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A Brief Introduction
Educate Together National Schools are a specific type of state-funded primary school in Ireland. 
They are part of the National School system that was established in 1831 and which, together with 
the Special Schools, comprises all State-funded primary education in Ireland.

All National Schools, whether Roman Catholic, Protestant, Islamic, Jewish or Educate Together 
schools, are funded by the State on an equal basis. They operate the same National Curriculum, 
follow the same Rules for Boards of Management and are staffed by teachers who have the same 
level of professional qualifications and recognition.

What Makes Educate Together Schools Different?
Where schools differ from each other is in their “ethos”. The ethos of a school describes its spirit and 
character. This is built upon its aims and objectives and its policies and procedures and should be 
reflected in all interactions within the school community. Thus, the ethos of a school impacts strongly 
on the kind of education delivered to its pupils. 
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This very simple idea is the foundation of all policy and practice in the school, whether it is the 
enrolment policy, the way that the Board carries out its work, the way that a code of behaviour is 
developed or the manner in which the curriculum is delivered.

The legal documents of Educate Together commit both the Patron and the Board of all schools to 
uphold the following principles.

All schools should be:

Equality-based i.e. all children having equal rights of access to the school, and 
children of all social, cultural and religious backgrounds being equally respected

Co-educational and committed to encouraging all children to explore their full range 
of abilities and opportunities

Child-centred in their approach to education

Democratically run with active participation by parents in the daily life of the school, 
whilst positively affirming the professional role of the teachers

Ref: The Educate Together Charter

Commitment to the Educate Together Charter
It is important to note that these principles are not ‘mission statements’ or merely statements of 
aspiration or intent. They form real commitments to deliver an education that reflects these binding 
principles. The Board of Management of an Educate Together school must judge its performance 
against these core principals at all levels of school activity.

It is worth considering these commitments in some detail.
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The Patron and the Board of Management
Within the Irish National School System, responsibility for determining the ethos of a school rests with 
the “Patron”. The main legislation that governs education in Ireland, the Education Act 1998, confers 
significant powers on school patrons.

Amongst other powers, the Patron:- 

•	 establishes a new school

•	 sets up its Board of Management

•	 selects the first Principal before the school opens

•	 directly appoints two members of the Board, approves the selection of other members and 		
	 appoints the Chairperson

•	 approves the appointment of all teaching staff

•	 lays down the fundamental ethos base of the Board.

Under the Education Act, the Board of Management must undertake to run the school according to 
the ethos determined by the Patron. In addition, one half hour period of teaching per day for children 
in the school is reserved for the Patron’s exclusive religious curriculum. 

In the denominational schools that constitute the majority of National Schools in Ireland, the Patron is 
usually the Bishop of the religion concerned, but in an Educate Together National School, the Patron 
is a company limited by guarantee whose activities are regulated by its Memo and Articles and the 
Companies Acts and whose decisions are made at General Meetings of its members. This has created 
a modern, transparent and accountable model of patronage that is defined in clear legal terms.

The fundamental legal concept of Educate Together’s patronage is that the Board of an 
Educate Together school is bound to operate a school that delivers equality of access and 
esteem to all children, irrespective of their social, cultural and religious backgrounds.
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Equality-based
Note: In consultation with members, the Board of Directors of Educate Together took an important 
decision for the future of the organisation in 2015 – that Educate Together would no longer describe 
itself as a ‘multi-denominational’ organisation but would use the term ‘equality-based’. At different 
points in the history of Educate Together the term ‘multi-denominational’ has been opposed by 
families, teachers and pupils who do not identify themselves in religious terms. A working group 
established by the organisation found that its use implicitly suggests a religious focus that has 
become confusing to parents, teachers and general public. The decision to discontinue the use of 
‘multi-denominational’ does not change the standing commitment of the organisation to “equality of 
access and esteem to children irrespective of their social, culture or religious background”.

