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Upheld / Upheld in part 

 

Complaint made by:  Mr. J. Komorek, on behalf of Ryanair                             Ref. No. 222/10 

 

Station:    Programme:    Date: 

RTÉ One No Frontiers 7 March 2010 

 

Complaint Summary:  

Mr. Komorekôs complaint is submitted on behalf of Ryanair under the Broadcasting Act 2009, section 

48(1)(b)(General Advertising Code, sections 3.1.2 misleading; 3.1.4 omit relevant information; 3.3.1 

endorse/advertise products/services; 3.3.7 product placement; 4.9 surreptitious and misleading 

advertising).  The complainant states that on a number of occasions between January and March 2010, 

No Frontiers promoted services of Aer Lingus while Ryanair services, which are routinely the lowest 

priced alternative, were repeatedly omitted from flight information details on the programme, including in 

cases where Ryanairôs airport was considerably closer to the destination than the Aer Lingus alternative. 

In the broadcast on 7 March 2010, Ryanair claims that RTÉ advised viewers to fly to La Rochelle with Aer 

Lingus via Bordeaux.  RTÉ did not inform viewers that Bordeaux is 193 km away from La Rochelle or that 

Ryanair flies direct to La Rochelle.  

 

Mr. Komorek states that there has been a campaign by RTÉôs No Frontiers programme of promoting Aer 

Lingus and ignoring Ryanair, to the detriment of both Ryanair and the consumers who may be misled and 

tricked into taking flights which are neither most convenient for them, nor the cheapest.  The complainant 

also states that this coincides with the fact that Aer Lingus advertises on RTÉ whereas Ryanair does not 

and points to favourable treatment which Aer Lingus receives as a result.  Mr. Komorek further points out 

that the owner of RTÉ is a major shareholder in Aer Lingus, which is another indication of potential bias 

and which places additional responsibility on RTÉ to ensure that it does not give unfair advantage to Aer 

Lingus.  

 

Mr. Komorek states that No Frontiers has failed to observe the standards prescribed by the General 

Advertising Codes and breached the codes as follows:  

 

a) Section 3.1.2: No Frontiers misled viewers with regards to the merits of the services and their 

suitability for the purpose recommended by implying that Aer Lingus services are suitable for the 

destination covered in the programme in circumstances where Aer Lingus airports are located far 

away from the destination.  

b) Section 3.1.4: the programme misled viewers and omitted pertinent detail of the offer by not 

making it clear that Aer Lingus flies to airports located inconveniently far away from the 

destination. 

c) Section 3.3.1: presenters Jenny Buckley and Kathryn Thomas repeatedly advertised and 

endorsed Aer Lingus services as part of their programme.  

d) Section 3.3.7 refers to product placement: - the programme clearly beached this section. 

Advertising of Aer Lingus services on the programme cannot be described as ñeditorially justifiedò 



Compliance Committee Meeting June 2010  4/68 

ñincidental referencesò in circumstances where undue prominence was given to Aer Lingus 

services while at the same time more suitable Ryanair services were ignored. 

e) Section 4.9 refers to surreptitious advertising; misleading advertising: RT£ s conduct in this case 

clearly fulfils the criteria of surreptitious advertising in that the representation of services and the 

name of Aer Lingus was intended to serve advertising and was capable of misleading the public 

as to its nature.  The fact that Aer Lingus advertises on RTÉ and offers free flights to the No 

Frontiers team, indicates that such representation was done in return for payment or 

consideration and therefore intentional.  

 

RT£ s conduct also fulfils the criteria of misleading advertising in that references to Aer Lingus services 

contained elements which misled, both directly and by implication, both by act and omission, with regard 

to the merits of the services and their suitability for the purpose recommended.  Furthermore, by reason 

of their misleading nature, these references were likely to prejudice the interests of individuals.  

 

Stationôs Response:  

No Frontiers is RT£ s long-running travel programme. Its primary focus is on holiday destinations rather 

than the means of getting to those destinations.  The series is commissioned by RT£ s Independent 

Production Unit from the production company Frontier Films.  In the episode broadcast on 7th March 

there were three reports, Pól Ó Conghaile visited the Aran Islands, Síle Seoige visited Thailand and 

Jenny Buckley visited La Rochelle and the area around La Rochelle.  

 

During the course of the report on La Rochelle and its environs, viewers were informed that ówith airports 

in La Rochelle and further south in Bordeauxô La Rochelle was a good place to go for a short break and 

that there were óplenty of cheap flights from Dublin and Corkô.  At the end of the programme over a 

caption, viewers were informed that Aer Lingus fly to Bordeaux and the service starts on 29th March.  

RT£ did not ñadviseò viewers to fly to Bordeaux with Aer Lingus.  Further, the earlier reference to there 

being ñplenty of cheap flights from Dublin and Corkò clearly indicated there was choice and that viewers 

could and should shop around for flight deals.  Viewers of the series will be aware (a) that any references 

to, or descriptions of, destinations and how to get there/where to stay/what to visit, within the series do 

not purport to be definitive or exhaustive, (b) that ñshop aroundò (whether for flights or for that matter any 

other goods or services such as accommodation, car hire etc.) is a constant theme throughout the series, 

and (c) that the editorial focus of the series is on the destinations, not how to get there which is generally 

an incidental issue.  Ryanair seems to be suggesting that the programme should do a review and 

convenience/price comparison of all available transport options to each holiday destination covered in the 

series.  Apart from the fact that flight costs change and that it would also be impossible for RTÉ to decide 

the most ñconvenientò mode of transport as each viewerôs needs/preferences differ, the series is not 

about reviewing transport options and such a review is not expected or required by the viewers.  Viewers 

do their own research on travel options and RTÉ feels sure that no viewer of the La Rochelle item would 

make a decision on how to get to La Rochelle (and whom to fly with) on the basis of the item, but would 

do their own research on what flight/airline (or for that matter ferry if for instance they want to bring a car) 

would be the most convenient and cheapest for them based on their individual requirements.  RTÉ 

believes that an objective viewing of the report would lead to the conclusion that no viewer would have 

been misled or tricked into taking inconvenient or expensive flights or that there was bias or discrimination 

against Ryanair.  
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In common with almost all travel journalism, the production company Frontier Films who make the No 

Frontiers programme for RTÉ, accept from airlines (including Aer Lingus and Ryanair in the current 

series) and tourist organisations assistance with the cost of flights and accommodation.  (In return for this 

assistance companies can expect to be referred to in the reports, but there is no expectation of any 

involvement in editorial matters).  

 

RTÉ does not accept that the information provided to viewers comes within the definition of a Commercial 

Communication. This is defined as:  

 

any form of announcement on radio and television coming within the recognised character of advertising, 

sponsorship and teleshopping and any other form of commercial communication.  

 

The references to the availability of flights could not be described as having the recognised character of 

advertising or sponsorship. They were simply providing viewers with some basic information. There was 

never any suggestion that Bordeaux was the only airport that one could fly to if visiting La Rochelle. The 

reporter made reference to La Rochelle airport where Ryanair fly to and Aer Lingus does not. On the No 

Frontiers website which gives information on the places visited in the series, under La Rochelle, reference 

is made to both Aer Lingus and Ryanair as airlines that fly to the region.  

 

As per above, RTÉ does not accept that the information provided to viewers comes within the definition of 

Commercial Communication, so sections 3.1.2, 3.1.4 and 3.3.1 do not apply and there was nothing 

misleading or likely to mislead in or omitted from the information.  Nor did it constitute an advertisement or 

endorsement by the presenter.  Equally, Mr. Koromek's allegations of breaches of the prohibition on 

product placement (section 3.3.7) or prohibitions on surreptitious and/or misleading advertising (section 

4.9) do not apply.  The reference to Aer Lingus flights resuming to Bordeaux over the caption at the end 

of the programme was not product placement.  It was simply included to inform viewers that flights to 

Bordeaux airport resumed three weeks after the transmission of the programme.  

 

Neither does RTÉ accept the reference to Aer Lingus can be regarded as surreptitious advertising. 

Surreptitious advertising is defined in the European Communities (Audiovisual Media Services) 

Regulations 2010 in the following manner:  

 

Surreptitious audiovisual commercial communication means the representation in words or pictures of 

goods, services, the name, the trademark or the activities of a producer of goods or a provider of services 

in programmes where such representation is intended by the media service provider to serve as 

advertising and might mislead the public as to its nature  

 

The slight reference to Aer Lingus in the La Rochelle report was not intended to serve as advertising nor 

was it misleading. It was simply the provision of some information to viewers.  

 

Finally, RTÉ cannot let pass Mr. Koromekôs claims that the content of any programme is influenced by 

advertising.  The fact that Aer Lingus advertise on RTÉ has no influence whatsoever on any editorial 

decision taken by Frontier Films in the production of their series.  Equally, RTÉ cannot let go 

unchallenged Mr. Koromekôs claim that the owner of RTÉ is a major shareholder in Aer Lingus as an 

explanation for RT£ s alleged bias in favour of Aer Lingus.  RTÉ is assuming Mr. Koromek is referring to 

the Government.  For the record the Government does not own RTÉ.  RTÉ is not owned by the 
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Government; it is a statutorily independent body regulated by the Broadcasting Authority of Ireland.  In 

terms of ownership, RTÉ understands that Ryanair own 25% of Aer Lingus, so the common ownership is 

between Ryanair and Aer Lingus, not RTÉ and Aer Lingus. 

 

Decision of Compliance Committee:  

The Committee has considered the broadcast, the submissions of the complainant and the broadcaster.  

The complaint concerns references to Aer Lingus made during the course of a broadcast on 7 March 

2010 of the travel series No Frontiers, in the context of a trip to Western France.  In assessing the 

complaint the Committee had to have regard to the General Advertising Code and in particular sections 

3.1.2 misleading; 3.1.4 omit relevant information; 3.3.1 endorse/advertise products/services; 3.3.7 product 

placement; and 4.9 surreptitious and misleading advertising.  The Committee also had to have regard to 

the content of the entire broadcast.  

 

The Committee noted that the series is based on travel and in this particular broadcast, the viewer was 

informed at the start of the programme what holiday destinations would be featured:  

 

óéS²le Seoige visits amazing temples and treks through the jungles of Northern Thailand.  

Travel writer Pól Ó Cónghaile meets some great people on a short break in Clare and Jenny 

Buckley continues to show us how to get the best of Europeôs regional airports on her latest 

breakaway in La Rochelle, France.ô  

 

In the subsequent broadcast, the Committee noted that the subject matter was the featured holiday 

destination and accordingly, the footage consisted of scenery, historic sites, various activities, food 

markets and such like.  The journey getting to the destinations, in this instance Thailand, Clare or France, 

was never the main feature.  Transport was referenced on occasion and given that the programme is a 

travel programme, such references would be expected.  At the end of the report on each holiday 

destination, the presenter informed viewers, over a caption, of details such as airlines, car hire 

companies, tourist information websites and so forth.  The Committee must acknowledge that regular 

viewers of the programme would expect to be given such information.  Further, the Committee must also 

acknowledge that the General Advertising Code does permit sponsorship through the supply of products 

and services.  Section 7.1 of the Code states:  

 

ó7.1 óSponsorship may occur through the provision of direct funding by the sponsor or through 

investment in kind through the provision of facilities or services from the sponsor (e.g. in outside 

broadcasts) or through the supply of products and services including prices.ô 

 

Therefore, the broadcaster is entitled to engage sponsors and to choose whom it engages with.  This is a 

commercial decision which the broadcaster makes independently in which the Compliance Committee 

has no role.  In this regard, the fact that the programme-makers entered a sponsorship arrangement with 

Aer Lingus as opposed to Ryanair was a legitimate commercial decision for the broadcaster to make.  

Accordingly, the issues raised by the complainant under omission and surreptitious advertising are not 

relevant to the content as broadcast.  There was no obligation on the broadcaster to refer to other airlines 

such as Ryanair.  Further, the Committee noted that the sponsorship did not include any material which 

claimed that Aer Lingus was the most convenient and/or cheapest air carrier as submitted by the 

complainant.  The sponsorship stated that Aer Lingus flew to Bordeaux and for further details, check out 
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the Aer Lingus website.  Given that sponsorship is permitted, the issue of misleading as raised by the 

complainant is also not relevant to the content as broadcast.  

 

The Committee noted that during the reference to the sponsor that price was included.  Under the 

requirements of the General Advertising Code, sponsorship can only include price when it is required by 

statute.  On viewing this broadcast, the Committee found that the inclusion of price was not to fulfil a 

statutory requirement and accordingly, the sponsorship item included a promotional aspect.  The on-

screen visual included the price and the presenter informed viewers: 

 

óFrom the 28
th
 March 2010 Aer Lingus will operate four weekly flights between Dublin and 

Bordeaux.  Return fares start from ú99 return including taxes and charges and you can check out 

the Aer Lingus website for more details.ô 

 

Presenters are not permitted to promote products or services during editorial and also, while references 

to products or services of a sponsor are legitimate where their inclusion in the programme is editorially 

justified, their inclusion cannot result in undue prominence being provided to the product or service.  In 

this instance, the Committee was of the opinion that the sponsorship did constitute advertising as defined 

by the General Advertising Code.  The presenter did make a promotional reference and coupled with the 

on-screen visuals, the sponsorôs service was given undue prominence.  Accordingly, the Committee 

upheld the complaint in part under sections 3.3.1 advertise products/services and 3.3.7 product 

placement, undue prominence.  

 

The Committee noted that the complainant submitted that when presenting from her holiday destination, 

Ms. Jenny Buckley repeatedly advertised and endorsed Aer Lingus.  On viewing the broadcast, the 

Committee found that the Ms. Buckley made no reference to Aer Lingus.  The only reference made to 

transport to the holiday destination was: 

 

óSo with airports in both La Rochelle and further South in Bordeaux, how does this part of 

Western France rate as a breakaway?  é..rates really highly.  There are plenty of cheap flights 

from Dublin and Corké..ô  

 

There was no content which could be considered promotional content for Aer Lingus in this holiday 

destination report.  

 

The complaint was upheld in part: 

 

 3.1.2 misleading ï rejected 

 3.1.4 omitted relevant information ï rejected 

 3.3.1 presenter shall not advertise products/services ï upheld 

 3.3.7 product placement & undue prominence ï upheld 

  4.9 surreptitious and misleading advertising - rejected 

 

 

Back to index 
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Complaint made by:  Dr. M. Griffin                                                                 Ref. No. 240/10 

 

Station:    Programme:    Date: 

RTÉ One Prime Time 8 April  2010 

 

Complaint Summary: 

Dr. Griffinôs complaint is submitted under the Broadcasting Act 2009, section 48(1)(a)(fairness, objectivity 

& impartiality in current affairs).  The basis of Dr. Griffinôs complaint is that the segment of the programme 

on the new Community National School (CNS) model of primary schooling presented factually incorrect 

information, demonstrated a strong bias against this particular school model and seriously 

misrepresented the religious education programme being developed for the schools.  Dr. Griffin points out 

that some of the statements made in the programme about the religion programme developed for the 

CNS model were factually incorrect: 

 

o The programme indicated at the beginning that ñthings are not working out as plannedò.  This is 

incorrect in that the schools are operating exactly as planned. 

o It was stated that the students are separated ñmost daysò on the basis of their religion and the 

implication was that this separation lasted for the duration of the religious education period of 

teaching.  This is incorrect.  At most, the period during which there is a differentiation of students 

is less than five minutes, two or three times a week.  For a three or four week period once a year, 

there is a differentiation of students on a daily basis for approximately 20 minutes.  Children 

receive religious instruction together in the same group with the same teacher for 80% of the 

time.  This was explained to the programme researcher by a number of people involved in the 

school who were interviewed for the programme. 

