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Introduction 

 

This report was commissioned by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) with 

two aims: firstly, to provide a review of the underpinning principles and pedadgogical approaches of 

the GMGY Junior Programme (Junior Infants to Second Class) and, secondly, to highlight key issues 

for consideration by those engaged with the production of a new Junior Programme. The GMGY 

programme is delivered as part of the curriculum in Community National Schools, a young model of 

primary education in Ireland, first established in 2008. This report does not constitute a full review of 

the GMGY programme; it is focused on the Junior Programme and used published materials 

available on the GMGY website (www.gmgy.ie) during the academic year 2016-2017 as the primary 

source. 

 

In the documentary analysis presented here I have been concerned to give attention to the 

curriculum at both lesson level and at policy level and to discuss these in the light of theoretical 

debates around religious education and beliefs and values education.  For this reason, the report 

begins by briefly outlining the policy context in relation to religious education and related curricular 

areas at European level and within the Irish context. This is followed by a summary of key theoretical 

debates which I consider to be pertinent to the practical and pedagogical issues that have arisen in 

my analysis and which provide the reader with some context for the points made in the 

documentary analysis which follows.  Given my remit to review materials and stimulate further 

discussion, my conclusions include questions and comments highlighting areas for further 

consideration. Where recommendations are offered they are, of course, suggestions and it is not my 

intention to offer a fully developed alternative to the present curriculum.   

http://www.gmgy.ie/
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The policy context 

 

Europe 

 

Beliefs and values are deeply interwoven within the education systems of Europe (Williame 2007). In 

a few cases, these are predominantly secular values but in most cases religious beliefs shaped and 

influenced the evolution of school systems or elements of curricula during the twentieth century.   

This has been the case in Ireland where education has been closely tethered to religious institutions 

and the provision of a religious education programme that reflects the faith-tradition of the school’s 

patrons. 

 

 As time has gone on the relationships between religions and states across Europe has evolved and 

as countries have become more ethnically and religiously diverse, and the numbers of those with no 

religion increases, new settlements around religion and education have emerged. While each 

national context is unique, Stoeckl (2015) believes it is possible to identify three basic approaches: 

confessional, study-of-religions and inclusive. The first, emphasises faith development within a single 

tradition, such as Christianity, Judaism or Islam, or some denomination/group within these (e.g. 

Catholic, Anglican). Pupils are generally separated for religious education either by dent of being in a 

religious school (as in Ireland) or by being put into separate classes for religious education (as in 

Austria) for part of the timetable. The second, a study-of-religions approach asserts that pupils from 

different religious backgrounds can be taught together if the teacher attempts to be neutral and the 

content covers diverse beliefs and traditions in a balanced manner. The epistemological assumption 

is that the knowledge conveyed (‘about’ religion) is understood universally; this position is generally 

associated with the phenomenological approach (Smart 1966; Jensen 2008). The third approach, 

which Stoeckl designates ‘inclusive’, is one, like the ‘study-of-religions’, where the pupils are taught 

together and the content covers a diverse range of beliefs and traditions but it is different from the 

previous approach when it comes to the position of the teacher and the aims of the learning. The 

teacher is not to be neutral but is seen as a facilitator of learning (with his/her own opinions) and the 

aim of the learning is not merely to acquire knowledge about religion but to develop certain skills 

and dispositions for dialogue, reflection and personal development. The epistemological assumption 

is that the knowledge conveyed is contextual and pupils can learn ‘from’ the study of religions as  

well as learning ‘about’ them (Grimmitt 1987). An example of such an approach in Early Years 

education, which is the focus here, was Religion in the Service of the Child (Grimmitt et al. 1991) 
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which was built around a four-stage strategy: engagement, exploration, contextualisation and 

reflection. 

 

While confessional and ‘study of religions’ models of religious education remain, the inclusive 

‘religious education for all’ approach has grown and evolved to the extent that it has been 

recognised by European-wide institutions (Keast et al. 2007; Jackson 2014) and the OECD (ODIHR 

Advisory Council of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief 2007). Jackson characterises inclusive 

religious education for all as fundamentally about ‘understanding religion’ (Jackson 2015) in a way 

that acknowledges democratic values and human rights, is committed to accuracy, fairness and 

responsibility in the representation of religions, exhibits sensitivity to the learners and establishes 

basic ground rules for the safe exploration of classroom discussion. Indeed, inclusive religious 

education has evolved to the extent that some argue it has outgrown the curricular title ‘religious 

education’ (Erricker & Erricker 2000a); if schools are to be truly inclusive, it is argued, then they must 

acknowledge a full range of beliefs and values, not just those that are religious.  

 

These European-wide debates have had particular resonance in Ireland where religious education 

has been, in the vast majority of schools, confessional in nature, carried out within a single identity 

context and associated with the purpose of faith formation. Space does not permit a comprehensive 

treatment of the landscape of Irish education but it has been set out by others (O’Reilly 2012; 

Coolahan 1981) and a number of scholars have provided a helpful outline of the issues pertaining to 

religious education in primary schools (O’Connell 1999; Irwin 2013; Faas et al. 2015; Rougier & 

Honohan 2015). For the purposes of this report, it is important to focus briefly on the arrangements 

for religious education in Community National Schools in the context of Irish education generally and 

the distinctive nature of their particular form of beliefs and values education for all. 

 

The Patron’s Programme in Community National Schools 

 

It is important to place the curriculum of Community National Schools within the legal/constitutional 

position of the state vis a vis religious education. Of particular note are three key characteristics of 

the system: Parents, Patronage and Characteristic Spirit: 
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1. The legislation places the emphasis on the wishes of parents: "Provision will be made within 

the school setting for the religious, moral and ethical education of children in conformity with 

the wishes of their parents"[1]  

2. While the state funds schools, the establishment and running of schools is overseen by 

patrons. Traditionally these were churches and religious groups and, more recently, parent 

groups (e.g. Educate Together) 

3. Differences between schools are marked by differences in the characteristic spirit which flows 

from the values of their patron body and which are given expression in the curriculum through 

a patron’s programme, traditionally religious education. 

  

In the 2000’s Community National Schools were developed to meet a particular and urgent need for 

more places, especially for newcomer children. The characteristic spirit of the school system, 

contained within their principles and ethos, reflects the context out of which they emerged. 

CNS guiding principles (see Appendix 1) and the CNS statement of ethos (Appendix 2) state that 

education in CNS should: 

• Be holistic  

• Be nurturing 

• Respect parents as primary educators 

• Respect different beliefs  

• Value inter-belief dialogue  

• Be ‘of the Community’ 

 

 

In seeking to balance the wish to be inclusive in a plural setting along with the wish to cater for 

separate belief-specific nurture, CNS developed a patron’s programme in beliefs and values that 

involved learning in both common and separate groups. In both cases the class teachers lead the 

lessons irrespective of their personal belief. 