Educate Together schools are committed to the principle that all religious backgrounds should be 
equally respected in the operation of the school. Included in this definition are humanist, agnostic 
and atheistic viewpoints and a generic concept of ‘personal creed’. The term ‘respect’ is carefully 
chosen. There is a clear distinction made between the concept of accommodation or tolerance of 
difference and the concept of respect. Toleration and accommodation inherently imply that a majority 
view must make allowances for minority views and minorities must make requests to achieve this 
accommodation; respect implies care and equal treatment as a right. 

In practice, the objective of an Educate Together school is to create a school culture and practice 
in which the identity of every child is guaranteed active support. Neither the child nor parents or 
guardians should have to ask for that respect to be given. The school works hard to create a positive, 
comfortable atmosphere. The underlying concept is that human diversity enhances life, enriches 
cultures and provides huge educational resources for current and future generations.

The Ethical Education Curriculum
In an Educate Together school, the daily period of time set aside for the patron’s religious education 
programme is used to deliver our Ethical Education Curriculum*. This programme is called the 
“Learn Together” curriculum and is published by Educate Together. It is subject to review and 
development by the Education Committee and by decisions at Annual General Meetings of the 
organisation. A copy of the curriculum is available from the school or from Educate Together.

*	Please note: In some Educate Together Schools opened before 2000, this programme may operate locally under different 	
	 names and headings



establishment of such classes and is only involved in so far as to ensure that they are responsibly 
organised, covered by insurance and that the necessary steps have been taken to ensure the safety 
of the children attending. There is never any obligation placed on a child, parent or staff member to 
become involved in doctrinal instruction.

This approach has a number of consequences:

•	 When this model of school ethos is conscientiously implemented, no child is ever placed in a 	
	 position in which they feel themselves an outsider in the school programme because of their 	
	 family or individual identity. The approach minimises the situations in which parents or children 	
	 feel the need to absent themselves from aspects of school life.

•	 It maximises the school’s ability to address the religious rights of all families without favour or 	
	 discrimination.

•	 Responsibility for religious formation of children is assumed to be that of the family and religious 	
	 organisations, while the responsibility of the school is to provide a safe, caring and respectful 	
	 environment for all children. This encourages children to have a strong and secure contact with 	
	 their own identity and comfort in interaction with people of different faiths and persuasions.

•	 The human rights of teachers and other workers in the school are addressed, as staff are never 	
	 placed in a position in which they may be required to put forward as religious truth a viewpoint 	
	 that they may not themselves hold. 

Whilst Educate Together holds that this way of treating religious difference in an Irish school context 
offers many advantages, we appreciate that there are families for whom this model may not be 
suitable. For instance, an Educate Together school depends on parents who are happy to allow 
their children to explore and be exposed to different religious views and who do not regard it as 
their religious duty to seek to persuade others of their beliefs. In the case of families who observe 
strict guidelines around their children’s exposure to artwork, games or sports of other faiths, a 
denominational school of their conscience, or a recognised programme of home education may well 
be a more appropriate choice. If such options are not available in the locality, however, Educate 
Together schools will attempt to handle these questions as sensitively as possible.
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The programme is divided into four strands: ‘Moral and Spiritual Development’, ‘Equality and Justice’, 
‘Belief Systems’ and ‘Ethics and the Environment’. The curriculum specifically addresses the Educate 
Together ethos and it is here that the values that the school seeks to model in its ‘characteristic spirit’ 
are articulated and explained in greater depth.

In the strand called ‘Belief Systems’, the programme explains and explores the major belief systems 
in the world in an educational manner, teaching children about these faiths and beliefs without 
endorsing any particular one as religious truth. During the year, an Educate Together school may 
mark - in an age appropriate way - festivals such as Chinese New Year, Easter, Bealtaine, Hindu 
Festival of Lights (Diwali), Harvest Festivals, Samhain (Halloween), Ramadan and Eid, Hannuka and 
Christmas. The programme allows the school to explore the similarities and differences with the 
older celebrations that underlie many of these festivals. Examples would be the Celtic festivals and 
practices that underpin Easter or the solstice festivals that occur around Christmas.