It was also emphasised that any differentiation of pupils for faith or belief specific teaching is in 

accordance with the wishes of their parents.  The class film for the programme had no element of 

differentiation but Emma OôKelly insisted to the teachers involved that the pupils be divided up for 

the camera, creating a misrepresentation of the reality.  

o Ms. Catherine OôBrien did not resign from the Religious Reference Group for any reason as was 

stated in the programme.  Ms. OôBrien, as Chairperson of the Humanist Association of Ireland 

(HAI) represented that Association on the Reference Group.  When Ms. OôBrien was replaced 

more than a year ago as Chairperson of the HAI, she was also replaced by the new office-holder 

on the Reference Group. This fact has been confirmed by the HAI. 

  

Dr. Griffin claims that the presentation was not made in an objective and fair manner for the following 

reasons: 

o Educate Together presents itself as a ñreally good alternative modelò (Paul Rowe on the 

programme) to the existing patronage structures at primary level and are thus likely to view the 

CNS model in a negative light.  In that regard, the predominance of commentators with an 

Educate Together background on the programme, did not allow for a fair and objective 

presentation of the CNS model. 

o The only parent voice on the programme was a parent who did not wish to send his child to a 

CNS and had no knowledge of the multi-belief programme.  The parent featured is involved in a 

campaign to establish a local Educate Together school but this was not stated in the programme. 
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A number of parents in the school were interviewed by Emma OôKelly but this material was not 

used.  These parents are involved in the development of the multi-belief programme through the 

regular feedback sessions that take place with the programme author, teachers and parents.  The 

parents of Scoil Choilm are very dissatisfied that their positive views of the school and the 

programme being provided for their children were not represented. At no point were the ñwishes 

of the parentsò acknowledged and this is a major feature of the remit given to the CNS model. 

o Professor Áine Hyland was interviewed as an authoritative voice in Irish education as indeed she 

is.  However, Professor Hyland is also one of the founder members of Educate Together and her 

background and interest in that education model was not stated, while the background of Dr. 

Clare Moloney in writing other religious programmes was highlighted.  Áine Hyland stated in her 

interview that the CNS model ñprovides faith formation for one groupò but this is incorrect in that 

the CNS schools provide faith formation for all groups in the school. Professor Hyland also stated 

the Reference Group for the multi-faith group was a ñsecretive committeeò and there were further 

references to ñsecrecyò by Miriam OôCallaghan as a result.  The members of the Reference 

Group are known to anyone who asks.  They include the NCCA, the INTO and other faith groups 

and there is nothing secretive about them. 

o Catherine OôBrien, as well as being a past representative of the Humanist Association of Ireland 

on the Reference Group, has also been a Board member of an Educate Together school and this 

pertinent background and interest was not stated. 

o The Chief Executive of Educate Together was invited onto the panel of Prime Time for the 

subsequent discussion.  The only other panellist was a representative of the Catholic Church.  

Why Educate Together and why not other patrons such as the Church of Ireland, the Muslim 

community or the Gaelscoileanna movements? As patron-designate and operator of the 

Community National Schools currently being piloted, why was the VEC sector not invited to take 

part in the panel discussion?  The Chief Executive of Educate Together stated that the CNS 

model was derived because of ñpolitical pressure from the VEC movementò.  He could make such 

a statement without defending it or anyone present being in a position to respond. 

o Catherine OôBrien was given an opportunity to state that she was unhappy with the ñGoodness 

You, Goodness Meò multi-belief programme being developed for the new CNS model.  Ms. 

OôBrien has not been a member of the Reference Group for over a year and in particular has not 

been involved in the development of the non-theist elements of the programme.  Other current 

members of the Group were interviewed but their positive views were not represented on the 

programme.   

o At the request of RTÉ, relevant personnel in County Dublin VEC, the Department of Education, 

Scoil Choilm CNS together with others involved in the CNS project devoted considerable time 

and effort to providing written and oral briefing for the programme makers.  In particular, lengthy 

filmed interviews were conducted with a number of people closely involved with the development 

of the multi-belief programme for the schools.  The very brief excerpts from these interviews 

eventually broadcast in comparison to the clips of those who oppose the school model 

demonstrate the very selective manner in which the material for the programme was chosen, the 

lack of balance portrayed and the misrepresentation of the facts which took place. 

 

Dr. Griffin states that two assumptions may be drawn from the above:  

 

1. that the programme set out to show that the CNS religion programme was not working and 

     was only going to take opinions to that effect. 
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2. that the programme set out to show that the only alternative to the Catholic denominational model 

of primary schooling in the State is the Educate Together model. 

 

In a fair and objective discussion of the CNS model and the religion programme therein, these 

assumptions would not have been present and a more open and evenly balanced debate would have 

been presented. 

 

Stationôs Response: 

RTÉ does not accept that the broadcast of the report breached obligations in regard to impartiality, 

objectivity and fairness.  The report was a balanced account of conflicting views about an important 

aspect of education in Ireland today.  RTÉ believes many of the criticisms of the report found in the 

complaints are misdirected and are actually comments upon opinions expressed by the contributors in the 

report.  In RT£ôs view the contributors were balanced between those finding favour with the new model 

and those opposed to the new model.  Much of the criticism of the report is actually an expression of a 

desire that the report should have been an account of the success of the schools.  However this was not 

what the report was about.  It was a report specifically focussed on religious education within the new 

school model and conflicting views as to how that education should be structured and implemented.  

 

The broadcast looked at the piloting of a new kind of Primary School here.  The new Community National 

Schools - of which there are currently two pilot models - break the mould in a number of ways.  They are 

State run, and aim to be inter-denominational, educating children of all faiths and none on terms of 

equality.  The Department of Education has announced that three more community National Schools will 

open this September as the new model begins to be rolled out across the State.  

 

The introduction of this new kind of school is widely acknowledged as a highly important development in 

Irish education.  As such it is a legitimate area of scrutiny for a current affairs programme such as Prime 

Time.  There has long been controversy around the dominant role the Churches have played in education 

here and it is legitimate for Prime Time to ask whether or not the new model is being developed free of 

such influence.  This is a central question that the programme posed.  

 

One of the complainants is critical of comments made by Labour Party Education Spokesperson Ruairí 

Quinn.  Mr. Quinn expressed his view that the pilot process of developing the new school model had been 

"hijacked" by the Catholic Church.  He also complained of secrecy surrounding the process. The 

complainant claims that these comments are profoundly inaccurate.  Ruairí Quinn is an opposition 

Education Spokesperson who has in recent years been looking closely at the issue of religious patronage 

and education.  He has submitted a number of Dáil questions to the Minister for Education looking for 

information specifically on decisions relating to the new Community National Schools and has raised the 

issue in the Dáil and elsewhere on numerous occasions. As a member of the Dáil with experience and 

expertise in this area, RTÉ is of the view that Deputy Quinn is entitled to hold and express such opinions 

and that the production team were entitled to include these views in the report. 

 

Prime Time was keen to put the points raised by Mr. Quinn to former Minister for Education Mary Hanafin, 

or failing that to former Minister for Education Batt OôKeeffe or an official from the Department of 

Education but unfortunately, as referred to below, all declined to participate in the programme. 
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Other complainants are critical of Professor Ćine Hylandôs contribution to the report.  Professor Hyland is 

a highly respected expert in the field of Education with a particular interest in the area of the relationship 

between Church and State in Irish education. She has published extensively on this and other aspects of 

education. During a long career Ms. Hyland has worked in many positions including as a school teacher 

and as a civil servant within the Department of Education. As an academic she worked for many years in 

Carysfort Teacher Training College. She is also a founder member of the Educate Together movement. 

Most recently she was Professor of Education at University College Cork. She is now retired and holds 

the title of Professor Emeritus from that university. Professor Hyland has been appointed by the 

Department of Education to sit on numerous state bodies advising on education policy.  

 

Over a year ago in March 2009  Professor Hyland wrote to the VEC seeking information on how religion 

was going to be taught in the new Community National Schools and specifically seeking a copy of the 

new religious education curriculum.  Her letter was copied to the Department of Education, and both the 

manager and principal of the existing Community National Schools. The letter was sent in both hard and 

electronic formats. Professor Hyland has still not received a response to her request for information, or an 

acknowledgement, a matter which continues to cause her concern.  

 

Prime Time chose to include Professor Hyland in the programme because of her undisputed academic 

expertise in this area and because of her concerns around the development of the new Religious 

Education programme and the fact that her request for information had been ignored.  Prime Time 

absolutely rejects any suggestion that Professor Hylandôs past involvement in the Educate Together 

movement should have precluded her from participation in the report. 

 

Another contributor to the report was Catherine OôBrien.  Her bona fides have also been challenged by 

complainants.  Catherine O'Brien was the Humanist Association Representative on the Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to advise on the development of a religious education 

programme for the new Community National Schools.  Ms O'Brien was not a representative of Educate-

Together on the group and indeed held views that differed from those of that organisation.  Ms O'Brien 

developed serious concerns around the religious education programme that was being rolled out and 

eventually she took the personal decision to resign as a result of both those concerns and what she 

perceived to be a lack of willingness to address them.  Prime Time chose to interview Ms. O'Brien 

because of those concerns and because of her close involvement with the development of the religion 

programme up until her resignation.  RTÉ rejects any suggestion that Ms. O'Brien is in any way a 

representative of the Educate Together organisation.  It notes that Ms. O'Brien chose to resign from the 

Reference Group, while the Educate Together organisation is happy to continue to sit on the body. 

 

There is also criticism in the complaints about the inclusion of a contribution from Damien Carberry.  As 

their title makes explicit, the new Community National Schools aim to accommodate all children in its 

community, regardless of religious/non religious background.  This has been acknowledged by the 

Government and by the VECs as a vital element of what the new model sets out to do.  However there 

are parents in the catchment areas of the two existing Pilot Community National Schools who feel 

strongly that the new model is not catering for the entire community (including at least one parent who 

has withdrawn his child from Scoil Choilm), because of the decision to have religious instruction during 

school hours and to separate children along religious lines.  Among this group are parents who were 

canvassing to have a multi-denominational school set up in the area prior to the establishment of Scoil 

Choilm.  Any group of parents seeking a multi-denominational school must affiliate to Educate Together 
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as it is the only multi-denominational patron body recognised by the Department of Education.  Prime 

Time decided to include the views of one parent Damien Carberry because he represents the views of 

those who are looking for an alternative to the existing religious run schools in their community but who 

feel that the model that is being introduced does not provide a meaningful alternative.  These parents 

would represent a viewpoint held by a growing number of parents across the country.  This is a group that 

expected to find a satisfactory alternative in the new Community National Schools model but are now 

disappointed to find that this model does not meet their needs.  Crucially these people have turned their 

backs on the new model and are not sending their children to these types of schools. 

 

Some complainants argue that the report should have included contributions from parents who are 

satisfied with the new schoolsô religious education curriculum. 

 

The report was about the new model in general, not about whether parents at an individual school are 

happy or unhappy.  Prime Time is aware of the fact that very many parents of children attending Scoil 

Choilm are extremely happy with their school.  (Emma O'Kelly has in past TV news reports highlighted 

parentôs strong satisfaction with Scoil Choilm.)  But equally Prime Time has spoken to some parents who 

have misgivings about aspects of the Pilot scheme underpinning Scoil Choilm.  In background research 

conducted for the programme Emma O Kelly spoke to one parent who has withdrawn his child from the 

school because he strongly disagrees with the decision to separate children according to religion during 

the school day.  Parents at the school have also expressed concern at a lack of a Board of Management 

structure in the school and the consequent lack of legally underpinned parental involvement in decision 

making. (Unlike all other schools Scoil Choilm is run by a single manager appointed by the Department of 

Education.)  The experience of parents at this particular school would therefore appear to be a mixed 

one.  

 

When Prime Time visited the school to film, Emma OôKelly discussed with Principal Treasa Lowe her 

decision not to interview individual parents at the school.  Ms. Lowe expressed her preference that 

parents should not be interviewed and expressed her satisfied with the decision. 

 

Complainants are critical of the reportôs emphasis on the children being separated for some of their 

religious classes.  The new pilot religious education programme is controversial because it involves the 

separation of children along religious lines in class during the school day. Prime Time accepts that 

children in the Community National Schools are taught together for 80% of the time and the programme 

showed footage of the children learning in class together, but it is the controversial decision to divide 

children - albeit for mostly short periods - according to religion that differentiates this method of teaching 

religion from all other religious education programmes in schools. This decision was a central theme 

explored by the programme and it is a legitimate aspect for Prime Timeôs focus. 

 

RTÉ appreciates the co-operation and openness shown by Scoil Choilm in allowing Prime Time to film a 

religious education class at the school.  Scoil Choilm is delivering a programme designed elsewhere and 

as such the school bears no responsibility for the content or form of that programme. For this reason 

Prime Time's objective in filming at Scoil Choilm was to illustrate how this new kind of religious education 

works in practice in the class room and how it differs from the typical programmes in use in all other 

Primary schools. 

 



Compliance Committee Meeting June 2010  13/68 

Complainants were critical of the failure to include in the report an interview with the Principal of Scoil 

Choilm, Treasa Lowe.  The production team had recorded an interview with Ms. Lowe.  The remit of the 

Compliance Committee of the BAI only extends to what is broadcast, not to how a programme is made. 

Relatively short interviews with the teachers and the principal were recorded which concentrated purely 

on the implementation of the programme in the classroom. In the end Prime Time did not use an extract 

of Principal Treasa Lowe because it was felt that the two teachers who were actually teaching the class 

best illustrated how the system worked in practice.  It is frequently the case in many kinds of programmes, 

including current affairs programmes, that interviews may be recorded but not used.  

 

Some complainants were critical of the balance of contributors to the report, arguing that there was a bias 

in favour of critics over supporters.  RTÉ believes that the two principal sides in the debate were fairly 

represented. Prime Time was very keen to have the views of the patron of the New Community National 

Schools represented on the programme.  It is a matter of regret that, despite the programmeôs best 

efforts, this was not possible.  The Minister for Education is patron of the new schools. As stated in the 

programme Prime Time requested interviews with the two former Ministers for Education, Batt O'Keeffe 

and Mary Hanafin (both of whom were instrumental in the establishing and rolling out of these schools, as 

well as the controversial decision to include faith formation during the school day). Unfortunately both Batt 

O'Keeffe and Mary Hanafin declined to participate. Prime Time requested an interview with any senior 

official of the Department of Education in order to explore the issues raised by the programme but that 

request was also refused.  All of this was explained to viewers in the report. 

