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14 September 2020 
 
Mr Michael Nugent and Ms Jane Donnelly 
Atheist Ireland 
michael@michaelnugent.com  
 
Dear Michael and Jane, 
 
I am in receipt of your letter dated the 17th August 2020. 
 
As you may be aware, I have very recently taken up the post of General Secretary to ETBI and hence 
the delay in reverting. 
 
Where the Covid-19 pandemic poses significant challenges and risks to the business of ETBs, their 
schools, colleges and centres, and all attention and efforts are currently focused on same, I am not 
available to meet at the current time, which I trust you appreciate. However, I have outlined a detailed 
response to your letter hereunder and thank you for your contact. 
 

• ETBI, ETBs, and indeed ETB schools, recognise the right of students not to attend religious 
instruction. 
 

• ETB schools do not provide religious instruction. The ETB sector distinguishes between 
‘religious instruction’ and ‘religious education’. Religious instruction is a term used to 
indicate instruction in accordance with the rites, practices and teachings of a 
particular religion or denomination for pupils of that religious tradition. Religious 
education, on the other hand, is open to all pupils regardless of their commitment to 
any particular religion or worldview.  
 

o At primary level, ETB schools deliver a ‘multi-belief and values education’ curriculum 
called ‘Goodness Me! Goodness You!’ (GMGY). This curriculum is designed to cater 
for children of all religions and beliefs attending the school. 
 

o At post-primary level, our schools, designated or otherwise, may teach the NCCA 
‘Religious Education’ course, but do not provide religious instruction.  

 
• Where no religious instruction is provided, the right to opt-out does not apply. This is 

particularly the case where many ETB post-primary schools provide religious education as an 
optional choice of study in any event. 
 

• I note your view that there is no distinction between the NCCA Religious Education course and 
religious instruction and also note your barrister’s statement that such would ultimately have 
to be determined by a court. In relation thereto, I would draw your attention to the Supreme 
Court case referenced in your accompanying legal opinion; that of Campaign to Separate the 
Church and State v Minister for Education [1998] 3 IR 321, where Barrington J., whilst not 

mailto:michael@michaelnugent.com


 
 

  

discussing the NCCA ‘Religious Education’ course, did nonetheless draw significant distinction 
between ‘religious education’ and ‘religious instruction’. At p. 357, having referred to Article 
44.2.4 of the Constitution, he stated: 

 
“The Constitution therefore distinguishes between religious ‘education’ and 
religious ‘instruction’ - the former being the much wider term. A child who 
attends a school run by a religious denomination different from his own 
may have a constitutional right not to attend religious instruction at that 
school but the Constitution cannot protect him from being influenced, to 
some degree, by the religious ‘ethos’ of the school. A religious 
denomination is not obliged to change the general atmosphere of its school 
merely to accommodate a child of a different religious persuasion who 
wishes to attend that school.”  

 
In essence, while a child attending a school has a constitutional right not to attend any 
religious instruction provided by the school, s/he does not have a constitutional right to be 
shielded from the ethos underlying the education which the school provides.  
 
On this basis, where the NCCA course is in line with ETBs’ multi-denominational ethos but 
does not specifically instruct in any religion or belief (including Atheism), it is the position of 
ETBI, on behalf of its member ETBs, that there is no breach of a child’s or parent’s rights under 
the Constitution or otherwise, as averred to in your letter. 
 

• Finally, notwithstanding all of the foregoing, it remains the ETB position that if a parent or 
student over the age of 18 does not wish for the student in question to participate in any given 
subject which is contrary to the conscience of the parent of the student or the adult student, 
that student is not required to participate in that class/subject. However, where the NCCA 
Religious Education course is not recognised as the provision of religious instruction, any 
possible obligation on schools to provide alternative resources or education does not arise. 

 
I trust this addresses your concerns and I apologise for my lack of availability to meet and explain in 
person the foregoing position of ETBI on behalf of the sixteen statutory ETBs. 
 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
 
___________________________ 
Paddy Lavelle 
General Secretary 
 