 

The Junior and Senior programmes have been developed separately and have different 

characteristics. The Junior Programme includes the key themes of: Self, Other, World and their Inter-

relatedness. The Senior Programme is built around 4 themes: story; thinking time; we are a 

community national school; and beliefs and religions. 
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Theoretical debates in relation to Beliefs and Values Education for All 

 

As noted above, teaching about religion in plural contexts raises challenging questions regarding the 

content of religious education, and the arrangements for its delivery, but it also raises fundamental 

issues of an epistemological and philosophical nature such as the truth of religious statements, the 

position and integrity of the teacher, rights of parents and the freedom of children. 

 

McLaughlin (2003) characterises the issues arising from religious education in common schools as 

‘dilemmas’ rather than problems for the reason that many of the issues cannot be solved with 

simple once-for-all solutions; rather they need to be worked at, tended to and adjusted in the light 

of practice in an ongoing manner. 

 

 It is impossible to do justice to the wide-ranging debates on these issues here, but it is important to 

highlight a number of the dilemmas as they are constructed within debates in academic literature 

and which are particularly pertinent to a ‘beliefs and values education for all’ approach in the light of 

the CNS context outlined above:  

1. Political theory. Arguments around common and separate schools are often informed by 

debates from Liberal and Communitarian perspectives. Liberals argue for common schools 

based on principles of democracy and liberal values (Levinson 1999), where pupils of different 

commitments can be educated together; communitarians argue for separate schools based on 

principles of coherence and (usually) religious values, where pupils can be educated in a 

meaningful tradition with a strong moral base (MacIntyre & Dunne 2002).  CNS aims to square 

this circle by nurturing students in their own beliefs as well as developing shared values 

through a common Patron’s programme. On the one hand CNS acknowledge diversity of belief 

and the difference of traditions by offering separate religious education but, on the other, they 

believe in common values which form a basis for inclusive beliefs and values education. 

Difficulties may well arise when the common and separate values do not align or there is a 

perceived imbalance in how the two are treated, but, from a theoretical perspective, there is 

also a reminder that any position must aim for theoretical coherence.   

2. Pedagogy. Literature on pedagogy in religious education is extremely wide-ranging but 

debates which would seem to have particular salience in the CNS context are those around 
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experiential and critical forms of RE. Both claim to be inclusive, but on very different grounds. 

Hammond (1990) and Hay and Nye (2006) (experiential RE) posit a common spirituality shared 

by all whereas their critics, Wright (2007) and Barnes (2014) (critical RE) dismiss such talk and 

believe that it misrepresents religions. For Hay and Nye (2006), the starting point of any 

exploration of beliefs and values, especially in a Primary classroom, must be the child’s own 

experience. As all pupils have the potential to develop ‘relational consciousness’ (p 129), the 

task of the teacher is to develop pupils spiritually through encouraging personal awareness, 

keeping an open mind, exploring new ways of seeing and becoming aware of the social 

dimensions to spirituality. By contrast, Wright and Barnes believe a religious education for all 

should acknowledge that religious truth claims are competing and do not converge but require 

pupils to develop a repertoire of skills that allow them to be religiously literate. From this 

perspective, a primary school religious education would provide pupils with basic language 

that would give pupils the ability to talk about religious ideas and progressively provide pupils 

with skills to engage in dialogue around religious concepts.   

3. Theology. Often, academic debate on pedagogy in religious education overlaps with issues of a 

theological nature. It is inevitable that any educator who teaches about religion is informed by 

an underlying view of religion and, similarly, decisions made by curriculum designers about 

how beliefs and values should be taught in the CNS GMGY curriculum are inevitably making 

choices based on theological positions. Most commonly, conservative and liberal Christian 

positions are reflected in debates around religious education in Britain and Ireland. Hick’s 

universalist theology, that different religions are different cultural ways of accessing the same 

transcendent truth, is regarded as having influenced the Experiential approach (Hella & Wright 

2009). By contrast, a Catholic sacramental theology clearly underpins the Primary school 

religious education programme Grow in Love, which is bounded within a particular vision of 

Christian truth (O’Connell 2017).  

4. Nurture.  

Beyond the world of religious education and moral education, the concept of nurture has over 

recent years come to increasing prominence through research into nurture groups, a strategy 

developed to enhance young people’s wellbeing and to support those who experience social, 

emotional and behavioural difficulties (Bennathan & Boxall 1996). A number of studies have 

associated nurture groups with positive effects in relation to social and emotional functioning 

as well as academic performance (Cooper & Whitebread 2007; Reynolds et al. 2009). Nurture 

is understood in psychological terms as a necessary process in the development of positive 

self-regard as well as the ability to regulate behaviour and form relationships with others. A 
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similar justification for nurture of this kind is made in the philosophical field by Noddings 

(2017) who advocates an education based upon an ethic of care. Some have attempted to 

locate something similar to an ethic of care in terms of a spiritual dimension in education: 

Fraser & Grootenboer (2004), for example, report on the benefits perceived by teachers in 

New Zealand through the nurture of spiritual wellbeing in secular classrooms and Hay & Nye 

(2006) advocate children be nurtured into ‘relational consciousness’ as a universal spiritual 

ethic. However, where nurture is associated with a religious or spiritual dimension, it is 

difficult to untangle it from past connections to faith formation. Cooling (2010) notes that in 

education religious nurture is usually juxtaposed with autonomy, to negative effect. And Hand 

(2003, p.91) in his argument for the abolition of faith schools, defines nurture in a faith as 

‘teaching for belief in religious propositions’. Awareness of this distinction between nurture as 

a common psychological need and an exclusive faith-specific endeavour is an important one 

when considering the use of the term in Community National Schools, especially in relation to 

the GMGY programme. 

5. Age-appropriate religious education. There is a debate about the extent to which younger 

children could be confused by an inclusive beliefs and values education and whether, 

developmentally, it is better to be grounded in a ‘primary culture’ before engaging with 

critiques of belief (McLaughlin 1985). For Alexander (2015), however, the answer to this 

question is not either/or, it is both/and. He calls his approach a ‘Pedagogy of Difference’ and it 

would seem to reflect aspects of the core values of a CNS approach: ‘To understand myself, I 

must encounter the other; but to genuinely encounter the other, I must also understand 

myself.’ (Alexander 2015, p.137). But he argues that to achieve this, what is required is a ‘deep 

immersion in the stories and practices of the tradition into which one is being initiated’ as well 

as opportunities to learn from other traditions. The question of how CNS schools achieve age-

appropriate depth for all pupils, whatever their belief tradition, is a challenging one. 