 

Prime Time also requested an interview with the then very recently appointed Minister for Education Mary 

Coughlan, but Minister Coughlan also declined. 

 

Prime Time invited a representative of the Catholic Church to participate in the programme because the 

role of the Catholic Church was a central aspect of the programme.  Monsignor Jim Cassin representing 

the Catholic Church was interviewed in the studio follow up discussion.  There was no issue around the 

involvement of members of other belief traditions and so - in a programme operating within the normal 

time constraints - there was no need or reason to interview them. 

 

There was criticism in some of the complaints about the claim in the introduction to the report by Miriam 

OôCallaghan that ñthings are not working out as plannedò.  This was a reference to the fact that the core 

aim of the new Community National School model is ï as its title implies ï to cater for all children in its 

community regardless of their religious/non religious background.  The report that followed this 

introduction explored, among other issues, whether this aim was being fulfilled.  It included an interview 

with one local parent who feels that the new model is not succeeding in serving the entire community.  

 

Other complainants are critical of what they perceive as the inadequacy of the research carried out in 

preparation for the report.  As mentioned on the programme Prime Time requested under Freedom of 

Information (FOI) legislation documents related to the teaching of the Religious Education programme 

from the Department of Education, as well as documents related to the original designing of the 

programme.  Unfortunately this request for records was refused by the Department. RTÉ is satisfied that 

despite the lack of cooperation in the making of the report by the Department of Education all necessary 

background research was carried out. 
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Complainants were also critical of how the report described the separation of children for some religious 

classes arguing that the report exaggerated the degree and duration of separation.  Prime Time stated 

that the children are separated ñmost daysò on the basis of their religion because this is what the VEC 

and school representatives told Prime Time in background briefing conversations. Recorded interviews 

with two teachers at the school support Prime Timeôs understanding that the children are separated ñmost 

daysò.  Teachers were recorded saying 

 

ñOur typical day would be where they start off with a song, they have a story and then thereôs some kind 

of meditation and then the children would regroup into two separate groups.  So one teacher would take 

each group.ò 

 

ñEach day two teachers come together and they teach the programme and that gives you the opportunity 

that if you have a Hindu or Buddhist or Humanist child then one teacher can sit and have the reflective 

time with them and the other can do a more formal prayer to God with the Muslim, catholic and the 

Christian children.ò 

 

A central and controversial issue that Prime Time wished to explore was the fact that the children were 

being separated or ñregroupedò according to religion during the school day. The programme clearly stated 

that that was its interest and it stated ñwe were allowed to film how itôs doneò. It went on to show how the 

children are split up and it allowed the teachers to explain what was happening. It then went on to 

illustrate a further division that was to take place for three to four weeks of every year.  

 

This was the central issue and it is this that interviewees in the programme subsequently addressed. The 

question was óIs it right to separate children on the grounds of religion?ô not óhow long should you 

separate children for?ô 

 

Prime Time regards the duration of any separation as of secondary importance. For this reason the report 

did not explore the duration. However it rejects the claim that it ñimpliedò that the separation was for the 

duration of the religious education period of teaching. The programme made no reference at all to 

durations and indeed also showed footage of the class being taught clearly all together with both teachers 

present at the top of the room. 

 

RT£ absolutely rejects the claim that the report created a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò by ñinsistingò 

the children be divided up ñfor the cameraò.  At a briefing meeting on March 12
th
 Department of Education, 

VEC and Community National School management representatives explained to Education 

Correspondent Emma Oô Kelly that the new pilot method of teaching religion involved separating children 

according to religion.  Emma O Kelly requested that Prime Time be allowed film how the new system 

operated in the classroom. Prime Time believes there was a clear understanding by all parties that this 

request included filming the process of dividing these children into their different groups.  

 

The Department, the VEC and the school agreed to allow Prime Time to film a typical religious education 

class.  But when the Prime Time team arrived at the school and began to film it was informed that the 

lesson that day was different and the children would not be separated.  Emma O Kelly explained to 

Principal Treasa Lowe that she regarded this as a central aspect of the new method and that Prime Time 

had come to the school on that prearranged day on the understanding that the children would be divided 

into groups according to religion.  She explained that Prime Time would have to return on another day if 
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there was to be no separation on that particular day because the report needed to illustrate how this 

worked. Principal Treasa Lowe discussed the issue with the two class teachers in private in her office for 

around ten minutes.  She may also have consulted on the phone with others.  Ms. Lowe then informed 

Prime Time that the school would be happy to facilitate the programme and that the teachers would divide 

up the children as it frequently does during the religious education lesson. 

 

Ms. Lowe and the teachers involved were happy to proceed on this basis.  

 

RT£ is satisfied that this was in no way a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò.  What it filmed was a 

procedure that is normal practice at the school most days, filmed with the full agreement of the school 

principal and the two teachers. 

 

One of the complainantsô states that Catherine OôBrien ñdid not resign from the Reference Group for any 

reason as was stated in the programme.ò  Catherine OôBrien told Prime Time that she resigned because 

of concerns she had around the teaching of religion in the schools and because she felt her concerns 

were not being adequately addressed and this is what Prime Time reported. Prime Time has seen an 

email written by Catherine OôBrien to Dr Marie Griffin and sent in July 2009.  This states; ñIôd like to let you 

know that I have resigned as Humanist delegate to the Reference Group.ò  It goes on to say ñI know you 

are aware of my serious reservations about the viability of the pilot schools and the way in which the 

programme is being implemented.  I consider the proposal to segregate children during a class into theist, 

non-theist/multi-theist to be seriously flawed and unworkable.ò 

 

Complainants raise the issue of the participation of the Chief Executive of Educate Together in the studio 

follow up debate. Educate Together is the main provider of multi-denominational primary education in the 

state.  The CEO of Educate-Together Paul Rowe sits on the Religious Education Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to oversee the development of the RE programme for the 

new Pilot Community National Schools.  Mr. Rowe is a leading voice in the debate over the position of the 

Catholic Church in the Irish Primary Education system.  For these reasons he was chosen to participate in 

the short debate that followed the Prime Time report.  RTÉ is fully satisfied that the choice of Mr. Rowe 

was appropriate.  As those involved in Educate Together have extensive experience of dealing with inter-

denominational, non-denominational and multi-denominational religious education RTÉ believes the 

inclusion of these experiences in the report and studio discussion was fully justified and allowed viewers 

an insight into how educational systems for diverse faiths and beliefs actually works.  

 

One complainant states that ña number of the parents of children in the school were interviewed by Emma 

O Kellyò.  This is erroneous.  No interviews were conducted with any parent at Scoil Choilm. Emma O 

Kelly spoke informally on the telephone with a small number of parents whose children attend or used to 

attend Scoil Choilm.  The conversations were by mutual agreement ñoff the recordò.  

 

The ñwishes of parentsò is - as one of the complainantsô states - a major feature of the remit given to the 

CNS model. However, unlike all other schools in the country, the CNS model schools have not given 

parents a legal role in the development of the school through a Board of Management structure.  As 

noted above this lack of a legal structure is a matter of concern to some parents. 

 

One complainant is critical of what is viewed as different treatment of the professional background of 

Professor Áine Hyland and Dr. Clare Moloney.  Professor Hyland is best known as an education 
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academic and has no role in writing the new multi faith programme.  Dr. Moloney is the author of that 

programme and was appointed to that position in what would appear to be unusual circumstances.  As 

the programme stated, the Stateôs own National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, whose role it is 

to oversee the development of new curricula was bypassed. Prime Time has established that the NCCA 

was initially approached with a view to designing the curriculum.  However the Department of Education 

subsequently changed its mind and gave the job to Dr. Clare Moloney instead.  RTÉ believes it was fully 

legitimate to highlight Dr. Moloneyôs background especially given the unusual circumstances surrounding 

her appointment.  The programme made absolutely clear that the new Community National School model 

aimed to provide faith formation not just to one group but to all children.  It used graphics to illustrate how 

it was planned to do this. References by Áine Hyland and others to the secretiveness of the Reference 

Group was not a reference to the groupôs membership but to its deliberations.  Prime Time made 

repeated attempts to get access to minutes of meetings and other documents related to the group, 

including through Freedom of Information mechanisms but it was unsuccessful.  Others, including Ruairí 

Quinn and Ćine Hyland have also referred to the secretive nature of the Committeeôs deliberations. 

 

There was criticism by complainants of the failure to include a representative of a VEC in the studio part 

of the programme.  The VEC had already participated in the report. RTÉ did not think it necessary to have 

a VEC representative in the studio debate as the VEC position was clear to viewers from the report.  It 

would simply have been repetitious to have included a VEC viewpoint in the studio part of the 

programme.  

 

A last criticism which RTÉ would like to address is the view expressed by some complainants that the 

report misrepresented the role of the Catholic Church in influencing how the new pilot schemes will 

operate.  

 

The Catholic Church has stated that it wants any new State model to instruct Catholic children in their 

faith.  In the document Catholic Primary Schools- A Policy for Provision into the Future the Bishops state 

ñit may be desirable to enter into new patronage arrangements, provided these arrangements respect the 

rights of Catholic parents, in particular in relation to religious instruction of their children within the school 

curriculumò.  

 

Material released in 2008 under Freedom of Information detailed private discussions held between the 

Catholic Church and the Department of Education regarding religious education in the new model. This 

material included a request by the Church that the new schools put an emphasis on promoting right 

relationship with God, self, others and creationò.  Another document states the Catholic Primary Schools 

Management Association (CPSMA) had recommended to the Bishops that the religious instruction and 

formation of Catholic children by a qualified teacher during the school day would be a minimum non-

negotiable requirement of Church support for a new model.  During background research for the Prime 

Time programme a representative of the Church of Ireland and the Islamic community confirmed that in 

similar discussions with the Department of Education they, unlike their Catholic counterparts, had not 

sought to have religious instruction included as part of the school day. 

Prime Time fully accepts the Catholic Churchôs right to put forth its position.  But one question the 

programme wished to explore was whether or not , as Ruairí Quinn contended, the Department of 

Education had been unduly influenced by the Catholic Churchôs position and, more broadly, what had 

informed the Departmentôs decision to opt for a system involving the provision of religious instruction (as 
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opposed to teaching about religion) during the school day.  RTÉ believes raising this issue was germane 

to an assessment of the new model and did not reflect any editorial position by the production team in 

regard to the Catholic Church. 

Decision of the Compliance Committee: 

The Committee considered the broadcast, the written submissions of the complainant and the 

broadcaster.  The complainant submits that the treatment of the subject matter during a broadcast of 

Prime Time on 8 April 2010 was one-sided and unfair.  In assessing this complaint, the Committee had to 

have regard to the fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs requirements of the Broadcasting 

Act, 2009. 

 

On viewing the broadcast of Prime Time, the Committee noted that the feature on the Community 

National School was divided into two parts: a report by RT£ôs Education Correspondent Emma OôKelly 

and a panel based discussion in studio following the report.  In assessing the complaint, the Committee is 

required to consider the broadcast in its entirety.  The Committee noted the introduction by both the 

presenter in studio and the reporter to the report.  The presenter set out the background to the new State-

model primary school, the Community National School (ñCNSò), by noting that while 92% of Irish schools 

are controlled by the Catholic Church, Irish society has changed in light of a growing secularism and a 

new diversity and, in consequence, a new kind of school óis desperately needed, one that will cater for allô.  

She also referenced research which highlighted the fact that half of all Irish parents wanted a multi-

denominational school model.  The questions posed by RT£ôs Education Correspondent, Emma OôKelly, 

at the outset of her report were:  

 

óIs it [the new model] going to deepen divisions or is it that new at all?ô 

 

It was the view of the Committee that the focus and perspective of the report: a critical examination and 

questioning of the approach to, and method of, teaching religious formation in the school, would, 

therefore, have been evident to viewers from the outset.  The Committee would acknowledge that the 

programme makers have editorial independence in deciding the perspective on which a report will be 

based.  The Committee would also acknowledge the right to freedom of expression and that education 

and religion are legitimate matters for a current affairs programme to feature.  Further, the statutory 

requirement for fairness, impartiality and objectivity does not preclude a critical examination of issues of 

public controversy and debate from a particular perspective.  

 

The report also explored a controversial aspect of the method of teaching; the separation of children 

along religious lines during religious instruction and sought the views of various contributors on this 

aspect.  The complainant raises an issue with how the report represented this aspect.  The Committee 

was of the view that the report adequately represented to viewers that such separation occurred only for 

religious formation and not for all of the religious instruction.  The length of separation on a normal day 

was not specified in the report.  That such separation occurred was confirmed by the teachers 

interviewed.  

 

óWe tend to keep Christians and Muslims together and then the humanists would be in the other 

group.ô 
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The complainant raises an issue with the fact that the programme makers provided information as to Dr. 

Clare Maloneyôs background and profession, as a Catholic author and the person who designed the 

religious curriculum which is in use in all Catholic schools.  The Committee was of the view that the 

perception of influence by the Catholic Church on the religious curriculum of the CNS was a matter being 

explored in the report. It was contended in the report that the Church wished for religious formation to be 

taught during school hours in any alternative school model to Catholic-controlled schools.  The 

Committee would note that the interview with Monsignor Jim Cassin in the studio supported such 

contention; the presenter asked the Monsignor ówould you be ok with Catholic children in Educate 

Together schools not getting religious formation during the dayô.  The Monsignor replied óNoô.   The 

programme informed viewers that Dr. Maloney was the author of the religious curriculum in the CNS.  The 

question whether there was a risk that Dr. Maloney would be influenced by her faith in writing the 

curriculum was a legitimate question to ask and such risk was acknowledged by her in the interview with 

the programme makers: óI can only say try to be constantly aware of that (risk)ô.  It was not stated that 

another contributor to the report, Prof. Áine Hyland was a founder member of Educate Together but the 

Committee was of the view that it was clear that she opposed the CNS model for reasons stated in her 

interview.  

 

The complainant also raises an issue with the participants on the programme and queries the omission of 

a parent of the school in the report or a VEC representative on the panel discussion in the studio.  In this 

regard, the Committee would acknowledge that editorial control is the responsibility of the programme 

maker and, therefore, it is free to decide who it invites to participate in the programme.  While the 

Committee would acknowledge that it may have been preferable to present the views of a parent of a 

child attending the CNS, or to have a VEC representative or a Department representative participate in 

the studio debate, such omissions were not sufficient to affect the substantive issue of the broadcast and 

could not, of itself, determine that the broadcast lacked fairness, impartiality or objectivity.  What is 

important to the Committee is that the programme made every reasonable effort to present a range of 

significant viewpoints to the matters under discussion and be fair to all interests concerned.  

