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Note of meeting held between representatives of the Department of Education & Skills 

(DES) and the representatives of the Association of Catholic Schools Trust and the 

Council for Education of the Episcopal Commission  

 

Venue: Department of Education and Skills, Cornamaddy, Athlone, Co. Westmeath 

Date of meeting: 06 June 2018 @ 09:30 am 

 

Attendees: 

Canon Tom Deenihan, Acting Executive Secretary, Episcopal Commission for Education 

Declan Lawlor, Chairperson, Association of Trustees of Catholic Schools  

Dr. Marie Griffin, Honouree Secretary, Association of Trustees of Catholic Schools  

Martin Hanevy, Assistant Secretary General, DES 

Paraic Joyce, Principal Officer, School Governance Section, DES 

Dermot Croghan, Higher Executive Officer, School Governance Section, DES 

 

Opening 

The representatives of the Association of Catholic Schools Trust (ATCS) and the Episcopal 

Commission for Education (ECE) opened by thanking the Department for facilitating the 

meeting to discuss their concerns regarding Department circular letter 0013/2018, Religious 

instruction and worship in certain second level schools in the context of Article 44.2.4 of the 

Constitution of Ireland and Section 30 of the Education Act 1998. 

 

Key points of meeting: 

 

 Following the publication of the circular, the representatives commented on concerns 

that had been raised amongst member schools regarding the language in the circular 

and public comments made by the Minister in relation to the Deeds of Trust and Model 

agreements. The representatives further advised that the circular had caused confusion 

amongst their members and it was felt that the Minister’s interpretation of the circular 

went beyond what was actually intended. In designated community colleges where 

Catholic patrons are the trustee partner, many following amalgamations, deeds of trust 

and model agreements provide the trust and confidence in the robustness of the 

amalgamation process.  

 

 It is the view of the representatives that the requirement now placed on schools to 

establish the wishes of parents to opt out of religious instruction and/or worship and 

offer alternative arrangements for subject choices undermines the robustness of the 

Deed of Trust and Model agreements. 

 

 The Department outlined that when issuing the circular, it recognised that decisions on 

arrangements for alternative subject choices was a matter for individual schools.  
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 The representatives advised that it is not true to state that the curriculum programme 

developed by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) meets their 

requirements for religious instruction.  

 

 The Department advised that parents need to be aware of whether the NCCA guidelines 

are a State curriculum or whether there are elements of religious instruction and worship 

involved in it. The representatives confirmed that the Bishops endorsed the NCCA 

program and that the Bishop’s guidelines could work alongside the NCCA program.  

 

 The Department advised that this cannot be the position going forward as the 

composition of society has changed and there needs to be clarity on State education 

with schools having to establish what their school going population wants. With regard 

to providing the necessary clarity around the NCCA Religious Education subject, the 

Department advised that there is currently a review of the curriculum ongoing. 

 

 The Department fully accepted that there is an obligation in the Deeds of Trust for 

religious instruction, however, this obligation cannot be imposed unilaterally on all 

students. Parents of students should have to request access to Religious Instruction 

classes if the school is providing same. It is important for parents to be aware that the 

Religious Education curriculum is not necessarily confined to learning about religions 

in instances where Religious Instruction is included. 

 

 The Department further advised that the purpose for issuing circular 0013/2018 was to 

advise Community and Educational Training Board (ETB) schools that it can no longer 

be assumed that everyone who attends is of the Catholic faith and arrangements had to 

be made accordingly.  

 

 The representatives advised that they were pleased to hear that the Department is not 

seeking to remove religious education from the curriculum and enquired if further 

clarification can be provided by the Department following the meeting. 

 

 The matter of “characteristic spirit” as outlined in the Education Act 1998 which was 

subsequent to the Deeds of Trust agreement was briefly discussed. The Department 

enquired from the representatives about how all stakeholders could deal with the matter 

of shaping “characteristic spirit” in Community and Education and Training Board 

(ETB) schools to reflect the current diverse composition of their student body.  

 

 The representatives advised that they need to liaise with the ETB’s and Patron groups 

in order to have a conversation on defining what “characteristic spirit” is. The 

Department advised that in relation to “characteristic spirit” the role of an ETB also 

needs to be defined where a co-patronage agreement is involved. 

 


