi-denominational ethos should be 

applied to ETB schools, at primary and post-primary level, that there needs to be a shift in emphasis from a 

prioritising of Christian approaches to belief to a broader based and pluralist emphasis on ‘diversity of values 

and beliefs’.  Pluralism as such, the respect for an equality of belief systems, should be distinguished from 

Identity
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for example Christian pluralism, which while being respectful of other belief systems, continues to prioritise 

the Christian religious and moral framework.     

 

  Figure 2 

This then foregrounds the most central questions for the forthcoming consultation on ETB ‘characteristic 

spirit’, building on the strong foundational work already covered by the UL Report. 

2. Central Questions to be Addressed by the ETB Consultation on Characteristic Spirit 

 What are the cultural, moral, religious, spiritual values and traditions of Publicly-managed ETB (VEC) 

schools?  

Here, it is crucial that all stakeholders should be involved in the process of articulating values – 

students, teachers, parents, school managers, community leaders etc. While a quantitative approach 

may yield significant findings, we should also seek more qualitative approaches to drill down into 

more depth of understanding of this complex school ‘matrix’ of values and beliefs.  

 What issues do publicly-managed schools experience in expressing their cultural, moral, religious, 

spiritual, values and traditions? 

Here, it is crucial to contextualise the work both in terms of international work in educational 

pluralism (as in Introduction) but also specifically with regard to the peculiar features of the Irish 

school and educational context. Two overarching thematics here are a) the preponderant 

denominational character of Irish schools b) the ETB’s own complex relationship to religious provision, 

particularly with regard to the distinction between ‘designated’ and ‘nondesignated’ schools. The 

emergence of a specific understanding of pluralism at primary level in the Community National School 

is now also a crucial part of this discourse in the ETB sector. Most importantly, the understanding of 
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the exact relationship between these three types of multi-denominational education under ETB 

patronage must be clarified.   (see Appendix for a discussion of this ETB three tiered context of 

school ethos).  

 What are appropriate normative philosophical, political and social principles to guide the articulation 

of ETB (VEC) Characteristic spirit? 

Here, most especially the concept of multi-denominational education has emerged as a key principle 

for understanding the ETB approach to pluralism. We can make a clear distinction between 

denominational and multi-denominational ethos in this context. On the one side, a denominational 

religious ethos aims as a matter of policy to foster in young people a commitment to a particular 

religion. This involves (at least in Ireland) the teaching of religion as faith formation in school time, 

preparation for sacraments by the class teacher as well as a foregrounding of the symbolism of the 

particular religion throughout the school (Norman, 2003). In multidenominational education, on the 

other hand, the truth claims of religion and other belief systems are explored as part of the school’s 

ethos but truth is not associated with a particular view. Students study a comparative religious and 

ethics programme, where belief systems are critically explored without the assumption of any one 

faith (Rowe 2000; Irwin 2012). 

 What are the appropriate educational, curricular & pedagogical principles to guide the articulation 

of a characteristic spirit for publicly-managed ETB schools? 

In many respects this last question is a sub-set of the previous question. We might say that the former 

question highlights the need for a clear philosophical clarification of the ethos of multi-

denominational education, which is also a vision for ethical and political education per se. The latter 

question rather concerns the operationalisation, the practical implementation of the multi-d ethos at 

school and community level, day to day. Here, the consultation will be required to drill down to the 

expressive culture of schools using qualitative methods such as focus group, participant observation 

and interviews. We will also need to look at curricular and pedagogical approaches to multi-belief 

education. Here, we can build on some of the recent work undertaken nationally by NCCA in multi-

belief education, both with the GMGY Senior Curriculum and with the Education About Religions and 

Beliefs Curriculum (ERBE). We can also build on the foundational international work of the Toledo 

Guidelines for Teaching Beliefs and Religions.      

III Thinking About Research Methods 

In terms of a research methods approach to such an analysis, it can be pointed out that while traditionally a 

binarist distinction was made between quantitative and qualitative work in education, more recent times 

have seen the emergence of a ‘both/and’ approach as possible (Punch and Oancea 2014).  This combinatory 

approach to research methodology in education is referred to as ‘mixed methods research’ and we suggest 

that this would be the most suitable approach to take in the work ahead. This would also have the advantage 

of building on the successful mixed methodologies employed in the recent UL research (UL Global Report 

2016).          
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APPENDIX  

Note: In the main document, we have focused on the question of core values in the ETB sector and the 

concept of multi-denominational education and ethos. However, this is still a somewhat emergent and new 

idea in relation to ETB schools, and there is a significant challenge ahead to clarify the question of: 

A) whether multi-denominationalism can be said to apply to all ETB schools equally? 

OR B) whether there are differences across the sector depending on whether the school is 

‘designated’, ‘nondesignated’ or (at primary level) a CNS school?  