 

On viewing the report, the Committee noted that there were contributors opposed to, and in favour of, the 

religious formation in the new model featured in the report.  In particular, the criticisms of the inclusion of 

faith formation instruction during the school day were put to Dr. Clare Maloney and she was afforded the 

opportunity to respond to, and/or refute, same.  The Committee would acknowledge that the programme 

makers sought to interview two former Ministers for Education for the stated reasons of finding out why 

the school curriculum insisted on having religious instruction during the day and why the National Council 

for Curriculum and Assessment was bypassed when the Department was drawing up the new religious 

curriculum.  The fact that the Ministers and the Department of Education declined to comment or to 

participate in the programme was made clear to viewers in the report.  The Committee would 

acknowledge that persons and organisations/bodies have a right to refuse interviews or participation in a 

programme and, further, that such refusal does not preclude the programme maker from making the 

programme.  However, the Committee found that, in the absence of participation by a representative from 

the Department in the report and of a representative of the VEC and/or the Department in the studio, who 

would be considered to be significant sides to the matters under discussion, there was a greater onus on 

the programme maker to ensure that their views were adequately represented, or that allegations made 

against them were sufficiently challenged.  In the view of the Committee, this onus was not discharged.  

The Committee would not agree with the broadcasterôs submission that the view of the VEC was clear 
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from the report; the report conducted a critical examination of the CNS model, it did not advocate or put 

forward reasons for this model.   

 

Overall, the Committee was of the view that there was not sufficient fairness achieved in the broadcast 

between all sides to the matter under discussion.  The Committee, therefore, found that the subject 

matter was not treated in a fair, objective and impartial manner.  The complaint was upheld with regard 

to section 48(1)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs of the Broadcasting Act 2009. 

 

Back to index 

Complaint made by:  Mr. P. Kierans                                                                 Ref. No. 254/10 

 

Station:    Programme:    Date: 

RTÉ One Prime Time 8 April 2010 

 

Complaint Summary: 

Mr. Kieransô complaint is submitted under the Broadcasting Act 2009, section 48(1)(a)(fairness, objectivity 

& impartiality in current affairs).  The complainant states that his complaint is in regard to the segment 

which dealt with Community National Schools.  Mr. Kierans believes the programme was not fair, 

impartial or objective. 

 

Mr. Kierans is the Chief Executive Officer of the Co. Meath VEC and has a vested interest in the success 

of the Community National School (CNS) model as they have been requested to commence a new 

primary school under this patronage model for September 2010.  The negativity and bias of the 

programme has impacted in a tangible and serious way on their endeavours to enroll students for this 

new school. 

 

The complainant claims that programme failed to be fair and impartial in the following ways:- 

¶ It had Ruairí Quinn, an opposition party spokesman on education and no counterbalance from 

any other parties. 

¶ It had comments from a parent of a child not attending the school and amazingly no comment 

form a parent of a child attending the school. 

¶ It had a former member of the alleged secretive steering group, Catherine OôBrien, and no 

serving member to counter her erroneous claim of resignation and secrecy. 

¶ It had representatives of two patron bodies on the discussion section of the programme and the 

CEO of Co. Dublin VEC who manages the school was not invited. 

 

The programme failed to reveal that Ruairí Quinn is a public advocate for Educate Together being 

allowed to open second level schools.  It also failed to state that Professor Áine Hyland was a founder of 

the first Educate Together School.  It had a parent who advocated Educate Together schooling and it 

feature the Chief Executive of Educate Together, Mr. Paul Rowe, in the panel discussion.  Mr. Kierans 

claims that the programme failed to give voice to any advocate of the new model of Community National 

School or to present a balancing argument to the points made by Ruairí Quinn, Áine Hyland, Catherine 

OôBrien or Damien Carberry. 
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Stationôs Response: 

RTÉ does not accept that the broadcast of the report breached obligations in regard to impartiality, 

objectivity and fairness.  The report was a balanced account of conflicting views about an important 

aspect of education in Ireland today.  RTÉ believes many of the criticisms of the report found in the 

complaints are misdirected and are actually comments upon opinions expressed by the contributors in the 

report.  In RT£ôs view the contributors were balanced between those finding favour with the new model 

and those opposed to the new model.  Much of the criticism of the report is actually an expression of a 

desire that the report should have been an account of the success of the schools.  However this was not 

what the report was about.  It was a report specifically focussed on religious education within the new 

school model and conflicting views as to how that education should be structured and implemented.  

 

The broadcast looked at the piloting of a new kind of Primary School here.  The new Community National 

Schools - of which there are currently two pilot models - break the mould in a number of ways.  They are 

State run, and aim to be inter-denominational, educating children of all faiths and none on terms of 

equality.  The Department of Education has announced that three more community National Schools will 

open this September as the new model begins to be rolled out across the State.  

 

The introduction of this new kind of school is widely acknowledged as a highly important development in 

Irish education.  As such it is a legitimate area of scrutiny for a current affairs programme such as Prime 

Time.  There has long been controversy around the dominant role the Churches have played in education 

here and it is legitimate for Prime Time to ask whether or not the new model is being developed free of 

such influence.  This is a central question that the programme posed.  

 

One of the complainants is critical of comments made by Labour Party Education Spokesperson Ruairí 

Quinn.  Mr. Quinn expressed his view that the pilot process of developing the new school model had been 

"hijacked" by the Catholic Church.  He also complained of secrecy surrounding the process. The 

complainant claims that these comments are profoundly inaccurate.  Ruairí Quinn is an opposition 

Education Spokesperson who has in recent years been looking closely at the issue of religious patronage 

and education.  He has submitted a number of Dáil questions to the Minister for Education looking for 

information specifically on decisions relating to the new Community National Schools and has raised the 

issue in the Dáil and elsewhere on numerous occasions. As a member of the Dáil with experience and 

expertise in this area, RTÉ is of the view that Deputy Quinn is entitled to hold and express such opinions 

and that the production team were entitled to include these views in the report. 

 

Prime Time was keen to put the points raised by Mr. Quinn to former Minister for Education Mary Hanafin, 

or failing that to former Minister for Education Batt OôKeeffe or an official from the Department of 

Education but unfortunately, as referred to below, all declined to participate in the programme. 

 

Other complainants are critical of Professor Ćine Hylandôs contribution to the report.  Professor Hyland is 

a highly respected expert in the field of Education with a particular interest in the area of the relationship 

between Church and State in Irish education. She has published extensively on this and other aspects of 

education. During a long career Ms. Hyland has worked in many positions including as a school teacher 

and as a civil servant within the Department of Education. As an academic she worked for many years in 

Carysfort Teacher Training College. She is also a founder member of the Educate Together movement. 

Most recently she was Professor of Education at University College Cork. She is now retired and holds 
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the title of Professor Emeritus from that university. Professor Hyland has been appointed by the 

Department of Education to sit on numerous state bodies advising on education policy.  

 

Over a year ago in March 2009  Professor Hyland wrote to the VEC seeking information on how religion 

was going to be taught in the new Community National Schools and specifically seeking a copy of the 

new religious education curriculum.  Her letter was copied to the Department of Education, and both the 

manager and principal of the existing Community National Schools. The letter was sent in both hard and 

electronic formats. Professor Hyland has still not received a response to her request for information, or an 

acknowledgement, a matter which continues to cause her concern.  

 

Prime Time chose to include Professor Hyland in the programme because of her undisputed academic 

expertise in this area and because of her concerns around the development of the new Religious 

Education programme and the fact that her request for information had been ignored.  Prime Time 

absolutely rejects any suggestion that Professor Hylandôs past involvement in the Educate Together 

movement should have precluded her from participation in the report. 

 

Another contributor to the report was Catherine OôBrien.  Her bona fides have also been challenged by 

complainants.  Catherine O'Brien was the Humanist Association Representative on the Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to advise on the development of a religious education 

programme for the new Community National Schools.  Ms O'Brien was not a representative of Educate-

Together on the group and indeed held views that differed from those of that organisation.  Ms O'Brien 

developed serious concerns around the religious education programme that was being rolled out and 

eventually she took the personal decision to resign as a result of both those concerns and what she 

perceived to be a lack of willingness to address them.  Prime Time chose to interview Ms. O'Brien 

because of those concerns and because of her close involvement with the development of the religion 

programme up until her resignation.  RTÉ rejects any suggestion that Ms. O'Brien is in any way a 

representative of the Educate Together organisation.  It notes that Ms. O'Brien chose to resign from the 

Reference Group, while the Educate Together organisation is happy to continue to sit on the body. 

 

There is also criticism in the complaints about the inclusion of a contribution from Damien Carberry.  As 

their title makes explicit, the new Community National Schools aim to accommodate all children in its 

community, regardless of religious/non religious background.  This has been acknowledged by the 

Government and by the VECs as a vital element of what the new model sets out to do.  However there 

are parents in the catchment areas of the two existing Pilot Community National Schools who feel 

strongly that the new model is not catering for the entire community (including at least one parent who 

has withdrawn his child from Scoil Choilm), because of the decision to have religious instruction during 

school hours and to separate children along religious lines.  Among this group are parents who were 

canvassing to have a multi-denominational school set up in the area prior to the establishment of Scoil 

Choilm.  Any group of parents seeking a multi-denominational school must affiliate to Educate Together 

as it is the only multi-denominational patron body recognised by the Department of Education.  Prime 

Time decided to include the views of one parent Damien Carberry because he represents the views of 

those who are looking for an alternative to the existing religious run schools in their community but who 

feel that the model that is being introduced does not provide a meaningful alternative.  These parents 

would represent a viewpoint held by a growing number of parents across the country.  This is a group that 

expected to find a satisfactory alternative in the new Community National Schools model but are now 
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disappointed to find that this model does not meet their needs.  Crucially these people have turned their 

backs on the new model and are not sending their children to these types of schools. 

 

Some complainants argue that the report should have included contributions from parents who are 

satisfied with the new schoolsô religious education curriculum. 

 

The report was about the new model in general, not about whether parents at an individual school are 

happy or unhappy.  Prime Time is aware of the fact that very many parents of children attending Scoil 

Choilm are extremely happy with their school.  (Emma O'Kelly has in past TV news reports highlighted 

parentôs strong satisfaction with Scoil Choilm.)  But equally Prime Time has spoken to some parents who 

have misgivings about aspects of the Pilot scheme underpinning Scoil Choilm.  In background research 

conducted for the programme Emma O Kelly spoke to one parent who has withdrawn his child from the 

school because he strongly disagrees with the decision to separate children according to religion during 

the school day.  Parents at the school have also expressed concern at a lack of a Board of Management 

structure in the school and the consequent lack of legally underpinned parental involvement in decision 

making. (Unlike all other schools Scoil Choilm is run by a single manager appointed by the Department of 

Education.)  The experience of parents at this particular school would therefore appear to be a mixed 

one.  

 

When Prime Time visited the school to film, Emma OôKelly discussed with Principal Treasa Lowe her 

decision not to interview individual parents at the school.  Ms. Lowe expressed her preference that 

parents should not be interviewed and expressed her satisfied with the decision. 

 

Complainants are critical of the reportôs emphasis on the children being separated for some of their 

religious classes.  The new pilot religious education programme is controversial because it involves the 

separation of children along religious lines in class during the school day. Prime Time accepts that 

children in the Community National Schools are taught together for 80% of the time and the programme 

showed footage of the children learning in class together, but it is the controversial decision to divide 

children - albeit for mostly short periods - according to religion that differentiates this method of teaching 

religion from all other religious education programmes in schools. This decision was a central theme 

explored by the programme and it is a legitimate aspect for Prime Timeôs focus. 

 

RTÉ appreciates the co-operation and openness shown by Scoil Choilm in allowing Prime Time to film a 

religious education class at the school.  Scoil Choilm is delivering a programme designed elsewhere and 

as such the school bears no responsibility for the content or form of that programme. For this reason 

Prime Time's objective in filming at Scoil Choilm was to illustrate how this new kind of religious education 

works in practice in the class room and how it differs from the typical programmes in use in all other 

Primary schools. 

 

Complainants were critical of the failure to include in the report an interview with the Principal of Scoil 

Choilm, Treasa Lowe.  The production team had recorded an interview with Ms. Lowe.  The remit of the 

Compliance Committee of the BAI only extends to what is broadcast, not to how a programme is made. 

Relatively short interviews with the teachers and the principal were recorded which concentrated purely 

on the implementation of the programme in the classroom. In the end Prime Time did not use an extract 

of Principal Treasa Lowe because it was felt that the two teachers who were actually teaching the class 
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best illustrated how the system worked in practice.  It is frequently the case in many kinds of programmes, 

including current affairs programmes, that interviews may be recorded but not used.  

 

Some complainants were critical of the balance of contributors to the report, arguing that there was a bias 

in favour of critics over supporters.  RTÉ believes that the two principal sides in the debate were fairly 

represented. Prime Time was very keen to have the views of the patron of the New Community National 

Schools represented on the programme.  It is a matter of regret that, despite the programmeôs best 

efforts, this was not possible.  The Minister for Education is patron of the new schools. As stated in the 

programme Prime Time requested interviews with the two former Ministers for Education, Batt O'Keeffe 

and Mary Hanafin (both of whom were instrumental in the establishing and rolling out of these schools, as 

well as the controversial decision to include faith formation during the school day). Unfortunately both Batt 

O'Keeffe and Mary Hanafin declined to participate. Prime Time requested an interview with any senior 

official of the Department of Education in order to explore the issues raised by the programme but that 

request was also refused.  All of this was explained to viewers in the report. 

 

Prime Time also requested an interview with the then very recently appointed Minister for Education Mary 

Coughlan, but Minister Coughlan also declined. 

 

Prime Time invited a representative of the Catholic Church to participate in the programme because the 

role of the Catholic Church was a central aspect of the programme.  Monsignor Jim Cassin representing 

the Catholic Church was interviewed in the studio follow up discussion.  There was no issue around the 

involvement of members of other belief traditions and so - in a programme operating within the normal 

time constraints - there was no need or reason to interview them. 

 

There was criticism in some of the complaints about the claim in the introduction to the report by Miriam 

OôCallaghan that ñthings are not working out as plannedò.  This was a reference to the fact that the core 

aim of the new Community National School model is ï as its title implies ï to cater for all children in its 

community regardless of their religious/non religious background.  The report that followed this 

introduction explored, among other issues, whether this aim was being fulfilled.  It included an interview 

with one local parent who feels that the new model is not succeeding in serving the entire community.  

 

Other complainants are critical of what they perceive as the inadequacy of the research carried out in 

preparation for the report.  As mentioned on the programme Prime Time requested under Freedom of 

Information (FOI) legislation documents related to the teaching of the Religious Education programme 

from the Department of Education, as well as documents related to the original designing of the 

programme.  Unfortunately this request for records was refused by the Department. RTÉ is satisfied that 

despite the lack of cooperation in the making of the report by the Department of Education all necessary 

background research was carried out. 

 

Complainants were also critical of how the report described the separation of children for some religious 

classes arguing that the report exaggerated the degree and duration of separation.  Prime Time stated 

that the children are separated ñmost daysò on the basis of their religion because this is what the VEC 

and school representatives told Prime Time in background briefing conversations. Recorded interviews 

with two teachers at the school support Prime Timeôs understanding that the children are separated ñmost 

daysò.  Teachers were recorded saying 
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ñOur typical day would be where they start off with a song, they have a story and then thereôs some kind 

of meditation and then the children would regroup into two separate groups.  So one teacher would take 

each group.ò 

 

ñEach day two teachers come together and they teach the programme and that gives you the opportunity 

that if you have a Hindu or Buddhist or Humanist child then one teacher can sit and have the reflective 

time with them and the other can do a more formal prayer to God with the Muslim, catholic and the 

Christian children.ò 

 

A central and controversial issue that Prime Time wished to explore was the fact that the children were 

being separated or ñregroupedò according to religion during the school day. The programme clearly stated 

that that was its interest and it stated ñwe were allowed to film how itôs doneò. It went on to show how the 

children are split up and it allowed the teachers to explain what was happening. It then went on to 

illustrate a further division that was to take place for three to four weeks of every year.  