6. Position of teachers. Teachers of religious education, according to Terence Copley (2007), are 

powerful story-tellers. And Jackson believes the manner in which a teacher represents and 

interprets religion for students is the most fundamental consideration of religious education.  

Are there certain pedagogical approaches that are appropriate in a shared class but not in a 

separate class? If so, what are they? And are there certain teacher beliefs that would make a 

teacher unsuitable for teaching religious education? Jackson and Everington (2017), for 

example, note that an atheist teacher who sees the study of religions as a worthless pursuit 

would be unsuitable for taking a professional role in leading inclusive religious education. And, 

similarly unsuitable, would be a religious person who regarded initiation into religious life as 
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the only purpose to religious education. The expectation that teachers in CNS schools provide 

belief specific lessons across a range of traditions, as well as teaching a common curriculum in 

beliefs and values, raises similar questions about not just the suitability of teachers but 

whether what they are being asked to do is reasonable in a professional environment which 

highlights personal integrity as a core value (The Teaching Council 2012). 
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Documentary Analysis 

 

Method 
 

The following documents were used in the analysis: 

Lessons for Junior Infants, Senior Infants, First Class and Second Class (www.gmgy.ie) 

FAQ GMGY (www.gmgy.ie) 

CNS GMGY Guiding Principles (www.gmgy.ie) 

CNS Ethos Statement (http://www.cns.ie/index.php/design-and-features/who-we-are-item/9-

uncategorised/127-ethos-statement)  

NCCA (2014) Children’s Learning in Relation to First Penance and First Eucharist Dublin: NCCA 

 

The vast majority of the material reviewed was the lessons for each week of the four years of lower 

primary education (Junior Infants to Second Class). In total 140 ‘lessons’ were analysed. As these 

contents were closer to text-book materials than traditional lesson plans, a methodology was 

needed that provided a framework for the documentary analysis similar to textbook analysis. Pingel 

(2010, p.71) provides a list of criteria for textbook evaluation under five headings: curriculum 

components; formal criteria; types of texts/modes of presentation; analysis of content; and 

perspective of presentation. The first three of these are largely descriptive and the last two 

analytical. Comparison with Stradling’s (2001) criteria for the evaluation of History textbooks also 

highlights the absence of pedagogical considerations in Pingel’s criteria, such as: What is the 

function of the student tasks? Do the materials introduce pupils to key concepts or is it largely 

descriptive? Do the materials encourage a constructivist or direct instruction orientation? What is 

the position of the student and teacher constructed through the materials?  

 

An analytical tool that combined aspects of both, but was sensitive to the specific GMGY material, 

was therefore developed (see Appendix 3) and employed to analyse the texts. In what follows, 

therefore, there are both descriptive elements and a discursive commentary in relation to the main 

features of the curriculum and the lesson materials. 

 

Curriculum overview and main features  

 

http://www.gmgy.ie/
http://www.gmgy.ie/
http://www.gmgy.ie/
http://www.cns.ie/index.php/design-and-features/who-we-are-item/9-uncategorised/127-ethos-statement
http://www.cns.ie/index.php/design-and-features/who-we-are-item/9-uncategorised/127-ethos-statement
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Lesson Design  

The format for the lessons reflect the design of other programmes used in Primary settings such as 

the Catholic Curriculum Grow in Love (Irish Episcopal Conference 2015) and aspects of Godly Play 

developed by the Episcopalian educator Jerome Berryman (1995). Pedagogically, they share a 

common emphasis upon experiential learning and spiritual development. In practical terms, this is 

shown through similar strategies: the use of stimulus materials such as a song or story; engaging 

pupils in exploratory conversations; the provision of a time for reflection or prayer; play or discovery 

based activities; home activities (usually a worksheet to be completed with parents). These methods 

are also in step with a social constructivist form of learning that is common in other elements of the 

primary curriculum (NCCA 2009). 

  

Shared and Separate  

In reviewing the documents, one aspect that was immediately apparent was the design of the 

curriculum to accommodate the two elements in provision of beliefs and values education in CNS – 

learning in common and separate groups.  

In each year the curriculum, contains materials for three terms of work. The majority of lessons are 

to be shared but there is a period of three lessons in the second term where lessons are ‘belief 

specific’ and pupils are separated into one of: Catholic and Christian Orthodox; Muslim; Christian; 

Hindu/Buddhist/Humanist (HBH).  

 

The provision of belief specific groupings reflects the aim set out in the CNS and GMGY guiding 

principles to provide belief-specific nurture for their children, however the particular groupings used 

within the GMGY curriculum materials are likely to create an uneven experience in the quality of 

belief-specific nurture and may actually work against the provision of such. The grouping of 

Humanists with Hindus and Buddhists, for example, is anomalous and raises basic questions about 

the fairness of treatment of these groups in comparison to the others. Clearly these groups are 

minorities within the system and for this reason are grouped together for their belief-specific lessons 

but, as will be seen in discussion of the curricular content below, there is a disparity in the amount of 

belief-specific material children receive, especially if Catholic and Humanist content is compared. I 

also wonder how families who designate as ‘none’ – including not Humanist are catered for? In 

short, are these prescribed groupings the best way of catering for belief-specific teaching? Would it 

not be better for each school to manage their own groupings on the basis of the student population 

rather than on a prescribed curriculum? Of course, this raises other issues with belief-specific 

teaching in relation to what resources might be used, who might produce them and even who might 
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teach them, some of which will be dealt with below, but, in terms of general curriculum design, the 

current Junior programme does not treat beliefs equally and is likely to raise reasonable questions 

from students or parents around fairness and parity of esteem.  

 

GMGY RE Curriculum alignment 

The curriculum for Third to Sixth class has been developed in a slightly different manner from the 

Junior curriculum. The junior curriculum has its focus on Self, Other, World and their Inter-

relatedness; the senior curriculum is built around 4 themes: story; thinking time; we are a 

community national school; and beliefs and religions. The Junior curriculum aims to lay a foundation 

which can be developed and built upon further up the school, however, the progression of pupils is 

made difficult when the themes are different and the connections between them are not made 

explicit. In order to secure progression in learning, it would seem sensible to align the format and 

organisation of the curriculum right across the Primary curriculum for GMGY in CNS. 