It is normal that the treatment of these events becomes integrated into the whole school 
programme, involving drama, art, music, history and geography and also, in many cases, parental 
and community participation.  This may mean exploring wider cultural themes such as cuisine and 
family celebrations. The range of such activities within an individual school will be determined by 
local conditions.

The educational aim of this work is to model positive information about world faiths in a respectful 
atmosphere which highlights rights and responsibilities.

Doctrinal Instruction
In addition to offering the ethical education programme, Boards of Management of Educate 
Together schools enable any group of parents who wish to use the facilities of the school outside 
school hours to organise specific doctrinal instruction classes. In most Educate Together schools, for 
instance, Roman Catholic sacramental preparation is available in these out-of-hours programmes; 
these are organised by Roman Catholic parents often with the direct participation of the local parish. 
These classes mix naturally with other extra-curricular activities of the school. Parents of other faiths 
are similarly facilitated. It is important to note however, that the Board is not responsible for the 
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From an educational perspective, the inclusive nature of the Educate Together ethical programme 
permeates and influences all teaching in the school.  The focus is on an explorative approach to 
learning that is managed and facilitated by the teacher.  Children are encouraged to gain personal 
understandings in a creative and supportive learning environment.  They are encouraged to evaluate 
information, form judgements and articulate these judgements in a supportive, respectful and safe 
environment.   

Educate Together schools promote an approach to education which is based on the core values of 
mutual respect, self-esteem, dignity and critical awareness. 

The child is formally recognised as a participant in the education process and a valued part of the 
learning organisation that is Educate Together. Ensuring that children participate in school affairs and 
that their voices are listened to is part of the democracy that underpins the school. This core value of 
partnership aims to nurture a deep appreciation of the concepts of participation and rights in society, 
organisations and the world.  

The approach taken to ethical education in Educate Together schools aims to directly promote the 
life skills that are essential to a generation of children, growing up into a diverse and varied social 
environment. Their adult experience will be genuinely global in scope.

Co-educational
The co-educational principle was included in the Educate Together Charter at a time when 
co-educational schools were in a minority. This is no longer the case at primary level and the 
significance of this element of our charter has changed. It now obliges the Board of an Educate 
Together school to work to ensure that all children are empowered to fulfil their potential irrespective 
of gender.

Co-educational education is far more than simply putting girls and boys into the same classroom 
and teaching them the same curriculum. Instead it  should ensure that the school develops a 
comprehensive programme to counter gender stereotyping in all its forms. Schools should be pro-
active in promoting an approach to learning that encourages and supports the wide variety and 
range of talents among the children irrespective of gender. 
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This is a complex issue that a school cannot solve on its own; nevertheless it must be addressed 
and discussed within schools in partnership with parents, teachers and students. The significance 
of this element of a school’s work should not be underestimated. The rebalancing of gender roles 
based on equality and respect is central to the growth and development of society and Educate 
Together is committed to ensuring that children are given every opportunity to explore and develop 
an equitable approach to gender.  As a result of its place in Educate Together’s Charter, active 
encouragement of children of both sexes, and the combating of gender-based discrimination is an 
important part of the ‘school plan’ in an Educate Together school. 

Child-centred
The Curriculum of National Schools and the approach adopted in the training of National School 
teachers has been defined as “child-centred” for many years. However, the inclusion of this term 
in the Educate Together Charter as a founding principle means rather more than the definition of a 
teaching philosophy or the articulation of the national curriculum. It defines another element of the 
policy formation of an Educate Together school. It obliges its Board to take decisions based on the 
broad educational and developmental needs of the children over and above other external factors. 
This for instance, would influence decisions on opening hours, school holidays, code of behaviour 
and allocation of funds. Many of these decisions involve striking a balance between conflicting 
obligations. Nevertheless, this aspect of Educate Together’s Charter ensures that the needs of the 
children of the school strongly influence the decision making process.
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It should be noted that we refer to the “children of the school”. A school is a collective organisation 
that strives to address the individual needs of every child. However, any school must balance these 
needs with the general interests of all the children.