 

This was the central issue and it is this that interviewees in the programme subsequently addressed. The 

question was óIs it right to separate children on the grounds of religion?ô not óhow long should you 

separate children for?ô 

 

Prime Time regards the duration of any separation as of secondary importance. For this reason the report 

did not explore the duration. However it rejects the claim that it ñimpliedò that the separation was for the 

duration of the religious education period of teaching. The programme made no reference at all to 

durations and indeed also showed footage of the class being taught clearly all together with both teachers 

present at the top of the room. 

 

RTÉ absolutely rejects the claim that the report created a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò by ñinsistingò 

the children be divided up ñfor the cameraò.  At a briefing meeting on March 12
th
 Department of Education, 

VEC and Community National School management representatives explained to Education 

Correspondent Emma Oô Kelly that the new pilot method of teaching religion involved separating children 

according to religion.  Emma O Kelly requested that Prime Time be allowed film how the new system 

operated in the classroom. Prime Time believes there was a clear understanding by all parties that this 

request included filming the process of dividing these children into their different groups.  

 

The Department, the VEC and the school agreed to allow Prime Time to film a typical religious education 

class.  But when the Prime Time team arrived at the school and began to film it was informed that the 

lesson that day was different and the children would not be separated.  Emma O Kelly explained to 

Principal Treasa Lowe that she regarded this as a central aspect of the new method and that Prime Time 

had come to the school on that prearranged day on the understanding that the children would be divided 

into groups according to religion.  She explained that Prime Time would have to return on another day if 

there was to be no separation on that particular day because the report needed to illustrate how this 

worked. Principal Treasa Lowe discussed the issue with the two class teachers in private in her office for 

around ten minutes.  She may also have consulted on the phone with others.  Ms. Lowe then informed 

Prime Time that the school would be happy to facilitate the programme and that the teachers would divide 

up the children as it frequently does during the religious education lesson. 

 

Ms. Lowe and the teachers involved were happy to proceed on this basis.  
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RT£ is satisfied that this was in no way a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò.  What it filmed was a 

procedure that is normal practice at the school most days, filmed with the full agreement of the school 

principal and the two teachers. 

 

One of the complainantsô states that Catherine OôBrien ñdid not resign from the Reference Group for any 

reason as was stated in the programme.ò  Catherine OôBrien told Prime Time that she resigned because 

of concerns she had around the teaching of religion in the schools and because she felt her concerns 

were not being adequately addressed and this is what Prime Time reported. Prime Time has seen an 

email written by Catherine OôBrien to Dr Marie Griffin and sent in July 2009.  This states; ñIôd like to let you 

know that I have resigned as Humanist delegate to the Reference Group.ò  It goes on to say ñI know you 

are aware of my serious reservations about the viability of the pilot schools and the way in which the 

programme is being implemented.  I consider the proposal to segregate children during a class into theist, 

non-theist/multi-theist to be seriously flawed and unworkable.ò 

 

Complainants raise the issue of the participation of the Chief Executive of Educate Together in the studio 

follow up debate. Educate Together is the main provider of multi-denominational primary education in the 

state.  The CEO of Educate-Together Paul Rowe sits on the Religious Education Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to oversee the development of the RE programme for the 

new Pilot Community National Schools.  Mr. Rowe is a leading voice in the debate over the position of the 

Catholic Church in the Irish Primary Education system.  For these reasons he was chosen to participate in 

the short debate that followed the Prime Time report.  RTÉ is fully satisfied that the choice of Mr. Rowe 

was appropriate.  As those involved in Educate Together have extensive experience of dealing with inter-

denominational, non-denominational and multi-denominational religious education RTÉ believes the 

inclusion of these experiences in the report and studio discussion was fully justified and allowed viewers 

an insight into how educational systems for diverse faiths and beliefs actually works.  

 

One complainant states that ña number of the parents of children in the school were interviewed by Emma 

O Kellyò.  This is erroneous.  No interviews were conducted with any parent at Scoil Choilm. Emma O 

Kelly spoke informally on the telephone with a small number of parents whose children attend or used to 

attend Scoil Choilm.  The conversations were by mutual agreement ñoff the recordò.  

 

The ñwishes of parentsò is - as one of the complainantsô states - a major feature of the remit given to the 

CNS model. However, unlike all other schools in the country, the CNS model schools have not given 

parents a legal role in the development of the school through a Board of Management structure.  As 

noted above this lack of a legal structure is a matter of concern to some parents. 

 

One complainant is critical of what is viewed as different treatment of the professional background of 

Professor Áine Hyland and Dr. Clare Moloney.  Professor Hyland is best known as an education 

academic and has no role in writing the new multi faith programme.  Dr. Moloney is the author of that 

programme and was appointed to that position in what would appear to be unusual circumstances.  As 

the programme stated, the Stateôs own National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, whose role it is 

to oversee the development of new curricula was bypassed. Prime Time has established that the NCCA 

was initially approached with a view to designing the curriculum.  However the Department of Education 

subsequently changed its mind and gave the job to Dr. Clare Moloney instead.  RTÉ believes it was fully 

legitimate to highlight Dr. Moloneyôs background especially given the unusual circumstances surrounding 
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her appointment.  The programme made absolutely clear that the new Community National School model 

aimed to provide faith formation not just to one group but to all children.  It used graphics to illustrate how 

it was planned to do this. References by Áine Hyland and others to the secretiveness of the Reference 

Group was not a reference to the groupôs membership but to its deliberations.  Prime Time made 

repeated attempts to get access to minutes of meetings and other documents related to the group, 

including through Freedom of Information mechanisms but it was unsuccessful.  Others, including Ruairí 

Quinn and Áine Hyland have also referred to the secretive nature of the Committeeôs deliberations. 

 

There was criticism by complainants of the failure to include a representative of a VEC in the studio part 

of the programme.  The VEC had already participated in the report. RTÉ did not think it necessary to have 

a VEC representative in the studio debate as the VEC position was clear to viewers from the report.  It 

would simply have been repetitious to have included a VEC viewpoint in the studio part of the 

programme.  

 

A last criticism which RTÉ would like to address is the view expressed by some complainants that the 

report misrepresented the role of the Catholic Church in influencing how the new pilot schemes will 

operate.  

 

The Catholic Church has stated that it wants any new State model to instruct Catholic children in their 

faith.  In the document Catholic Primary Schools- A Policy for Provision into the Future the Bishops state 

ñit may be desirable to enter into new patronage arrangements, provided these arrangements respect the 

rights of Catholic parents, in particular in relation to religious instruction of their children within the school 

curriculumò.  

 

Material released in 2008 under Freedom of Information detailed private discussions held between the 

Catholic Church and the Department of Education regarding religious education in the new model. This 

material included a request by the Church that the new schools put an emphasis on promoting right 

relationship with God, self, others and creationò.  Another document states the Catholic Primary Schools 

Management Association (CPSMA) had recommended to the Bishops that the religious instruction and 

formation of Catholic children by a qualified teacher during the school day would be a minimum non-

negotiable requirement of Church support for a new model.  During background research for the Prime 

Time programme a representative of the Church of Ireland and the Islamic community confirmed that in 

similar discussions with the Department of Education they, unlike their Catholic counterparts, had not 

sought to have religious instruction included as part of the school day. 

Prime Time fully accepts the Catholic Churchôs right to put forth its position.  But one question the 

programme wished to explore was whether or not , as Ruairí Quinn contended, the Department of 

Education had been unduly influenced by the Catholic Churchôs position and, more broadly, what had 

informed the Departmentôs decision to opt for a system involving the provision of religious instruction (as 

opposed to teaching about religion) during the school day.  RTÉ believes raising this issue was germane 

to an assessment of the new model and did not reflect any editorial position by the production team in 

regard to the Catholic Church. 

Decision of the Compliance Committee 

The Committee considered the broadcast, the written submissions of the complainant and the 

broadcaster.  The complainant submits that the treatment of the subject matter during a broadcast of 
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Prime Time on 8 April 2010 was one-sided and unfair.  In assessing this complaint, the Committee had to 

have regard to the fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs requirements of the Broadcasting 

Act, 2009. 

 

On viewing the broadcast of Prime Time, the Committee noted that the feature on the Community 

National School was divided into two parts: a report by RT£ôs Education Correspondent Emma O Kelly 

and a panel based discussion in studio following the report.  In assessing the complaint, the Committee is 

required to consider the broadcast in its entirety.  The Committee noted the introduction by both the 

presenter in studio and the reporter to the report.  The presenter set out the background to the new State-

model primary school, the Community National School (ñCNSò), by noting that while 92% of Irish schools 

are controlled by the Catholic Church, Irish society has changed in light of a growing secularism and a 

new diversity and, in the consequence, a new kind of school óis desperately needed, one that will cater for 

allô.  She also referenced research which highlighted the fact that half of all Irish parents wanted a multi-

denominational school model.  The questions posed by RT£ôs Education Correspondent, Emma O Kelly, 

at the outset of her report were:  

 

óIs it [the new model] going to deepen divisions or is it that new at all?ô 

 

It was the view of the Committee that the focus and perspective of the report, a critical examination and 

questioning of the approach to, and method of, teaching religious formation in the school, would, 

therefore, have been evident to viewers from the outset.  The report also explored a controversial aspect 

of the method of teaching; the separation of children along religious lines during religious instruction and 

sought the views of various contributors on this aspect.  The Committee would acknowledge that the 

programme makers have editorial independence in deciding the perspective on which a report will be 

based.  The Committee would also acknowledge the right to freedom of expression and that education 

and religion are legitimate matters for a current affairs programme to feature.  Further, the statutory 

requirement for fairness, objectivity and impartiality does not preclude a critical examination of issues of 

public controversy and debate from a particular perspective.  

 

The complainant raises an issue with the participants on the programme and queries the omission of a 

parent of the school in the report or a VEC representative on the panel discussion in the studio.  In this 

regard, the Committee would acknowledge that editorial control is the responsibility of the programme 

maker and, therefore, it is free to decide who it invites to participate in the programme.  While the 

Committee would acknowledge that it may have been preferable to present the views of a parent of a 

child attending the CNS, or to have a VEC representative or a Department representative participate in 

the studio debate, such omissions were not sufficient to affect the substantive issue of the broadcast and 

could not, of itself, determine that the broadcast lacked fairness, objectivity or impartiality.  What is 

important to the Committee is that the programme made every reasonable effort to present a range of 

significant viewpoints to the matters under discussion and be fair to all interests concerned.  

 

On viewing the report, the Committee noted that there were contributors opposed to, and in favour of, the 

religious formation in the new model featured in the report.  In particular, the criticisms of the inclusion of 

faith formation instruction during the school day were put to Dr. Clare Maloney, the author of the religious 

programme in the schools.  She was afforded the opportunity to respond to, and/or refute, same.  The 

programme makers did not state that those opposed to the CNS model were advocates of the alternative 

Educate Together model, however, Committee would note that the contributors themselves made it clear 
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that they favoured an alternative multi-denominational model, one that did not include religious instruction 

during the school day.   

 

The complainant raises an issue with the participation of Ruairí Quinn and the absence of any 

spokesperson from other political parties.  In this regard, the Committee would acknowledge that the 

programme makers sought to interview two former Ministers for Education for the stated reasons of 

finding out why the school curriculum insisted on having religious instruction during the day and why the 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment was bypassed when the Department was drawing up 

the new religious curriculum.  The fact that the Ministers and the Department of Education declined to 

comment or to participate in the programme was made clear to viewers in the report.  The Committee 

would acknowledge that persons and organisations/bodies have a right to refuse interviews or 

participation in a programme and, further, that such refusal does not preclude the programme maker from 

making the programme.  However, the Committee found that, in the absence of participation by a 

representative from the Department in the report and of a representative of the VEC or the Department in 

the studio, who would be considered to be significant sides to the matters under discussion, there was a 

greater onus on the programme maker to ensure that their views were adequately represented, or that 

allegations made against them were sufficiently challenged.  In the view of the Committee, this onus was 

not discharged.  The Committee would not agree with the broadcasterôs submission that the view of the 

VEC was clear from the report; the report conducted a critical examination of the CNS model, it did not 

advocate or put forward reasons for this model.   

 

Overall, the Committee was of the view that there was not sufficient fairness achieved in the broadcast 

between all sides to the matter under discussion.  The Committee, therefore, found that the subject 

matter was not treated in a fair, objective and impartial manner.  The complaint was upheld with regard to 

section 48(1)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs of the Broadcasting Act 2009. 

 

Back to index 

 

Complaint made by:  Mr. I. Murphy                                                                      Ref. No. 255/10 

 

Station:    Programme:    Date: 

RTÉ One Prime Time 8 April  2010 

 

Complaint Summary: 

Mr. Murphyôs complaint is submitted under the Broadcasting Act 2009, section 48(1)(a)(fairness, 

objectivity & impartiality in current affairs).  Mr. Murphy states that the substance of his complaint is that 

the programme was inaccurate and prejudiced.  The tone was set by the introduction to the programme:  

ñThe State wished to set up an alternative model of patronage in primary education which would lead to 

the development of a school type which would respect the new multi-cultural Ireland ï but does it? Critics 

of the Religious Education programme would say that it has been hijacked by the Catholic Church and is 

deeply divisive for the very youngò.  The programme that followed attempted to justify the critics by a 

treatment of the ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò that was highly selective, stage managed and factually 

incorrect. 
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The criticism that the Religious Education programme, had been hijacked by the Catholic Church had its 

source in the remark by Deputy Ruairí Quinn,  How could he make that remark when he claimed that the 

Religious Education programme was surrounded by secrecy?  If the Prime Time programme wished to 

investigate that claim in a more objective manner, one would have thought that the representatives on the 

Reference Group of the various belief systems such as the Buddhists, Muslims and others could have 

been interviewed.  Surely their opinions, based on their understanding of ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò 

from their work in the Reference Group,  would have been much better informed than that of the people 

like Deputy Quinn or Professor Áine Hyland who know very little about ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò.  

The criticism that ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò was deeply divisive for the very youngò was also 

supported on the programme in a manner that was misleading and highly selective.  Emma O Kelly 

introduced her footage by asking how children can be instructed in their faith if they are from different 

belief backgrounds.  Ms. O Kelly then stated ñwe were allowed to film how this happensò.  What followed 

was footage showing children being divided along belief lines.  The commentary then explained how the 

children ñare divided almost every dayò.  The reality is that of the last few minutes of a lesson in which the 

children learn together, children are sometimes re-grouped.  The purpose of this is to enable children of 

the Abrahamic tradition to pray and those of the rationalist tradition to reflect.  As there are every few 

children of the rationalist tradition in the school, this practice of re-groping for prayer or reflection at the 

end of a lesson is frequently unnecessary.  The programme failed to state that the children are in fact 

taught together for 80% of the time in the year.  It also failed to state that the children filmed would not 

normally have been divided as they were all either Christians or Muslims.  They were only separated at 

the insistence of Ms. O Kelly who stated that she was not interested in filming praying together. 