 

GMGY and local faith communities 

The CNS ethos incorporates the intention to co-operate with all faith communities through the 

GMGY programme. Further, it recognises faith or belief communities as the ‘central locus’ in which 

children are nurtured. The most obvious expression of that is seen in the cooperation between 

schools and religious representatives of the Roman Catholic church to support the sacramental 

education of children for sacraments of First Penance and First Eucharist: ‘Local parish clergy are 

always welcome in CNS Schools, but particularly during the Faith Specific dimension, when 

children are gathered in their peer faith group. In this way, the children can come to know them 

and vice-versa’ (NCCA 2014, p.20). This cooperation is outlined in a document on the GMGY 

website, Children’s Learning in Relation to First Penance and First Eucharist, and the detailed 

guidance is likely to be of genuine benefit for teachers, children and parents of Catholic children.  By 

contrast, for all other belief groups, there were no belief-specific documents on the website and no 

other explicit reference in the curriculum materials to clergy or community leaders’ involvement in 

belief-specific classes.   This raises an obvious question about the level of access the representatives 

of other belief traditions have and the type of education they provide to CNS children. It is not clear 

whether leaders of belief communities have fair and equal access to CNS schools, but it is possible to 

say with certainty that the provision of such detailed guidance materials regarding belief-specific 

practices for only one faith tradition is imbalanced and does not fulfil the aspiration of the CNS ethos 

to give equal status to the belief traditions of their pupils. 
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Outline and Discussion of Lesson Content 

 

The materials are predominantly story-centred and focus upon themes typical of cross-curricular 

work in Primary Schools. The achievement in gathering together such an interesting library of stories 

must be acknowledged. Care is taken to provide stories from a wide range of cultures which are 

suitable for the age-range of the pupils. They are also supported by a diversity of online resources 

including poems, songs, videos and suggestions for tasks and activities. 

Junior Infants 

Themes for the shared classes include celebrations, community and belonging, living together, 

seasons, water and family. There is one explicitly religious story at the end of term one which is the 

story of The Annunciation. The final lesson in term two is intended to prepare for belief specific 

lessons under the theme ‘our school community’. It is a very well-constructed lesson but it only 

addresses commonalities and it doesn’t explicitly address the questions pupils may have when they 

learn that they will be separated in the following weeks. When they are separated for specific 

materials, the first class of each belief-specific lesson is based on the theme of spring with some 

small adjustments to make it tradition specific. The other two lessons are ‘tradition specific’ to a 

greater or lesser degree (for the Muslim children, for example, the theme is 'Special Places' - Mecca 

and the Ka’bah.) 

  

Senior Infants 

Themes for the shared classes include autumn, food, my body, friendship, home, sharing and human 

rights. Similar to Junior Infants, there is one lesson with two religious stories - the Winter Solstice 

and the birth narrative of Jesus. When separated, children (apart from those designated 

Hindu/Buddhist/Humanist) look at holy texts, the story of Jesus and Noah/Nuh, tradition-specific 

Prayers.  With Hindu/Buddhist/Humanist lessons the emphasis is on themes of care for the planet, 

special things and human rights. The lesson on Human Rights is also repeated in the Term Three 

common lesson which raises the question about why the Hindu/Buddhist/Humanist children have to 

do the same lesson twice. Certainly, it makes sense that this lesson is taught to all children 

collectively. 

  

First Class 

Themes for the shared classes include Time, Love, Competition, Story, Change. In First class one 

lesson of particular note is the lesson on winter celebrations (1.T1.L12) which includes shared 
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learning about stories from different traditions (Pagan, Christian, Muslim). The form of religious 

education in this lesson would seem to be sophisticated, common and focused upon religious 

understanding that does not attempt to conflate difference but see it as natural and positive. 

  

Second class 

Themes are creativity, worry/sadness, non-judgment, sharing, winter, memories and empathy. 

Interestingly the religious stories in the shared learning are increased in terms one and two with 

stories from Islamic, Hindu, Christian and Zen traditions. Also, with this year group, the lesson on 

Jesus' birth provides both Christian and Islamic versions. There is more emphasis in the teachers' 

notes upon preparing the children for the separate classes. The lessons in the three weeks leading 

up to the separation emphasise the naturalness of diversity and the richness of plurality.   

 

In summary, three points can be made. Firstly, the content is organised in different themes (Self, 

Other, World and their Inter-relatedness), although these are not immediately obvious by reading 

the lesson titles; an organisational framework, similar to that used in the upper Primary curriculum, 

would assist teachers in their planning. Secondly, there is very limited religious content in the shared 

lessons and this raises a question of how it can develop pupils’ religious understanding in pupils – 

what Jackson (2015) has described as the core outcome from inclusive beliefs and values education. 

Indeed, given the content prioritises the exploration of emotional literacy, personal development 

and an appreciation of the natural world (including lessons that relate to science (Light and Dark 

SI.T1.L11; caring for teeth 2.T3.L2).) it raises the question as to the potential for the material to 

engage children in religious dialogue, which is one of the CNS guiding principles. For Grimmitt, 

personal development, the ‘learning from’ religion, must also involve ‘learning about’. To focus only 

upon personal development raises questions about the extent to which the curriculum can achieve 

the range of aims it aspires to. Thirdly, there is a sense of progression across the four years in terms 

of the level of the materials and the tasks planned. Certainly, the materials in second class are likely 

to prepare pupils for the questioning and thinking required in the third to sixth class curriculum, but 

it would be helpful to understand the progression within a single whole-school curriculum 

framework. 

 

Aims 

The general aims of the programme are given in GMGY literature (see Appendix 1). 
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More specific aims for the infants to second class curriculum are conveyed through the stated aims 

for each lesson and the teacher introduction. There is an intention to express these in inclusive 

language but additional aims are indicated for ‘people of religious faith’ and these can be identified 

in the blue ink used for them. 

 

Shared Aims in the shared lessons emphasise generic skills of personal development. E.g. 

• To offer pupils an opportunity to explore their experience of their physical self (SI.T1.L4) 

• To offer pupils an opportunity to explore their experience of making friends (SI.T1.L5) 

• To explore children's experience of 'sharing space' at home (SI.T2.L4) 

• To explore children's sense of fear through exploring the experience of being in the dark 

(SI.T3.L4) 

  

 The belief-oriented aims extend the generic aim by reference to the divine or other theological 

concepts. The general aim for 2.T1.L1, for example, is 'To offer pupils an opportunity to explore 

creativity as resourcefulness', and the belief aim is that 'where appropriate and with the help of 

family, they may appreciate creativity as having a divine source'.  

  

Other examples of belief-oriented aims are: 

• JI T1.L3, the aim is:  'To lay foundations for the home to enhance the child’s appreciation of 

the all-abiding divine whether at home or in school.' 

• JI. T1.L4 and SI.T1.L2, in the Introductions to these lessons God is 'Creator and sustainer of 

the earth' 

• J1.T1.L11, Divine Love is like the love of a Father. And in 1.T1.L4, Divine Love is the source of 

moral action  

• SI.T2.L3 , the aim is to 'appreciate God as the source of love we experience at home'  

 

While these statements may seem uncontroversial from a Christian position many of them would 

not reflect the theological landscape of other faiths.  The statement ‘For people of religious faith, 

God is love and, that love is the ultimate source of our human morality’, for example, would be 

confusing for a Zen Buddhist who lacks a sense of a divine creator or for the Hindu who understands 

dharma as the fundamental principle by which to understand moral action. 

