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INTRODUCTION

The Alive-O Programme was introduced to Catholic primary schools in Ireland over the period 1996-2004. It is published by Veritas Publications and is copyright of the Irish Episcopal Commission on Catechetics. Alive-O replaced the earlier Children of God series, which was first introduced in 1976 and revised, or ‘re-presented’, in 1983. 

Each Diocese in Ireland officially appoints one or more persons to advise and assist primary school teachers in Catholic catechetics; their task currently involves the implementation of the Alive-O programme. In most Dioceses such persons are titled ‘Diocesan Advisers’, while in some Dioceses they are titled ‘Directors of Catechetics’ or ‘Assistant Directors of Catechetics’; for simplicity, the term ‘Diocesan Adviser’ is used in this Report for all such persons. Diocesan Advisers can be priests, religious or lay persons, many of whom have prior experience as primary school teachers. 

The author considered that an objective and confidential survey of the views of Diocesan Advisers would be helpful to all those interested in Catholic catechesis at primary school level. The Advisers deal with many teachers in a wide range of schools, and so should have a broad perspective on the Alive-O programme. As far as he was able to ascertain, no such survey has previously been conducted in relation to the Alive-O programme, or its predecessor, the Children of God series. (A consultation survey on the Children of God series, Books 5-8, was carried out by Martin Kennedy in 1999, and the Report was published by Veritas under the title Islands Apart. Martin Kennedy’s survey involved a comprehensive consultation of the views of teachers, and to a lesser extent the views of parents, priests and pupils, but did not include Diocesan Advisers).    

The Survey of Diocesan Advisers was carried out in January-February 2007. A confidential Questionnaire was posted to each of the Primary School Diocesan Advisers / Directors & Asst Directors of Catechetics listed in the Irish Catholic Directory 2006. The return rate of questionnaires sent out was 40%. The author would like to sincerely thank all those who responded to the survey, and shared from their experience in their vital task of providing assistance in religious education to teachers in our Catholic primary schools. 

SURVEY RESULTS

Length of Service:   

The length of service as a Diocesan Adviser ranged from 1 to 15 years, averaging 7 years.  

Rating of elements of the Alive-O programme: 

Diocesan Advisers were asked to rate various elements related to Alive-O programme Content, taking the Catechism of the Catholic Church as the principal standard of reference. Advisers were also asked to rate other elements related to Pedagogical Aspects of the programme, taking the General Directory for Catechesis as main point of reference. The elements that were rated are given in the table below: 

	CONTENT
	PEDAGOGICAL ASPECTS

	Revelation (Scripture & Tradition)

Old Testament



The Blessed Trinity



God the Father



Jesus Christ



The Holy Spirit



Creation and Fall



The Catholic Church


Mary and the Saints



The Last Things (eschatology)

Liturgy & Seasons of Church Year

Baptism




Mass & Eucharist



Penance / Reconciliation


Confirmation



Other Sacraments & sacraments in   general

Life in Christ – Christian morality

The Ten Commandments


Prayer in the Christian life


The Lord’s Prayer: ‘Our Father’



	Information for Teachers in Teachers’ Books

Daily lesson plans (Bks1-6) or ‘Moments’ (Bks7-8)

Pupils’ books




Videos





Audio tapes / CDs




Activity packs / Resource packs

Worksheets





Songs & music




Poems





Games & Activities




Stories (based on Scripture)



Stories (other)




Dramas / plays




Prayer times




‘Chatting’ (Bks1-6) or ‘Consider’ (Bks7-8) sessions

Illustrations in Pupils’ books



Art sessions for the pupils



Questions & Answers 

 

Age-appropriateness - engaging interest
Age-appropriateness – comprehension / relevance

Structuring of the programme


Memorisation (key truths of faith, prayers, etc.) Fostering Catholic identity



Presentation of salvation history


Trinitarian focus and structure 


Christo-centric – focus on Jesus Christ

Teaching strategy as ‘pedagogy of God’ per GDC

Focus on Church’s mission of evangelisation


Respect for the ‘hierarchy of truths’


‘Teacher-friendly’; helpful to teachers’ role

Supportive of parents as primary educators in faith

Supportive of parish clergy & local parish


 Separate ratings were requested for two groups of books: Alive-O Books 1-4 (from Junior Infants to Second Class) and Books 5-8 (from Third to Sixth Classes). 

Diocesan Advisers were asked to use a 5-point rating scale, as follows: 

Excellent.       Good.        Fair.       Poor.       Unacceptable.  

The ratings showed major differences in the views that Diocesan Advisers have of the Alive-O programme. The upper end of the range of ratings for every element was Excellent. The lower end of the rating range for several elements was Fair, but for the great majority of elements the lower end was Poor or Unacceptable. 