One would have presumed that if the programme wished to seriously explore the assertion of the critics 

that ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò was ñdivisiveò, Ms. O Kelly might have interviewed some of the 

parents whose children are being taught within the Religious Education programme.  Strangely, the only 

parent interviewed was one who refused to send his son to Scoil Choilm because of the ñdivisiveò nature 

of ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò.  The parents of children attending the school have been consulted 

with regularity as part of the on-going development of this pilot programme.  It beggars belief therefore, 

that the only parent interviewed was one who decided not to send his child to the school.  Mr. Murphy 

believes this was a stage managed attempt to support the prejudice with which the programme makers 

approached the multi-belief programme.  

 

A further example of how Prime Time deliberately eschewed any positive evaluation of ñGoodness Me! 

Goodness You!ò by commentators who knew something about it, was the showing of the interviews with 

the principal and the teachers.  All spoke of the positive effects of the programme.  However, the only clip 

shown was the part of the interview with the teachers explaining the division of the children into groups for 

prayer or reflection. 

 

In an effort to support their thesis that the Catholic Church had ñhijackedò the programme, the Prime Time 

team chose to highlight Dr. Clare Maloneyôs credential as a Catholic author.  The reason that Dr. Maloney 

was invited to undertake the difficult challenge of leading this innovative programme was because her 

experience and talents were closely aligned to the profile of the person that the steering committee 

needed for the task.  Dr. Maloney had the necessary attributes.  However, the Prime Time programme 

failed to acknowledge that Dr. Maloney has been in active and on-going consultation with Muslims, 

Buddhists, Humanists and Evangelical Christians in an effort to ensure that the programme is meeting 

their needs for faith/belief formation within their own tradition. 
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Mr. Murphy believes the Prime Time programme lost an opportunity to inform the on-going debate on 

Religious Education in schools in relation to a multi-belief programme that represents a radical departure 

from the current modes of faith formation.  ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò is closely aligned to the 

revised primary curriculum in its content and methodology.  It is contrary to the thesis of the Prime Time 

programme.  In a new multi-cultural Ireland ñGoodness Me! Goodness You!ò is a challenging and 

innovative new departure.  Children of all faiths and none follow a common programme of faith formation 

in a manner that respects their beliefs while at the same time nurturing them.  As such, Mr. Murphy 

believes it deserved a more honest and objective treatment than it received. 

 

Stationôs Response: 

RTÉ does not accept that the broadcast of the report breached obligations in regard to impartiality, 

objectivity and fairness.  The report was a balanced account of conflicting views about an important 

aspect of education in Ireland today.  RTÉ believes many of the criticisms of the report found in the 

complaints are misdirected and are actually comments upon opinions expressed by the contributors in the 

report.  In RT£ôs view the contributors were balanced between those finding favour with the new model 

and those opposed to the new model.  Much of the criticism of the report is actually an expression of a 

desire that the report should have been an account of the success of the schools.  However this was not 

what the report was about.  It was a report specifically focussed on religious education within the new 

school model and conflicting views as to how that education should be structured and implemented.  

 

The broadcast looked at the piloting of a new kind of Primary School here.  The new Community National 

Schools - of which there are currently two pilot models - break the mould in a number of ways.  They are 

State run, and aim to be inter-denominational, educating children of all faiths and none on terms of 

equality.  The Department of Education has announced that three more community National Schools will 

open this September as the new model begins to be rolled out across the State.  

 

The introduction of this new kind of school is widely acknowledged as a highly important development in 

Irish education.  As such it is a legitimate area of scrutiny for a current affairs programme such as Prime 

Time.  There has long been controversy around the dominant role the Churches have played in education 

here and it is legitimate for Prime Time to ask whether or not the new model is being developed free of 

such influence.  This is a central question that the programme posed.  

 

One of the complainants is critical of comments made by Labour Party Education Spokesperson Ruairí 

Quinn.  Mr. Quinn expressed his view that the pilot process of developing the new school model had been 

"hijacked" by the Catholic Church.  He also complained of secrecy surrounding the process. The 

complainant claims that these comments are profoundly inaccurate.  Ruairí Quinn is an opposition 

Education Spokesperson who has in recent years been looking closely at the issue of religious patronage 

and education.  He has submitted a number of Dáil questions to the Minister for Education looking for 

information specifically on decisions relating to the new Community National Schools and has raised the 

issue in the Dáil and elsewhere on numerous occasions. As a member of the Dáil with experience and 

expertise in this area, RTÉ is of the view that Deputy Quinn is entitled to hold and express such opinions 

and that the production team were entitled to include these views in the report. 
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Prime Time was keen to put the points raised by Mr. Quinn to former Minister for Education Mary Hanafin, 

or failing that to former Minister for Education Batt OôKeeffe or an official from the Department of 

Education but unfortunately, as referred to below, all declined to participate in the programme. 

 

Other complainants are critical of Professor Ćine Hylandôs contribution to the report.  Professor Hyland is 

a highly respected expert in the field of Education with a particular interest in the area of the relationship 

between Church and State in Irish education. She has published extensively on this and other aspects of 

education. During a long career Ms. Hyland has worked in many positions including as a school teacher 

and as a civil servant within the Department of Education. As an academic she worked for many years in 

Carysfort Teacher Training College. She is also a founder member of the Educate Together movement. 

Most recently she was Professor of Education at University College Cork. She is now retired and holds 

the title of Professor Emeritus from that university. Professor Hyland has been appointed by the 

Department of Education to sit on numerous state bodies advising on education policy.  

 

Over a year ago in March 2009  Professor Hyland wrote to the VEC seeking information on how religion 

was going to be taught in the new Community National Schools and specifically seeking a copy of the 

new religious education curriculum.  Her letter was copied to the Department of Education, and both the 

manager and principal of the existing Community National Schools. The letter was sent in both hard and 

electronic formats. Professor Hyland has still not received a response to her request for information, or an 

acknowledgement, a matter which continues to cause her concern.  

 

Prime Time chose to include Professor Hyland in the programme because of her undisputed academic 

expertise in this area and because of her concerns around the development of the new Religious 

Education programme and the fact that her request for information had been ignored.  Prime Time 

absolutely rejects any suggestion that Professor Hylandôs past involvement in the Educate Together 

movement should have precluded her from participation in the report. 

 

Another contributor to the report was Catherine OôBrien.  Her bona fides have also been challenged by 

complainants.  Catherine O'Brien was the Humanist Association Representative on the Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to advise on the development of a religious education 

programme for the new Community National Schools.  Ms O'Brien was not a representative of Educate-

Together on the group and indeed held views that differed from those of that organisation.  Ms O'Brien 

developed serious concerns around the religious education programme that was being rolled out and 

eventually she took the personal decision to resign as a result of both those concerns and what she 

perceived to be a lack of willingness to address them.  Prime Time chose to interview Ms. O'Brien 

because of those concerns and because of her close involvement with the development of the religion 

programme up until her resignation.  RTÉ rejects any suggestion that Ms. O'Brien is in any way a 

representative of the Educate Together organisation.  It notes that Ms. O'Brien chose to resign from the 

Reference Group, while the Educate Together organisation is happy to continue to sit on the body. 

 

There is also criticism in the complaints about the inclusion of a contribution from Damien Carberry.  As 

their title makes explicit, the new Community National Schools aim to accommodate all children in its 

community, regardless of religious/non religious background.  This has been acknowledged by the 

Government and by the VECs as a vital element of what the new model sets out to do.  However there 

are parents in the catchment areas of the two existing Pilot Community National Schools who feel 

strongly that the new model is not catering for the entire community (including at least one parent who 



Compliance Committee Meeting June 2010  32/68 

has withdrawn his child from Scoil Choilm), because of the decision to have religious instruction during 

school hours and to separate children along religious lines.  Among this group are parents who were 

canvassing to have a multi-denominational school set up in the area prior to the establishment of Scoil 

Choilm.  Any group of parents seeking a multi-denominational school must affiliate to Educate Together 

as it is the only multi-denominational patron body recognised by the Department of Education.  Prime 

Time decided to include the views of one parent Damien Carberry because he represents the views of 

those who are looking for an alternative to the existing religious run schools in their community but who 

feel that the model that is being introduced does not provide a meaningful alternative.  These parents 

would represent a viewpoint held by a growing number of parents across the country.  This is a group that 

expected to find a satisfactory alternative in the new Community National Schools model but are now 

disappointed to find that this model does not meet their needs.  Crucially these people have turned their 

backs on the new model and are not sending their children to these types of schools. 

 

Some complainants argue that the report should have included contributions from parents who are 

satisfied with the new schoolsô religious education curriculum. 

 

The report was about the new model in general, not about whether parents at an individual school are 

happy or unhappy.  Prime Time is aware of the fact that very many parents of children attending Scoil 

Choilm are extremely happy with their school.  (Emma O'Kelly has in past TV news reports highlighted 

parentôs strong satisfaction with Scoil Choilm.)  But equally Prime Time has spoken to some parents who 

have misgivings about aspects of the Pilot scheme underpinning Scoil Choilm.  In background research 

conducted for the programme Emma O Kelly spoke to one parent who has withdrawn his child from the 

school because he strongly disagrees with the decision to separate children according to religion during 

the school day.  Parents at the school have also expressed concern at a lack of a Board of Management 

structure in the school and the consequent lack of legally underpinned parental involvement in decision 

making. (Unlike all other schools Scoil Choilm is run by a single manager appointed by the Department of 

Education.)  The experience of parents at this particular school would therefore appear to be a mixed 

one.  

 

When Prime Time visited the school to film, Emma OôKelly discussed with Principal Treasa Lowe her 

decision not to interview individual parents at the school.  Ms. Lowe expressed her preference that 

parents should not be interviewed and expressed her satisfied with the decision. 

 

Complainants are critical of the reportôs emphasis on the children being separated for some of their 

religious classes.  The new pilot religious education programme is controversial because it involves the 

separation of children along religious lines in class during the school day. Prime Time accepts that 

children in the Community National Schools are taught together for 80% of the time and the programme 

showed footage of the children learning in class together, but it is the controversial decision to divide 

children - albeit for mostly short periods - according to religion that differentiates this method of teaching 

religion from all other religious education programmes in schools. This decision was a central theme 

explored by the programme and it is a legitimate aspect for Prime Timeôs focus. 

 

RTÉ appreciates the co-operation and openness shown by Scoil Choilm in allowing Prime Time to film a 

religious education class at the school.  Scoil Choilm is delivering a programme designed elsewhere and 

as such the school bears no responsibility for the content or form of that programme. For this reason 

Prime Time's objective in filming at Scoil Choilm was to illustrate how this new kind of religious education 
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works in practice in the class room and how it differs from the typical programmes in use in all other 

Primary schools. 

 

Complainants were critical of the failure to include in the report an interview with the Principal of Scoil 

Choilm, Treasa Lowe.  The production team had recorded an interview with Ms. Lowe.  The remit of the 

Compliance Committee of the BAI only extends to what is broadcast, not to how a programme is made. 

Relatively short interviews with the teachers and the principal were recorded which concentrated purely 

on the implementation of the programme in the classroom. In the end Prime Time did not use an extract 

of Principal Treasa Lowe because it was felt that the two teachers who were actually teaching the class 

best illustrated how the system worked in practice.  It is frequently the case in many kinds of programmes, 

including current affairs programmes, that interviews may be recorded but not used.  

 

Some complainants were critical of the balance of contributors to the report, arguing that there was a bias 

in favour of critics over supporters.  RTÉ believes that the two principal sides in the debate were fairly 

represented. Prime Time was very keen to have the views of the patron of the New Community National 

Schools represented on the programme.  It is a matter of regret that, despite the programmeôs best 

efforts, this was not possible.  The Minister for Education is patron of the new schools. As stated in the 

programme Prime Time requested interviews with the two former Ministers for Education, Batt O'Keeffe 

and Mary Hanafin (both of whom were instrumental in the establishing and rolling out of these schools, as 

well as the controversial decision to include faith formation during the school day). Unfortunately both Batt 

O'Keeffe and Mary Hanafin declined to participate. Prime Time requested an interview with any senior 

official of the Department of Education in order to explore the issues raised by the programme but that 

request was also refused.  All of this was explained to viewers in the report. 

 

Prime Time also requested an interview with the then very recently appointed Minister for Education Mary 

Coughlan, but Minister Coughlan also declined. 

 

Prime Time invited a representative of the Catholic Church to participate in the programme because the 

role of the Catholic Church was a central aspect of the programme.  Monsignor Jim Cassin representing 

the Catholic Church was interviewed in the studio follow up discussion.  There was no issue around the 

involvement of members of other belief traditions and so - in a programme operating within the normal 

time constraints - there was no need or reason to interview them. 

 

There was criticism in some of the complaints about the claim in the introduction to the report by Miriam 

OôCallaghan that ñthings are not working out as plannedò.  This was a reference to the fact that the core 

aim of the new Community National School model is ï as its title implies ï to cater for all children in its 

community regardless of their religious/non religious background.  The report that followed this 

introduction explored, among other issues, whether this aim was being fulfilled.  It included an interview 

with one local parent who feels that the new model is not succeeding in serving the entire community.  

 

Other complainants are critical of what they perceive as the inadequacy of the research carried out in 

preparation for the report.  As mentioned on the programme Prime Time requested under Freedom of 

Information (FOI) legislation documents related to the teaching of the Religious Education programme 

from the Department of Education, as well as documents related to the original designing of the 

programme.  Unfortunately this request for records was refused by the Department. RTÉ is satisfied that 
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despite the lack of cooperation in the making of the report by the Department of Education all necessary 

background research was carried out. 

 

Complainants were also critical of how the report described the separation of children for some religious 

classes arguing that the report exaggerated the degree and duration of separation.  Prime Time stated 

that the children are separated ñmost daysò on the basis of their religion because this is what the VEC 

and school representatives told Prime Time in background briefing conversations. Recorded interviews 

with two teachers at the school support Prime Timeôs understanding that the children are separated ñmost 

daysò.  Teachers were recorded saying 

 

ñOur typical day would be where they start off with a song, they have a story and then thereôs some kind 

of meditation and then the children would regroup into two separate groups.  So one teacher would take 

each group.ò 

 

ñEach day two teachers come together and they teach the programme and that gives you the opportunity 

that if you have a Hindu or Buddhist or Humanist child then one teacher can sit and have the reflective 

time with them and the other can do a more formal prayer to God with the Muslim, catholic and the 

Christian children.ò 

 

A central and controversial issue that Prime Time wished to explore was the fact that the children were 

being separated or ñregroupedò according to religion during the school day. The programme clearly stated 

that that was its interest and it stated ñwe were allowed to film how itôs doneò. It went on to show how the 

children are split up and it allowed the teachers to explain what was happening. It then went on to 

illustrate a further division that was to take place for three to four weeks of every year.  