 

In general, the religious aims show a view of the nature of God most associated with the Abrahamic 

traditions. Indeed, there would seem to be an underlying universalist theology reflecting a liberal 
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Christian position that the Divine is one, understood differently by believers of different faiths.  The 

issues arising from adopting a position of this type have been debated comprehensively in the 

religious education literature (Wright 2007; Barnes 2014; Walshe & Teece 2013) and while there 

remain strong differences in both pedagogical and theological positions, there is general agreement 

that religious educators have a duty to represent religions as accurately and fairly as possible 

(Jackson 2014). With that in mind, it is unlikely that aims of a generic ‘religious’ nature are capable of 

reflecting the competing truth positions of religions in a way that could do justice to the criteria of 

fairness and accuracy.   

 

It would make sense, therefore, for the aims of the common lessons to be framed without reference 

to confessional elements and, rather, focus upon learning outcomes relating to 

religious/beliefs/values understanding in inclusive terms.  

 

Pedagogy 

 

The curriculum materials indicate that the pedagogical approach is child centred, narrative based, 

constructivist and experiential. Together these are combined into a programme which overtly aims 

to nurture children. As noted above, the child-centred approach is in step with broader early years 

and Primary approaches in Ireland  that emphasise holistic, active and play-based learning (NCCA 

2009). 

  

An explicit narrative approach is shown through the emphasis upon story and conversation about 

the story throughout the GMGY junior curriculum. In addition, there is frequently some extension of 

the conversation into an activity or task - play with plasticine or models, for example. In that way it is 

experiential in that it invites the children to not only listen but to actively participate. There is a lively 

and energetic feel to the activities in which children are encouraged to participate through singing, 

poetry and action songs. In contrast, there is also the use of silence in class to allow pupils to engage 

experientially in reflection and develop awareness of their senses. Work of this kind is common in 

other educational programmes with a focus on well-being or inclusive spiritual development (for 

example, https://mindfulnessinschools.org/).   

 

 In each lesson the stories are repeated, first as a straightforward story and on the second occasion 

as a source for dialogue and conversation. Questions are provided to consolidate the pupils’ 

knowledge of the text and lead the children towards deepening their understanding through 
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reflection, wonder and projection. The use of questions as 'conversations' (similar to Groome’s 

(2006) shared praxis approach) are adult led but the teachers’ notes accompanying the lessons 

indicate a desire for the conversations to be inclusive of all pupils and to be between pupils, as well 

as with the teacher. Further, the GMGY guiding principles state that ‘Inter-religious dialogue, and 

dialogue between religions and belief systems, is central to the GMGY approach’. While recognising 

the challenges for children at this developmental stage to engage dialogically, the GMGY principle 

raises a question about whether the learning materials give sufficient emphasis to this aim and if any 

adjustments could be made to the materials that might cultivate more opportunities for basic 

exchanges between pupils from their own position of understanding, in addition to dialogue that is 

teacher led. Thinking Together (Phillipson & Wegerif 2017) is an example of one model which could 

potentially inform the development of these dialogic opportunities. It is based on a framework of 4 

Cs to encourage and sustain classroom talk with younger children: caring, critical, collaborative and 

creative. Indeed, employing a framework of this kind could also be beneficial in preparing learners 

for the thinking time (based on the Philosophy for Children approach) in the third to sixth classes.  

 

Interestingly the emphasis on the value of story is not only seen through the use of story books in 

every lesson but through lessons aimed at valuing stories and giving pupils opportunities to tell 

stories (e.g. SI.T1.L10; 1.T1.L9). The opportunity for cross-curricular skills of literacy and 

communication are clear. There is a desire that the child is given the position of narrator and 

'practiced in the art of hermeneutics, the art of interweaving their experience of childhood with 

images, metaphors and narrative' with the purpose of 'nurturing children in making meaning ' 

(1.T1.L6). In this sense, the approach is not only constructivist in intention but in the guidance given 

and the materials offered. 

 

Looked at as a whole, the pedagogical approach of the GMGY junior programme has significant 

similarities to the Narrative approach developed by Clive and Jane Erricker. Both approaches place 

the child at the centre, rely on narrative (book-based and pupil-generated) as a key learning tool, 

and adopt a constructivist pedagogy – and so there may well be value in exploring how the 

theoretical writings (Erricker 2010; Erricker & Erricker 2000a; Chater & Erricker 2013; Erricker & 

Erricker 2000b) or the pedagogical framework developed by Erricker (Hampshire County Council et 

al. 2011) could inform discussion of the GMGY curriculum going forward.  

 

As noted above, there is very little emphasis on religious stories in the shared sessions; most texts 

have no reference to religion and focus instead on themes such as identity and community. There 
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are a few exceptions, however, and they are particularly interesting in relation to their pedagogical 

difference: 

• JI.T1.L12 The Annunciation 

• 1.T1.L12 Christmas 

• SI.T1.L12 The Return of the Sun (The winter Solstice and Christmas) 

• 2.T1.L9 King Rantideva  

  

Where religious material is the focus there is a real sense of religious ideas being explored together 

from different perspectives and so it is unfortunate that there are not more lessons of this kind. 

Indeed there are several untapped opportunities within the existing materials where religious stories 

are used but the religious element of the story is removed (Kevin's story shows no mention that 

Kevin is an Irish Saint (JI.T1.L10) and the feeding of the 5,000 is replaced by a parable of Miko 

(2.T1.L11)) or the opportunity for developing religious understanding is bypassed (the story of Shiva 

and Parvati is used as an example of story rather than an introduction to elements of Hinduism). 

 

Elsewhere lessons about food could be connected to religious content -  say, the story about apples 

(JI.T1.L4) and Rosh Hashanah or the lesson on bread (2.T3.L1) and Eucharist. Similarly, religious 

stories which draw on the golden rule, cooperation, celebrations, remembrance from different 

religions would also be valuable in developing religious understanding.  

 

It is important to add that, where the religious content is increased, the materials generally 

represent the religion in a fair and accurate way. There are, however, some exceptions. In the story 

of King Rantideva the lesson focuses upon the theme of love, but this does not do justice to the core 

Hindu concepts of compassion and non-attachment contained in the story. The representation of 

Christian traditions could also be contested in places. The use of the repetition of the Lord's prayer 

or responsorial prayer (1.T2.L2.CHR) in the 'Christian' specific lessons, for example, is likely to be 

unusual for those pupils from more non-conformist Protestant traditions such as Baptists, 

Pentecostals, Quakers who do not generally use liturgical forms. This suggests that the inclusion of 

religious representatives as well as experts in religious education would be valuable in informing the 

design of the belief-specific materials. 