Here, we outline two possible models for the evolution of the ETB approach to ‘characteristic spirit’ in its 

schools, both primary and secondary.  

Alternatives on the Basis of Current ETB approaches   

The UL Global Report provides us with a rich and detailed discussion of questions concerning ethos in ETB 

schools (UL Global Report 2016). One of its key findings concerns the residual significance of religious 

influence in schools and the urgent need to address this issue directly. Perhaps the major (although not 

exclusive) lens which the proposed further research can use to explore this question of religious provision 

relates to the distinction between ‘designated’ and ‘nondesignated’ ETB schools.  This theme can be outlined 

as the following question: 

 Is there a need for separate articulation of characteristic spirit for designated schools?  

Here, there emerges a clear choice for the ETB sector in terms of 2 main options or interpretations 

 One interpretation (A) sees the designated ETB school as a denominational form of schooling and the 

nondesignated ETB school as a multi-denominational form of schooling (represented in Figure 1). 

Here also, the primary level Community National School is seen as a distinctive third approach to 

characteristic spirit   

 

Figure 3 

NonDesignated
ETB Schools
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 Another interpretation (B) sees the ETB school as multi-denominational as such, but as involving 

distinct approaches to religion and belief, across the primary and secondary school sectors 

(represented in Figure 2) 

   

Figure 4 

 

This central question of differences of school type and a somewhat differentiated understanding of multi-

denominational education in each specific school situation will be a central matter for discussion amongst 

all the stakeholders in the consultation. One of the overarching aims of the consultation should be to bring 

coherence to this complex situation of ETB school characteristic spirit (or ethos) both at a theoretical level 

of principles but also, just as importantly, at the level of everyday school culture and practice.  The UL Report 

described a significant degree of ambiguity at the level of teacher understanding of such issues.     
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Appendix 2 - Summary of Circulars on Religion 

Circular 0073/74 

 States that the BoM shall ensure that 2.5 hours of Religious 

Instruction in accordance with the “rites, practice and 

teaching of the religious denomination to which the pupil 

belongs” is provided (section 10b) 

 States that religious worship should also be in line with the 

denomination of the pupil (section 10b) 

 Provides for opt-out of Religious Instruction and Religious 

Worship (section 10a) 

 States that Religious Instruction may be inspected by “the 

competent religious authority” (section 10 c) 

 

Circular 0013/18 

 Outlines new arrangements for opt-outs of Religious 

Instruction  

 Describes ETB schools as ‘multidenominational’ (section 

3.1) 

 States that the Circular does not alter how “religious 

instruction is provided or amend any deeds of trust, or 

legal instrument concerned” (section 3.1) 

 Schools should ascertain parental/pupil choice in relation 

to religious instruction (section 4) 

 ETB schools may have to make provisions for religious 

instruction “for those from other minority religions should 

it be required” (section 3.2) 

 States that the key change from previous arrangements is 

that those who want to opt-out of religious instruction 

should be timetabled for alternative tuition (section 3.2) 

 Section 5 states that the NCCA developed curriculum 

satisfies the Catholic Church’s requirements for religious 

instruction  

 Section 7 states “This Circular supersedes all guidance or 

requirements in previous circulars (or parts thereof) that 

concern the participation of pupils in religious instruction 

and worship or arrangements for those who may not with 

to participate.” 

 

 

 

Circular 0074/79 

 Reduces Religious Instruction to 2 hours per week (section 

1.2) 

 States that the “inspection of the teaching of religion in 

Vocational schools would be the responsibility of the 

catechetical inspectorate” (section 6.2) 

 

 

Circular 0062/18 

 States that the circular should be read in conjunction with 

0013/18 but is silent on any other Circular (section 1) 

 Section 2 clarifies section 5 of Circular 0013/18 by stating 

that the NCCA R.E. curriculum is for pupils of all faiths and 

none  

 In relation to the NCCA RE syllabus, Section 3 of the Circular 

states: 

o Schools have discretion to determine whether 

they offer the subject at all or if it is mandatory or 

optional  

o Must not be conflated with any form of religious 

instruction or worship 

o Opt-out not necessary once there is no element 

of Religious Instruction  

  In relation to Religious Instruction, Section 4 of the Circular 

states: 

o Where a school decides to offer Religious 

Instruction in line with the requirements of any 

particular religious denomination, it must not be 

integrated to any degree with the NCCCA 

Religious Education syllabus 

o Parental/student choice must be established in 

relation to religious instruction at the outset of 

the school year  

o Religious instruction should only be offered upon 

a parental request. Therefore the provision of an 

opt-out is not necessary. 

o Schools with legal instruments governing 

Religious Instruction may provide teaching 

resources from within the school’s overall teacher 

allocation  

o Any religious instruction provided should be 

based on a request from a parent/pupil over 18 

o As it is requested there is no need to provide for 

an opt-out  
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