Democratically-run
Educate Together schools are generally set up by volunteer groups of parents in a community. As 
patron body, Educate Together facilitates this process and empowers those involved by providing 
advice, training and support in negotiating with relevant organisations, including the Department 
of Education and Science. The key stakeholders in the process are the parents and supporters who 
tackle the difficult and complex task of establishing the school. As a result, parents have a vital role 
in the operation of the school and its ethos reflects this. High levels of parental involvement in the 
work of the school are encouraged. The Charter of Educate Together obliges the school’s Board to 
encourage and welcome this involvement whilst balancing it with an equal obligation to “positively 
affirm the professional role of the teacher”.

Educate Together schools have been pioneers in the development of the concept of partnership 
between parents and teachers in the operation of schools. A critical element of this lies in the 
involvement of parents and guardians in the educational process itself. This is achieved through the 
provision of support for the teacher inside and outside the classroom and in providing educational 
activities that are not available to the school in the normal way.

Examples of such support include: 

•	 participation in classroom activities 

•	 the organising of extra-curricular activities 

•	 participation in educational support activities such as paired reading.

•	 help with the artistic, musical, dramatic, linguistic or science and technology programmes



16

W h a t  i s  a n  E d u c a t e  T o g e t h e r  N a t i o n a l  S c h o o l ?

•	 support in the delivery of the ethical curriculum

•	 support in the maintenance of the school building 

•	 serving on Boards of Management and other school committees.

Educate Together and the Community
Once a school opens itself up to the participation of parents, guardians, grandparents 
and the community, it has access to a wide and rich range of resources that would be 
impossible to provide by funding alone. This is of great support to the teachers in the 
school and of immense educational benefit to the children.

It requires skill and care to operate a primary school which respects the delicate balance 
between the intense individual commitment of parents to their child’s education and 
the professional, objective care and attention of highly qualified teaching professionals. 
Educate Together is committed to ensuring that schools nurture this partnership and 
provides training and support for school Boards in order to maximise the potential of 
this approach.

The involvement of parents in partnership with the staff provide children with examples 
of practical community co-operation. This is a powerful support to the values articulated in the 
classroom. Children thrive in this atmosphere and are similarly inspired to work together in diverse 
settings in order to achieve common goals.

This approach to education promotes the democratic involvement of 
children in the school. We have found that it is possible to operate 
effective Students’ Councils in primary schools and that it is vital to 
the success of codes of behaviour that children and parents directly 
participate in the drawing up of such policies. Once children have 
a safe space in which they can participate, assured of support of 
teachers and parents, they can influence the growth of many other 
school policies and have done so very successfully. In recent years, for 
instance, many school environmental policies have been successfully 
driven by children’s committees and have resulted in the awarding of 
Green Flags to many schools.
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Conclusion
This is a very brief overview of some of the key concepts involved in the Educate Together model of 
National School in Ireland.

Educate Together does not claim any exclusive rights to these ideas. Many of them are implemented 
in other schools in Ireland and abroad and we fully endorse the efforts of dedicated educators 
operating in schools of different patronage.

We do not see our future as an exclusive or niche provider in the Irish system. Rather we see the 
sector as part of a complementary development, providing choice where there has been no choice. 
We are committed to work with other providers to bring the structure of primary education into 
balance with the needs of our rapidly changing society and to address the human rights of children, 
parents and teachers.

We hope that this booklet has been helpful in answering some of the questions about an Educate 
Together school and our aims as an educational charity. If you would like to know more, would like 
to enrol your child in an Educate Together school or help us with our work, further information is 
available from our website or from our national office. 

We look forward to meeting and working with many people and organisations to provide an 
educational system that is inclusive and respectful of all.

For more information, check out our website on:- www.educatetogether.ie 

or contact us at:-

Email: info@educatetogether.ie
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