  

Another area of pedagogical interest in the materials concerns the lessons in Term two which occur 

before the children are separated into their belief-specific groups. While there is a clear view 

expressed in the GMGY materials that pupils should be nurtured into a primary culture, it is clear 
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that there is a desire that they are also nurtured into shared universal values and these are 

emphasised in these transition lessons. In the early years there are preparatory lessons for 

separation but they do not deal with the classroom arrangements explicitly. This is done in a more 

explicit way for the first time in Second Class (2.T2.L5-6). Arguably, if separation is to happen, a 

greater emphasis upon a more detailed preparation of children for separation should take place in 

earlier classes is. Separation is likely to strike young children as unusual and not only does their 

curiosity need satisfied but the potential of ‘othering’ through separation needs to be mitigated so 

that it does not extend to separation in other places or at other times.  

 

Nurture 

The lessons are intended to cultivate moral education and there is reference to the work of Kohlberg 

and Piaget in this regard in the guidance for teachers. The materials also speak explicitly about the 

aim of lessons as nurture; to 'nurture children to live childhood to the full' and for pupils of a faith 

tradition to understand that 'a growing up is always a growing into their community and its faith'.  

  

Elsewhere: 'The educational endeavour of GMGY is to nurture the child's capacity to give and receive 

love, as the basis of true esteem for self and for other…' (I.T1.L4). Children are given stories to 

encourage virtues of non-judgment (2.T1.L8; 1.T2.L6), peace (1.T3.L4), sharing (SI.T1.L9), for 

example. And there are explorations of emotions: identifying emotions (SI.T1. L7), dealing with fear 

(1.T1.L10), worry (2.T1.L6), and sadness (2.T1.L7). 

  

In the shared sessions there is, on the whole, an effort to nurture children into the school 

community and a desire to make the material as inclusive as possible, although this is not always 

achieved. Compare, for example, the presentation of the Shiva/Parvati story from the Hindu 

tradition (1.T1.L8) with the Christmas story (1.T1.L12). The Hindu story is treated as an example of 

the value of stories and followed up with a discussion on stories. By contrast, in the shared lesson on 

Christmas, the children are invited to sing: 'God loves you Mary, God's Word is true / Blessed Mary, 

Blessed are You'.  While the notes to teachers indicate that the lesson explores the cultural 

significance of Christmas, the use of confessional language in songs undermines that aim. Similarly, 

in Second Class, another Christmas lesson includes a Muslim song, as well as the Mary song, as part 

of the lesson on birth stories of Jesus (2.T1.L12). This song includes the lines: 'I am a Muslim, the 

things I say/ In everything I do everyday/ We are Muslims, the things we say/ In everything we do 

every day'. The material comes with the rider: 'use as appropriate' but the fact that it is provided for 

a shared lesson has the potential to cause difficulty for teachers and pupils. At one level, it may 
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create confusion but, at an another, to cause upset or offence to parents. Underlying the inclusion of 

such materials in shared lessons seems to be an assumption that differences between religions are 

unproblematic and the distinctive (and conflicting) views of truth held by those of different beliefs 

should not be an impediment to nurture. The reality, however, is that belief-specific nurture for 

many Christians and Muslims is bounded by various factors including ceremonies, rituals, sacred 

times and places, depending on the nature of the nurturing activity. In addition, if the person leading 

belief-specific nurture does not subscribe to the general tenets of that belief, or they apparently 

affirm beliefs from two traditions, it would not be surprising if parents or religious communities 

regarded the nurture as trivialising their beliefs. 

  

The materials used when pupils are separated range from strongly to weakly belief-specific and, in 

some cases, not belief-specific at all. For the Catholic group, the material is congruent with the core 

teachings of the Catholic church and the strength of its belief-specific nature is seen in the learning 

of prayers and rituals, and the same is the case in relation to the Islamic material. The Humanist, 

Hindu and Buddhist material is much less belief-specific, an inevitable consequence of the grouping 

of such widely different traditions, but it raises an obvious issue in relation to parity of treatment of 

these different groups. Indeed, as noted above the lack of belief-specific material for this HBH group 

means that some lessons taught to them are repeats of common lessons. There must be a 

recognition that schools cannot cater for every single tradition and the attempt to do so might also 

be harming to the pupil who is placed in a group that includes teaching against the parents’ wishes, 

or who is excluded and left alone. One approach would be that schools require a minimum number 

of pupils to run a belief specific class and, for those pupils who cannot be accommodated, an 

inclusive curriculum is provided. In that situation, it would seem helpful to provide additional 

inclusive RE lessons for teachers during term two. Another response might be to abandon the belief-

specific element altogether, although this would require a reconsideration of how the commitment 

in the GMGY Overarching Principles (Appendix 1) to nurture the beliefs of the child’s family and 

community life is to be realised.   

  

With the confessional nature of the materials designed to nurture pupils in the belief-specific 

sessions, there is an obvious issue with the position of the teacher. In these different lessons, for 

example, the teacher leads Muslim pupils in saying 'La ilaha illa Allah' (There is no god but Allah); in 

the Catholic/Orthodox lessons the teacher recites the Hail Mary, the Lord's Prayer and Glory Be to 

the Father; and in the Christian (Protestant) lessons states: 'Our Bible this week has told the story of 

Jesus dying on the cross. It tells the stories of the people who knew that God has raised him up again 
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and who celebrated and were happy. At Easter… we have a special word that we can say together: 

Alelluia' 

  

As noted already, this practice has the potential to minimise the unique truths claimed by religious 

believers (if they can be said without being meant) and to compromise the integrity of the religious 

belief of the teacher. In both cases it is unlikely to build the sense of difference and plurality aspired 

to in the CNS ethos statement. 

  

Skills 

 

As noted above, children are encouraged to be story-makers and to develop skills of communication. 

In every lesson pupils develop skills of awareness-sensing, reflection and stillness through the quiet 

time. Elsewhere there is an emphasis upon working together/collaboration and, in one lesson 

(SI.T2.L2), dilemmas are used to cultivate thinking skills. 

 

On the whole, however, skills are discussed in relation to specific lessons and not designed to be 

dealt with in an overarching framework throughout the programme, even when they are regarded 

as core to the programme. The CNS principles, for example, make a commitment to inter-belief 

dialogue as ‘central’ to the GMGY approach, but it is difficult to see the expression of that 

commitment through this curriculum if what is meant is the articulation of ideas about belief with 

others. For many experienced teachers, cultivation of this type of dialogue may come naturally but, 

for others, the guidance on how it may be achieved needs to be more explicit. As noted above, 

dialogic skills developed through programmes such as Thinking Together and P4C have been shown 

to have the potential to do this and elements of these models could potentially be incorporated in 

the Junior GMGY programme. 