 

This was the central issue and it is this that interviewees in the programme subsequently addressed. The 

question was óIs it right to separate children on the grounds of religion?ô not óhow long should you 

separate children for?ô 

 

Prime Time regards the duration of any separation as of secondary importance. For this reason the report 

did not explore the duration. However it rejects the claim that it ñimpliedò that the separation was for the 

duration of the religious education period of teaching. The programme made no reference at all to 

durations and indeed also showed footage of the class being taught clearly all together with both teachers 

present at the top of the room. 

 

RT£ absolutely rejects the claim that the report created a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò by ñinsistingò 

the children be divided up ñfor the cameraò.  At a briefing meeting on March 12
th
 Department of Education, 

VEC and Community National School management representatives explained to Education 

Correspondent Emma Oô Kelly that the new pilot method of teaching religion involved separating children 

according to religion.  Emma O Kelly requested that Prime Time be allowed film how the new system 

operated in the classroom. Prime Time believes there was a clear understanding by all parties that this 

request included filming the process of dividing these children into their different groups.  

 

The Department, the VEC and the school agreed to allow Prime Time to film a typical religious education 

class.  But when the Prime Time team arrived at the school and began to film it was informed that the 

lesson that day was different and the children would not be separated.  Emma O Kelly explained to 
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Principal Treasa Lowe that she regarded this as a central aspect of the new method and that Prime Time 

had come to the school on that prearranged day on the understanding that the children would be divided 

into groups according to religion.  She explained that Prime Time would have to return on another day if 

there was to be no separation on that particular day because the report needed to illustrate how this 

worked. Principal Treasa Lowe discussed the issue with the two class teachers in private in her office for 

around ten minutes.  She may also have consulted on the phone with others.  Ms. Lowe then informed 

Prime Time that the school would be happy to facilitate the programme and that the teachers would divide 

up the children as it frequently does during the religious education lesson. 

 

Ms. Lowe and the teachers involved were happy to proceed on this basis.  

 

RT£ is satisfied that this was in no way a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò.  What it filmed was a 

procedure that is normal practice at the school most days, filmed with the full agreement of the school 

principal and the two teachers. 

 

One of the complainantsô states that Catherine OôBrien ñdid not resign from the Reference Group for any 

reason as was stated in the programme.ò  Catherine OôBrien told Prime Time that she resigned because 

of concerns she had around the teaching of religion in the schools and because she felt her concerns 

were not being adequately addressed and this is what Prime Time reported. Prime Time has seen an 

email written by Catherine OôBrien to Dr Marie Griffin and sent in July 2009.  This states; ñIôd like to let you 

know that I have resigned as Humanist delegate to the Reference Group.ò  It goes on to say ñI know you 

are aware of my serious reservations about the viability of the pilot schools and the way in which the 

programme is being implemented.  I consider the proposal to segregate children during a class into theist, 

non-theist/multi-theist to be seriously flawed and unworkable.ò 

 

Complainants raise the issue of the participation of the Chief Executive of Educate Together in the studio 

follow up debate. Educate Together is the main provider of multi-denominational primary education in the 

state.  The CEO of Educate-Together Paul Rowe sits on the Religious Education Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to oversee the development of the RE programme for the 

new Pilot Community National Schools.  Mr. Rowe is a leading voice in the debate over the position of the 

Catholic Church in the Irish Primary Education system.  For these reasons he was chosen to participate in 

the short debate that followed the Prime Time report.  RTÉ is fully satisfied that the choice of Mr. Rowe 

was appropriate.  As those involved in Educate Together have extensive experience of dealing with inter-

denominational, non-denominational and multi-denominational religious education RTÉ believes the 

inclusion of these experiences in the report and studio discussion was fully justified and allowed viewers 

an insight into how educational systems for diverse faiths and beliefs actually works.  

 

One complainant states that ña number of the parents of children in the school were interviewed by Emma 

O Kellyò.  This is erroneous.  No interviews were conducted with any parent at Scoil Choilm. Emma O 

Kelly spoke informally on the telephone with a small number of parents whose children attend or used to 

attend Scoil Choilm.  The conversations were by mutual agreement ñoff the recordò.  

 

The ñwishes of parentsò is - as one of the complainantsô states - a major feature of the remit given to the 

CNS model. However, unlike all other schools in the country, the CNS model schools have not given 

parents a legal role in the development of the school through a Board of Management structure.  As 

noted above this lack of a legal structure is a matter of concern to some parents. 
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One complainant is critical of what is viewed as different treatment of the professional background of 

Professor Áine Hyland and Dr. Clare Moloney.  Professor Hyland is best known as an education 

academic and has no role in writing the new multi faith programme.  Dr. Moloney is the author of that 

programme and was appointed to that position in what would appear to be unusual circumstances.  As 

the programme stated, the Stateôs own National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, whose role it is 

to oversee the development of new curricula was bypassed. Prime Time has established that the NCCA 

was initially approached with a view to designing the curriculum.  However the Department of Education 

subsequently changed its mind and gave the job to Dr. Clare Moloney instead.  RTÉ believes it was fully 

legitimate to highlight Dr. Moloneyôs background especially given the unusual circumstances surrounding 

her appointment.  The programme made absolutely clear that the new Community National School model 

aimed to provide faith formation not just to one group but to all children.  It used graphics to illustrate how 

it was planned to do this. References by Áine Hyland and others to the secretiveness of the Reference 

Group was not a reference to the groupôs membership but to its deliberations.  Prime Time made 

repeated attempts to get access to minutes of meetings and other documents related to the group, 

including through Freedom of Information mechanisms but it was unsuccessful.  Others, including Ruairí 

Quinn and Ćine Hyland have also referred to the secretive nature of the Committeeôs deliberations. 

 

There was criticism by complainants of the failure to include a representative of a VEC in the studio part 

of the programme.  The VEC had already participated in the report. RTÉ did not think it necessary to have 

a VEC representative in the studio debate as the VEC position was clear to viewers from the report.  It 

would simply have been repetitious to have included a VEC viewpoint in the studio part of the 

programme.  

 

A last criticism which RTÉ would like to address is the view expressed by some complainants that the 

report misrepresented the role of the Catholic Church in influencing how the new pilot schemes will 

operate.  

 

The Catholic Church has stated that it wants any new State model to instruct Catholic children in their 

faith.  In the document Catholic Primary Schools- A Policy for Provision into the Future the Bishops state 

ñit may be desirable to enter into new patronage arrangements, provided these arrangements respect the 

rights of Catholic parents, in particular in relation to religious instruction of their children within the school 

curriculumò.  

 

Material released in 2008 under Freedom of Information detailed private discussions held between the 

Catholic Church and the Department of Education regarding religious education in the new model. This 

material included a request by the Church that the new schools put an emphasis on promoting right 

relationship with God, self, others and creationò.  Another document states the Catholic Primary Schools 

Management Association (CPSMA) had recommended to the Bishops that the religious instruction and 

formation of Catholic children by a qualified teacher during the school day would be a minimum non-

negotiable requirement of Church support for a new model.  During background research for the Prime 

Time programme a representative of the Church of Ireland and the Islamic community confirmed that in 

similar discussions with the Department of Education they, unlike their Catholic counterparts, had not 

sought to have religious instruction included as part of the school day. 
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Prime Time fully accepts the Catholic Churchôs right to put forth its position.  But one question the 

programme wished to explore was whether or not , as Ruairí Quinn contended, the Department of 

Education had been unduly influenced by the Catholic Churchôs position and, more broadly, what had 

informed the Departmentôs decision to opt for a system involving the provision of religious instruction (as 

opposed to teaching about religion) during the school day.  RTÉ believes raising this issue was germane 

to an assessment of the new model and did not reflect any editorial position by the production team in 

regard to the Catholic Church. 

Decision of the Compliance Committee: 

The Committee considered the broadcast, the written submissions of the complainant and the 

broadcaster.  The complainant submits that the treatment of the subject matter during a broadcast of 

Prime Time on 8 April 2010 was one-sided and unfair.  In assessing this complaint, the Committee had to 

have regard to the fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs requirements of the Broadcasting 

Act, 2009. 

 

On viewing the broadcast of Prime Time, the Committee noted that the feature on the Community 

National School was divided into two parts: a report by RT£ôs Education Correspondent Emma OôKelly 

and a panel based discussion in studio following the report.  In assessing the complaint, the Committee is 

required to consider the broadcast in its entirety.  The Committee noted the introduction by both the 

presenter in studio and the reporter to the report.  The presenter set out the background to the new State-

model primary school, the Community National School (ñCNSò), by noting that while 92% of Irish schools 

are controlled by the Catholic Church, Irish society has changed in light of a growing secularism and a 

new diversity and, in consequence, a new kind of school óis desperately needed, one that will cater for allô.  

She also referenced research which highlighted the fact that half of all Irish parents wanted a multi-

denominational school model.  The questions posed by RT£ôs Education Correspondent, Emma OôKelly, 

at the outset of her report were:  

 

óIs it [the new model] going to deepen divisions or is it that new at all?ô 

 

It was the view of the Committee that the focus and perspective of the report: a critical examination and 

questioning of the approach to, and method of, teaching religious formation in the school, would, 

therefore, have been evident to viewers from the outset.  The Committee would acknowledge that the 

programme makers have editorial independence in deciding the perspective on which a report will be 

based.  The Committee would also acknowledge the right to freedom of expression and that education 

and religion are legitimate matters for a current affairs programme to feature.  Further, the statutory 

requirement for fairness, impartiality and objectivity does not preclude a critical examination of issues of 

public controversy and debate from a particular perspective.  

 

The report also explored a controversial aspect of the method of teaching; the separation of children 

along religious lines during religious instruction and sought the views of various contributors on this 

aspect.  The complainant raises an issue with how the report represented this aspect.  The Committee 

was of the view that the report adequately represented to viewers that such separation occurred only for 

religious formation and not for all of the religious instruction.  That such separation occurred was 

confirmed by the teachers interviewed.  
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óWe tend to keep Christians and Muslims together and then the humanists would be in the other 

group.ô 

 

The length of separation on a normal day was not specified in the report.  The report highlighted a 

criticism of such separation by Catherine OôBrien:  

 

óThis is introducing segregation and an awareness of religious difference that there is no need to 

have in a classroom, that has no place in a classroom.ô   

 

This criticism was put to Dr. Clare Maloney, the author of the religious curriculum of the CNS, who was 

afforded the opportunity to respond to it and explain the reason for the separation: 

 

óChildren in primary schools are constantly grouped and regrouped according to their different 

needs, even within a class, if you were teaching maths you would group children according [to 

their needs],....itsô important to nurture their identity- who their faith is making them and helping 

them to be.ô 

 

The perception of influence by the Catholic Church on the religious curriculum of the CNS was another 

explored in the report. It was contended in the report that the Church wished for religious formation to be 

taught during school hours in any alternative school model to Catholic-controlled schools.  The 

Committee would note that the interview with Monsignor Jim Cassin in the studio supported such 

contention; the presenter asked the Monsignor ówould you be ok with Catholic children in Educate 

Together schools not getting religious formation during the dayô.  The Monsignor replied óNoô.   In this 

context, the question whether there was a risk that Dr. Maloney would be influenced by her Catholicism  

in writing the religious curriculum of the CNS was a legitimate question to ask and such risk was 

acknowledged by her in the interview with the programme makers: óI can only say try to be constantly 

aware of that (risk)ô. 

  

The complainant also raises an issue with the participants on the programme and queries the omission of 

a parent of the school in the report or a VEC representative or a Department representative on the panel 

discussion in the studio.  In this regard, the Committee would acknowledge that editorial control is the 

responsibility of the programme maker and, therefore, it is free to decide who it invites to participate in the 

programme.  While the Committee would acknowledge that it may have been preferable to present the 

views of a parent of a child attending the CNS, or to have a VEC representative participate in the studio 

debate, such omissions were not sufficient to affect the substantive issue of the broadcast and could not, 

of itself, determine that the broadcast lacked fairness, impartiality or objectivity.  What is important to the 

Committee is that the programme made every reasonable effort to present a range of significant 

viewpoints to the matters under discussion and be fair to all interests concerned.  

 

On viewing the report, the Committee noted that there were contributors opposed to, and in favour of, the 

religious formation in the new model featured in the report.  In particular, the criticisms of the inclusion of 

faith formation instruction during the school day were put to Dr. Clare Maloney and she was afforded the 

opportunity to respond to, and/or refute, same.  The Committee would acknowledge that the programme 

makers sought to interview two former Ministers for Education for the stated reasons of finding out why 

the school curriculum insisted on having religious instruction during the day and why the National Council 

for Curriculum and Assessment was bypassed when the Department was drawing up the new religious 



Compliance Committee Meeting June 2010  39/68 

curriculum.  The fact that the Ministers and the Department of Education declined to comment or to 

participate in the programme was made clear to viewers in the report.  The Committee would 

acknowledge that persons and organisations/bodies have a right to refuse interviews or participation in a 

programme and, further, that such refusal does not preclude the programme maker from making the 

programme.  However, the Committee found that, in the absence of participation by a representative from 

the Department in the report and of a representative of the VEC or the Department in the studio, who 

would be considered to be significant sides to the matters under discussion, there was a greater onus on 

the programme maker to ensure that their views were adequately represented, or that allegations made 

against them were sufficiently challenged.  In the view of the Committee, this onus was not discharged.  

The Committee would not agree with the broadcasterôs submission that the view of the VEC was clear 

from the report; the report conducted a critical examination of the CNS model, it did not advocate or put 

forward reasons for this model.   

 

Overall, the Committee was of the view that there was not sufficient fairness achieved in the broadcast 

between all sides to the matter under discussion.  The Committee, therefore, found that the subject 

matter was not treated in a fair, objective and impartial manner.  The complaint was upheld with regard 

to section 48(1)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs of the Broadcasting Act 2009. 

 

Back to index 

 

Complaint made by:  Mr. D. Leahy                                                                   Ref. No. 257/10 

 

Station:    Programme:    Date: 

RTÉ One Prime Time 8 April  2010 

Complaint Summary: 

Mr. Leahyôs complaint is submitted under the Broadcasting Act 2009, section 48(1)(a)(fairness, objectivity 

& impartiality in current affairs programming). The complainant states that the second half of this 

programme offered a biased presentation on the Community National School (CNS) model of primary 

education.  Emma O Kelly presented a bias in favour of one model of primary education, namely, Educate 

Together.  There was a serious lack of fairness, objectivity and impartiality when one looks at the 

proponents of this model who were chosen by RTÉ to speak about the CNS model.  Mr. Paul Rowe, 

Professor Áine Hyland, Ms. Catherine OôBrien and Mr. Ruair² Quinn T.D. are all public advocates of the 

Educate Together model.  The only parent voice was from a parent standing outside Scoil Choilm who 

chose to send his child to an Educate Together school.  Mr. Leahy wonders how that parent was ñfoundò 

by Ms. O Kelly.  He queries why there was no parent voice from those who choose to send their child to 

Scoil Choilm? 