 

As wells as skills of dialogue, more emphasis on specific skills which relate to learning about beliefs 

and values would be helpful. Some skills might include:  

• To describe key ideas in belief systems 

• To contextualise beliefs in relation to how they are practised 

• To evaluate (at an age appropriate level)  

• To express insights and ask questions about religious ideas, world views and values 

• To dialogue with others about ideas from the history of beliefs 
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A comparison of the CNS materials with other curricula of inclusive RE in different regions/countries 

may be helpful in identifying the skills most appropriate for the CNS context. 
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Conclusions 

 

In devising the GMGY Junior curriculum, the authors faced many issues shared by other regions who 

seek to provide an inclusive education in beliefs and values for children in a plural environment but 

they had the additional challenges of developing a programme for a new school sector and in a 

national context where discourse around inclusive religious education is in its infancy (Cullen 2017). 

The current curriculum has attempted to offer creative responses to the issues within an organised 

and structured framework for teachers, parents and pupils. Over time, however, CNS has grown and 

there have been a range of contextual developments such as the emergence of a GMGY senior 

curriculum, growth in pupil population and the increase in diversity of beliefs represented in CNS 

schools. There have also been public debates in various media about aspects of the GMGY 

programme, particularly the practice of separating children for belief-specific elements. Alongside 

this, national debates on school patronage and religious education have continued to shape the 

landscape, provide new challenges and raise new questions. 

 

In recognition of these developments, NCCA are undertaking a review of the Junior GMGY 

programme and the purpose of this report is to provide an analysis of the curriculum and to frame 

the key issues arising from it within academic debates in religious education and curricula designed 

to explore beliefs and values with pupils. By way of conclusion it is important to note some of the 

key points emerging from the documentary analysis and identify key questions for reviewers going 

forward. These are summarised under four headings: conception of beliefs and values education; 

curriculum design; position of the teacher; relationships with communities of belief. 

 

Conception of beliefs and values education.  

The GMGY Junior curriculum occupies a space originally designated as Religious Education in CNS 

schools but over time has become a Patron’s programme of beliefs and values education. This 

change in title represents an awareness of the complexity of dealing with religion, beliefs and values 

in a diverse educational setting that aims to cultivate belief-nurture within the school curriculum in 

an inclusive way. While there has been some attempt to frame the definition of the curriculum in its 

Overarching Principles (Appendix 1), the CNS conception of beliefs and values education needs 

further clarification. Two concepts deserving particular focus are ‘religious understanding’ and 

‘nurture’. In regard to the former, the amount of religious content should be reviewed along with 



25 
 

the approach taken to develop pupils’ religious understanding.  A statement of guiding principles 

which situates the programme more explicitly within the wider debates outlined above would be 

beneficial, although this should not constrain the development of creative responses within the CNS 

context. Clearly, there has been a desire to be innovative and creative in the development of GMGY 

so far, and this can only be enhanced through a consideration of the academic debates as well as a 

dialogue with those syllabus writers and policy makers in other regions who are at different stages of 

the journey in developing an inclusive form of education in religion, beliefs and values. A significant 

amount of this thinking seems to have been done for the Senior programme in this regard but the 

development of guiding principles which align both Junior and Senior programmes within a single 

vision of beliefs and values education is needed. Such a document should also give attention to 

pedagogy. The lessons in the Junior curriculum are based on a pedagogy which aims for inclusivity, 

nurture, child-centredness and meaning-making as well as being in accordance with parents’ wishes. 

These aims can clearly pull in different directions and so there is a need to develop a pedagogy of 

beliefs and values education which takes greater account of the complexities in the GMGY 

programme and provides a more coherent vision in response to the question – what is beliefs and 

values education in Community National Schools? There is a suggestion by Irwin (2017) that this 

question could be answered by an ‘existential turn’ towards a view where the ‘holistic’ experience of 

the child is primary, and prior to ideological or religious commitments. This arguably comes close to 

the concept of nurture as a basic psychological need noted in the theory section above, but if 

choosing such an approach, curriculum designers need to be clear about how the sector’s desire for 

belief-specific nurture fits alongside this. To treat a holistic approach as primary is a contested 

position and likely to be seen by some as the relegation of faith-based commitments to a secondary 

dimension of life. When the conception of beliefs and values education is strengthened and 

sharpened, a revision of the Junior GMGY programme in line with such will ensure it serves the 

purposes of the CNS ethos appropriately. 

 

Curriculum design. 

Three key factors stand out in relation to curriculum design: curriculum structure; separate and 

common lessons; cross-curricular alignment. 

Curriculum structure 

It is possible to say without inconsistency that the GMGY Junior programme is both too constraining 

and lacks sufficient structure. In relation to the former, the lessons provided for the separate belief-
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specific groups create artificial constraints, especially with regard to the Humanist/Buddhist/Hindu 

lessons. And in relation to the latter, the overall purpose of the curriculum is unpacked in a gradual 

and limited way through the teacher guidance materials but an approach which frames the whole 

curriculum within overarching themes, aims and skills is needed. Going forward, then, the challenge 

is to consider how to develop a model which allows for flexibility within a broad but clearly defined 

framework. 

Separate and common lessons 

Possibly the most significant question for those designing the new GMGY curriculum is 

whether to include belief-specific lessons. As it stands the GMGY Junior programme attempts to 

provide a model of beliefs and values education that is both common and separate. Such an 

approach is theoretically justified by various scholars, such as Alexander (2015) through his 

Pedagogy of Difference, and has been shown to work in other contexts, such as Integrated Primary 

Schools in Northern Ireland, where schools provide common and separate religious education which 

meets the needs of their pupil populations and the wishes of the parents1. Following Alexander’s 

model successfully, however, would require a greater commitment to the separate belief-specific 

lessons in terms of frequency and depth and the provision of committed believers to deliver these. 

And, as in the Integrated schools, flexibility for each school to adapt and develop a bespoke 

curriculum within a broad framework is likely to enhance the chances of a common and separate 

model working successfully.  If CNS is to continue the common and separate lessons, care should be 

taken over the type of materials used; the examples of good practice identified above in the 

common lessons dealing with religious content should be extended.  Further, to accommodate 

minorities and those who prefer not to have belief-specific lessons, it would make sense to offer a 

common curriculum that covers the whole year. And finally on this issue of separate lessons, there 

are a number of ‘transition lessons’ which immediately precede the separate lessons. The pupil 

materials for these lessons emphasise togetherness and unity but don’t explicitly address separation 

and the reasons for it. More emphasis upon difference, plurality and discussion of the reasons for 

separation would to some degree mitigate the potential negative impacts from the separation. 

Cross-curricular alignment. There are two separate aspects to this – alignment across the 

two GMGY programmes and alignment of the Junior GMGY programme with other curriculum 

subjects. There are distinct differences between Junior and Senior programmes in both content and 

                                                           
1 While arrangements are specific to each school, most Integrated Primary schools offer 
some combination of Catholic RE, Protestant RE, Ethics and  common RE. 
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approach yet both are bound by the same guidelines and serve the same ethos. Can the two 

programmes be drawn into a coherent whole-school approach? 

There is significant use of cross-curricular themes in the programme which have the 

potential to link with topics in other areas of the Primary curriculum. Is it possible for these links to 

be made explicit and to encourage teachers to see the contribution of the GMGY programme to the 

wider curriculum? If a cross-curricular approach is employed, however, it is important that the 

specific contribution made by the beliefs and values education element is clear. 

 

Position of the teacher.  

Teachers are asked to teach both confessional and non-confessional elements. This raises significant 

and fundamental issues around the position of the teacher, his/her own faith, professionalism and 

integrity. Two questions, in particular, seem to be key. Firstly, should teachers be expected to deliver 

all aspects of the programme? What may have been possible and necessary for a small group of 

schools with small pupil numbers is more difficult to sustain in a growing school sector with ever-

increasing diversity where roles and policies need to be clarified in a manner that can be sustained 

into the future. Over time, it seems unlikely that religious communities would continue to support 

the potential outworking of this policy (e.g. a Muslim teacher leading sacramental preparation for 

Catholic children). Secondly, what would a code of practice for teachers teaching beliefs and values 

education in CNS schools look like? Guidance on teaching styles which are appropriate or not 

appropriate in the different common and separate contexts would likely be of value as would a 

statement of principles outlining what is expected of teachers in this sensitive and controversial 

area. 

 

While it is beyond the remit of this review, it seems important to note that in developing any new 

curriculum, consideration needs to be given to how teachers are supported in its implementation 

and how future teachers in ITE are prepared to deliver beliefs and values education in a plural 

environment. 

 

Relationship with Communities of Belief 

GMGY is based on the principle of being ‘of the community’ and extensive guidance is given on how 

the programme incorporates the confessional elements of Catholic sacramental education. 
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Currently, similar support and resourcing has not been given to other traditions. What guidance or 

resources, therefore, are appropriate in developing supportive partnerships with other communities 

of belief? But the issue of partnership rightly raises other queries around the GMGY programme in 

its totality: for example, who contributes to the writing of the common materials and to what extent 

are the communities of belief consulted or included in this as a shared enterprise?  

 

Even if separate classes do not find a place in a new curriculum, there remains a challenge of how 

schools will fulfil the aspiration of the CNS ethos to work with communities of belief in nurturing the 

beliefs and values of each pupil.  
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Appendix 1 – Overarching Principles 

 

Goodness Me, Goodness You Overarching Principles 

The following guiding principles should assist schools in planning for and using the GMGY 

programme. These principles are informed by the Primary School Curriculum (1999, pages 

8-9), and by Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (2009, pages 7-12). They 

take account of the Toledo Principles (2007) and the particular ethos of Community National 

Schools. They have also been informed by the experience of teachers, principals, and Boards 

of Management in all primary schools who have been engaging with an increasing range of 

belief and faith communities, their families, and their children.  

 

Community National Schools seek to nurture the development of the whole child, and 

they value all dimensions of the child’s family and community life, including beliefs and 

religions. The GMGY programme is a practical expression of that support. It emphasises the 

important role of religions and beliefs in children’s lives and helps to nurture those beliefs.  

 

Parents are the primary educators of their children, and families and communities are 

responsible for passing on traditions, values and beliefs. The GMGY programme seeks to 

complement that important work. Parents and families, in their turn have a role in 

supporting GMGY in schools.  

 

Inter-religious dialogue, and dialogue between religions and belief systems, is central to 

the GMGY approach. The programme aims to contribute to the development of Ireland as a 

pluralist society, based on an appreciation of the value of different languages, cultures, 

ethnicities, religions and belief systems, and of the interaction between them.  

 

The GMGY programme is being developed with schools using an action research approach. 

Teachers and principals working with the programme are also shaping it through their 
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reflections and observations. Parents and children, through their feedback are also 

contributing. All of the schools are Community National Schools, but each school is also 

unique. The programme needs to be flexible enough to evolve over time, and to support the 

particular needs of each school.   
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Appendix 2 – Ethos Statement 

 

Community National Schools Ethos Statement 

A Community National School is one where: 

▪ The school becomes a centre of the local community 

▪ Children are encouraged and supported in living their lives to the full 

▪ High standards are the goal in teaching and learning 

▪ Everybody is valued and treated with respect 

▪ Diversity is recognised and celebrated 

▪ Respect for plurality of faiths is seen as integral to the daily routine of the school 

What this ethos means 

For our pupils we: 

o Place the interests of the pupils first 

o Promote a holistic approach to education, developing all aspects of the child - intellectually, 

physically, culturally, morally and spiritually 

o Provide a top class education where each child is encouraged to reach his/her potential 

o Are committed to the spirit of inclusion and equality, where each member of the school 

community is valued and treated with respect 

o Set high expectations in a caring and nurturing environment 

For our parents we: 

o Promote an open and consultative environment, where parents are recognised as partners 

in their child's education 

o Encourage their involvement in the education of their children and endeavour to support 

them in this process 

As a staff we: 

o Strive for excellence in all we do 
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o Create a welcoming and happy atmosphere in the school 

o Value all members of the school community 

o Support and encourage each other 

o Listen carefully, communicate clearly 

o Are committed to playing our part in developing the school as a learning organisation 

o Nurture each child and focus on their positive attributes 

o Work with outside agencies in the best interests of our pupils 

o Take collective responsibility for all our pupils, the school environment, good staff relations, 

a nurturing work atmosphere and a positive school reputation 

For our wider community we: 

o Reflect and cater for the needs of the community 

o Work closely with community organisations and community leaders to enrich the education 

of our pupils 

o Provide opportunity for the wider community to become involved in the life of the school 
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Appendix 3 – GMGY Curriculum Analysis Criteria 
 

1. Curriculum components 

• Curriculum context (educational system; school type) 

• Accompanying guidelines 

2. Formal criteria 

• Source (online location) and availability 

• Target group 

3. Types of texts/mode of presentation 

• Author’s descriptive text 

• Activities/tasks 

• Third party sources/materials (stories, videos, lyrics) 

• Online links 

4. Analysis of content 

• Accuracy 

• Up-to-date portrayal 

• Topic selection/balance/representativeness 

• Proportion of facts and views/interpretations 

5. Pedagogical Approaches 

• Function of tasks 

• Direct instruction or constructivist 

• Conceptual or descriptive 

• Position of the student 

• Position of the teacher 

6. Perspective of presentation 

• Author’s assumptions 

• Single or multiple perspectives 

• Cognitive or affective orientation 

 

 