 

The Reference Group constituted to design the multi-belief programme for the school was referred to by 

Miriam OôCallaghan as a secret group, meeting in secret.  Clearly such an insinuation serves only to 

damage the good work and creditability of the group.  Mr. Leahy also queries why the VEC was not 

represented on the panel for the discussion segment of the programme. The CNS model is currently 

being piloted by the VEC sector at the request of the Department of Education and Skills, yet RTÉ 
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thought it fair, impartial and objective to have the Catholic Church spokesperson on primary education 

and the Chief Executive of Educate Together to discuss this new model. Why? 

 

Stationôs Response: 

RTÉ does not accept that the broadcast of the report breached obligations in regard to impartiality, 

objectivity and fairness.  The report was a balanced account of conflicting views about an important 

aspect of education in Ireland today.  RTÉ believes many of the criticisms of the report found in the 

complaints are misdirected and are actually comments upon opinions expressed by the contributors in the 

report.  In RT£ôs view the contributors were balanced between those finding favour with the new model 

and those opposed to the new model.  Much of the criticism of the report is actually an expression of a 

desire that the report should have been an account of the success of the schools.  However this was not 

what the report was about.  It was a report specifically focussed on religious education within the new 

school model and conflicting views as to how that education should be structured and implemented.  

 

The broadcast looked at the piloting of a new kind of Primary School here.  The new Community National 

Schools - of which there are currently two pilot models - break the mould in a number of ways.  They are 

State run, and aim to be inter-denominational, educating children of all faiths and none on terms of 

equality.  The Department of Education has announced that three more community National Schools will 

open this September as the new model begins to be rolled out across the State.  

 

The introduction of this new kind of school is widely acknowledged as a highly important development in 

Irish education.  As such it is a legitimate area of scrutiny for a current affairs programme such as Prime 

Time.  There has long been controversy around the dominant role the Churches have played in education 

here and it is legitimate for Prime Time to ask whether or not the new model is being developed free of 

such influence.  This is a central question that the programme posed.  

 

One of the complainants is critical of comments made by Labour Party Education Spokesperson Ruairí 

Quinn.  Mr. Quinn expressed his view that the pilot process of developing the new school model had been 

"hijacked" by the Catholic Church.  He also complained of secrecy surrounding the process. The 

complainant claims that these comments are profoundly inaccurate.  Ruairí Quinn is an opposition 

Education Spokesperson who has in recent years been looking closely at the issue of religious patronage 

and education.  He has submitted a number of Dáil questions to the Minister for Education looking for 

information specifically on decisions relating to the new Community National Schools and has raised the 

issue in the Dáil and elsewhere on numerous occasions. As a member of the Dáil with experience and 

expertise in this area, RTÉ is of the view that Deputy Quinn is entitled to hold and express such opinions 

and that the production team were entitled to include these views in the report. 

 

Prime Time was keen to put the points raised by Mr. Quinn to former Minister for Education Mary Hanafin, 

or failing that to former Minister for Education Batt OôKeeffe or an official from the Department of 

Education but unfortunately, as referred to below, all declined to participate in the programme. 

 

Other complainants are critical of Professor Ćine Hylandôs contribution to the report.  Professor Hyland is 

a highly respected expert in the field of Education with a particular interest in the area of the relationship 

between Church and State in Irish education. She has published extensively on this and other aspects of 

education. During a long career Ms. Hyland has worked in many positions including as a school teacher 

and as a civil servant within the Department of Education. As an academic she worked for many years in 
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Carysfort Teacher Training College. She is also a founder member of the Educate Together movement. 

Most recently she was Professor of Education at University College Cork. She is now retired and holds 

the title of Professor Emeritus from that university. Professor Hyland has been appointed by the 

Department of Education to sit on numerous state bodies advising on education policy.  

 

Over a year ago in March 2009  Professor Hyland wrote to the VEC seeking information on how religion 

was going to be taught in the new Community National Schools and specifically seeking a copy of the 

new religious education curriculum.  Her letter was copied to the Department of Education, and both the 

manager and principal of the existing Community National Schools. The letter was sent in both hard and 

electronic formats. Professor Hyland has still not received a response to her request for information, or an 

acknowledgement, a matter which continues to cause her concern.  

 

Prime Time chose to include Professor Hyland in the programme because of her undisputed academic 

expertise in this area and because of her concerns around the development of the new Religious 

Education programme and the fact that her request for information had been ignored.  Prime Time 

absolutely rejects any suggestion that Professor Hylandôs past involvement in the Educate Together 

movement should have precluded her from participation in the report. 

 

Another contributor to the report was Catherine OôBrien.  Her bona fides have also been challenged by 

complainants.  Catherine O'Brien was the Humanist Association Representative on the Reference Group 

established by the Department of Education to advise on the development of a religious education 

programme for the new Community National Schools.  Ms O'Brien was not a representative of Educate-

Together on the group and indeed held views that differed from those of that organisation.  Ms O'Brien 

developed serious concerns around the religious education programme that was being rolled out and 

eventually she took the personal decision to resign as a result of both those concerns and what she 

perceived to be a lack of willingness to address them.  Prime Time chose to interview Ms. O'Brien 

because of those concerns and because of her close involvement with the development of the religion 

programme up until her resignation.  RTÉ rejects any suggestion that Ms. O'Brien is in any way a 

representative of the Educate Together organisation.  It notes that Ms. O'Brien chose to resign from the 

Reference Group, while the Educate Together organisation is happy to continue to sit on the body. 

 

There is also criticism in the complaints about the inclusion of a contribution from Damien Carberry.  As 

their title makes explicit, the new Community National Schools aim to accommodate all children in its 

community, regardless of religious/non religious background.  This has been acknowledged by the 

Government and by the VECs as a vital element of what the new model sets out to do.  However there 

are parents in the catchment areas of the two existing Pilot Community National Schools who feel 

strongly that the new model is not catering for the entire community (including at least one parent who 

has withdrawn his child from Scoil Choilm), because of the decision to have religious instruction during 

school hours and to separate children along religious lines.  Among this group are parents who were 

canvassing to have a multi-denominational school set up in the area prior to the establishment of Scoil 

Choilm.  Any group of parents seeking a multi-denominational school must affiliate to Educate Together 

as it is the only multi-denominational patron body recognised by the Department of Education.  Prime 

Time decided to include the views of one parent Damien Carberry because he represents the views of 

those who are looking for an alternative to the existing religious run schools in their community but who 

feel that the model that is being introduced does not provide a meaningful alternative.  These parents 

would represent a viewpoint held by a growing number of parents across the country.  This is a group that 
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expected to find a satisfactory alternative in the new Community National Schools model but are now 

disappointed to find that this model does not meet their needs.  Crucially these people have turned their 

backs on the new model and are not sending their children to these types of schools. 

 

Some complainants argue that the report should have included contributions from parents who are 

satisfied with the new schoolsô religious education curriculum. 

 

The report was about the new model in general, not about whether parents at an individual school are 

happy or unhappy.  Prime Time is aware of the fact that very many parents of children attending Scoil 

Choilm are extremely happy with their school.  (Emma O'Kelly has in past TV news reports highlighted 

parentôs strong satisfaction with Scoil Choilm.)  But equally Prime Time has spoken to some parents who 

have misgivings about aspects of the Pilot scheme underpinning Scoil Choilm.  In background research 

conducted for the programme Emma O Kelly spoke to one parent who has withdrawn his child from the 

school because he strongly disagrees with the decision to separate children according to religion during 

the school day.  Parents at the school have also expressed concern at a lack of a Board of Management 

structure in the school and the consequent lack of legally underpinned parental involvement in decision 

making. (Unlike all other schools Scoil Choilm is run by a single manager appointed by the Department of 

Education.)  The experience of parents at this particular school would therefore appear to be a mixed 

one.  

 

When Prime Time visited the school to film, Emma OôKelly discussed with Principal Treasa Lowe her 

decision not to interview individual parents at the school.  Ms. Lowe expressed her preference that 

parents should not be interviewed and expressed her satisfied with the decision. 

 

Complainants are critical of the reportôs emphasis on the children being separated for some of their 

religious classes.  The new pilot religious education programme is controversial because it involves the 

separation of children along religious lines in class during the school day. Prime Time accepts that 

children in the Community National Schools are taught together for 80% of the time and the programme 

showed footage of the children learning in class together, but it is the controversial decision to divide 

children - albeit for mostly short periods - according to religion that differentiates this method of teaching 

religion from all other religious education programmes in schools. This decision was a central theme 

explored by the programme and it is a legitimate aspect for Prime Timeôs focus. 

 

RTÉ appreciates the co-operation and openness shown by Scoil Choilm in allowing Prime Time to film a 

religious education class at the school.  Scoil Choilm is delivering a programme designed elsewhere and 

as such the school bears no responsibility for the content or form of that programme. For this reason 

Prime Time's objective in filming at Scoil Choilm was to illustrate how this new kind of religious education 

works in practice in the class room and how it differs from the typical programmes in use in all other 

Primary schools. 

 

Complainants were critical of the failure to include in the report an interview with the Principal of Scoil 

Choilm, Treasa Lowe.  The production team had recorded an interview with Ms. Lowe.  The remit of the 

Compliance Committee of the BAI only extends to what is broadcast, not to how a programme is made. 

Relatively short interviews with the teachers and the principal were recorded which concentrated purely 

on the implementation of the programme in the classroom. In the end Prime Time did not use an extract 

of Principal Treasa Lowe because it was felt that the two teachers who were actually teaching the class 
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best illustrated how the system worked in practice.  It is frequently the case in many kinds of programmes, 

including current affairs programmes, that interviews may be recorded but not used.  

 

Some complainants were critical of the balance of contributors to the report, arguing that there was a bias 

in favour of critics over supporters.  RTÉ believes that the two principal sides in the debate were fairly 

represented. Prime Time was very keen to have the views of the patron of the New Community National 

Schools represented on the programme.  It is a matter of regret that, despite the programmeôs best 

efforts, this was not possible.  The Minister for Education is patron of the new schools. As stated in the 

programme Prime Time requested interviews with the two former Ministers for Education, Batt O'Keeffe 

and Mary Hanafin (both of whom were instrumental in the establishing and rolling out of these schools, as 

well as the controversial decision to include faith formation during the school day). Unfortunately both Batt 

O'Keeffe and Mary Hanafin declined to participate. Prime Time requested an interview with any senior 

official of the Department of Education in order to explore the issues raised by the programme but that 

request was also refused.  All of this was explained to viewers in the report. 

 

Prime Time also requested an interview with the then very recently appointed Minister for Education Mary 

Coughlan, but Minister Coughlan also declined. 

 

Prime Time invited a representative of the Catholic Church to participate in the programme because the 

role of the Catholic Church was a central aspect of the programme.  Monsignor Jim Cassin representing 

the Catholic Church was interviewed in the studio follow up discussion.  There was no issue around the 

involvement of members of other belief traditions and so - in a programme operating within the normal 

time constraints - there was no need or reason to interview them. 

 

There was criticism in some of the complaints about the claim in the introduction to the report by Miriam 

OôCallaghan that ñthings are not working out as plannedò.  This was a reference to the fact that the core 

aim of the new Community National School model is ï as its title implies ï to cater for all children in its 

community regardless of their religious/non religious background.  The report that followed this 

introduction explored, among other issues, whether this aim was being fulfilled.  It included an interview 

with one local parent who feels that the new model is not succeeding in serving the entire community.  

 

Other complainants are critical of what they perceive as the inadequacy of the research carried out in 

preparation for the report.  As mentioned on the programme Prime Time requested under Freedom of 

Information (FOI) legislation documents related to the teaching of the Religious Education programme 

from the Department of Education, as well as documents related to the original designing of the 

programme.  Unfortunately this request for records was refused by the Department. RTÉ is satisfied that 

despite the lack of cooperation in the making of the report by the Department of Education all necessary 

background research was carried out. 

 

Complainants were also critical of how the report described the separation of children for some religious 

classes arguing that the report exaggerated the degree and duration of separation.  Prime Time stated 

that the children are separated ñmost daysò on the basis of their religion because this is what the VEC 

and school representatives told Prime Time in background briefing conversations. Recorded interviews 

with two teachers at the school support Prime Timeôs understanding that the children are separated ñmost 

daysò.  Teachers were recorded saying 
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ñOur typical day would be where they start off with a song, they have a story and then thereôs some kind 

of meditation and then the children would regroup into two separate groups.  So one teacher would take 

each group.ò 

 

ñEach day two teachers come together and they teach the programme and that gives you the opportunity 

that if you have a Hindu or Buddhist or Humanist child then one teacher can sit and have the reflective 

time with them and the other can do a more formal prayer to God with the Muslim, catholic and the 

Christian children.ò 

 

A central and controversial issue that Prime Time wished to explore was the fact that the children were 

being separated or ñregroupedò according to religion during the school day. The programme clearly stated 

that that was its interest and it stated ñwe were allowed to film how itôs doneò. It went on to show how the 

children are split up and it allowed the teachers to explain what was happening. It then went on to 

illustrate a further division that was to take place for three to four weeks of every year.  

 

This was the central issue and it is this that interviewees in the programme subsequently addressed. The 

question was óIs it right to separate children on the grounds of religion?ô not óhow long should you 

separate children for?ô 

 

Prime Time regards the duration of any separation as of secondary importance. For this reason the report 

did not explore the duration. However it rejects the claim that it ñimpliedò that the separation was for the 

duration of the religious education period of teaching. The programme made no reference at all to 

durations and indeed also showed footage of the class being taught clearly all together with both teachers 

present at the top of the room. 

 

RTÉ absolutely rejects the claim that the report created a ñmisrepresentation of the realityò by ñinsistingò 

the children be divided up ñfor the cameraò.  At a briefing meeting on March 12
th
 Department of Education, 

VEC and Community National School management representatives explained to Education 

Correspondent Emma Oô Kelly that the new pilot method of teaching religion involved separating children 

according to religion.  Emma O Kelly requested that Prime Time be allowed film how the new system 

operated in the classroom. Prime Time believes there was a clear understanding by all parties that this 

request included filming the process of dividing these children into their different groups.  

 

The Department, the VEC and the school agreed to allow Prime Time to film a typical religious education 

class.  But when the Prime Time team arrived at the school and began to film it was informed that the 

lesson that day was different and the children would not be separated.  Emma O Kelly explained to 

Principal Treasa Lowe that she regarded this as a central aspect of the new method and that Prime Time 

had come to the school on that prearranged day on the understanding that the children would be divided 

into groups according to religion.  She explained that Prime Time would have to return on another day if 

there was to be no separation on that particular day because the report needed to illustrate how this 

worked. Principal Treasa Lowe discussed the issue with the two class teachers in private in her office for 

around ten minutes.  She may also have consulted on the phone with others.  Ms. Lowe then informed 

Prime Time that the school would be happy to facilitate the programme and that the teachers would divide 

up the children as it frequently does during the religious education lesson. 

 

Ms. Lowe and the teachers involved were happy to proceed on this basis.  














