Advisers were also asked to give overall ratings for each group of books, and the pattern of widely differing views was repeated:  Books 1-4 recorded a range of Excellent to Unacceptable, while Books 5-8 recorded a range of Excellent to Poor.  

The 40% return rate of questionnaires was insufficient for the Survey to be considered statistically representative of the body of Diocesan Advisers / Directors of Catechetics; therefore, averages of ratings are not very meaningful and have not been included in this Report. However, it could be noted that there was no significant difference in the average ratings as between Content and Pedagogy, or between Books 1-4 and Books 5-8.   

Comments: 

Diocesan Advisers were asked to give their comments in response to four questions of the Questionnaire. The comments are summarised and collated below: 

Q.60: What do you see as the main strengths of the Alive-O programme? 

Songs & music; Scripture & scripture stories. 

Liturgy & use of symbols; Baptism well presented in Book 5.

Good illustrations & use of colour; discussions; workbook for children; questions & answers well done; good story content.

Teacher friendly; welcomed by teachers who especially have little faith; teachers love the programme, which enriches their faith life; layout of Teachers’ manual; commitment of teachers and some/most clergy. 
Inclusivity; links with home & parents through Activity books; draws on Community/Parish where appropriate; supportive of those clergy who apply themselves. 

Ties in with New Curriculum.

Child-friendly / child-centred; good variety of age-appropriate educational methodologies, methods, and learning approaches, which are rich signs of life and respect for those catechised. 

Children experience ‘religion’ as something joyful; knowledge of a loving God; come to “know” God, Jesus, Holy Spirit; Christocentric; situates faith in life.
Opportunity for children to pray, to be quiet and to be aware of God’s Presence with them, especially in ‘Sacred Space’, which is a focal point in classroom; private prayer.

Happy with content of Books 1-4, and structure of Books 1-6. 

Q.61: What do you see as the principal limitations or weaknesses of the Alive-O programme?

Insufficient clear teaching of central truths of faith & doctrine; lack of concrete religious doctrine; lack of Catholic content (esp. Books 1-3-4) – vague and neutral.
Over-emphasis on child-centredness, not enough on objectives; too much psychology; not age appropriate and focus too much on self. 

Not enough biblical stories; children confused in hopping from Old to New Testaments & back again; watering down biblical stories of parables & miracles.

Very poor for Communion and Reconciliation preparation. 

Lack of memorization; pictures in the children’s book not very inviting; too much padding & fairy stories; too much creation material in Book 6. 

Too much in teacher’s book and not enough in pupils’ book; size of Teachers’ books are daunting – too big to use, teachers do not have time to read them. 

Layout of Teachers’ book sometimes too complicated – can be hard to discover aim of particular lessons; some activities unrealistic. 

Inability to change approach from Books 1-4 to Books 5-8.

Books 7&8 not liked by teachers: lack Catholic content, too much psychology, lack ‘meat’ content in lessons. 

Many schools find it expensive. 

Insufficient link up with parents; lack of booklet for clerical visits to home / school / parish.

Alive-O programme presumes teachers can fill out the programme from their own knowledge, but many teachers themselves lack knowledge of the faith (particularly younger teachers), and so are unable to do so.   

What is this?

Programme overall very disappointing & should be scrapped.

Q.62: Would you like a new programme to be prepared to replace Alive-O?    yes  /  no. 


If ‘yes’, what changes would you recommend for a new programme? 

YES:     

More clear-cut in direction & emphasis; better balance between child-centred and objective truths; more practical.  

Drop padding & fairy stories; more Questions & Answers; illustrations more attractive.

Difference between Old & New Testaments more clearly presented; more Scripture stories, which are taken straight from the Bible and not watered down.
Need to present Catholic faith & doctrine more fully & concretely; stronger emphasis and more content on what it is to be a Catholic & a Christian; higher expectations that children’s faith life be developed.  

More content in pupils’ book. 

More teacher-friendly; layout of teachers’ books less complicated, so teachers can work with straight from it without having to study it too deeply; more information & resources for teachers as alternatives to the experiential approach – relevant to pupils’ lives in changing multi-cultural environment; more consultation with teachers & better training in introduction of new programme.  

Different format, with teachers’ book of lesson content, plus supplementary books of stories, songs, hymns, Q&A – accessible to all, parents, children, etc. 

Booklet needed for clerical visits to the school/parish/home.

Radical overhaul of programme.

Any programme has 10-year lifespan; understand Alive-O will soon be revised.  

NO:      

No need for a new programme; Alive-O is an excellent programme, just needs a few adjustments in some areas.

“Replace” is the wrong word; all catechetical programmes evolve in presentation of the Truths of our Faith – our core dogmas, doctrine, creed, faith structure are all in Alive-O. 

In these fast-changing times, a new programme could emerge in due course, but there is no urgent need.

Q.63: Please note any other comments:

No programme will be totally perfect. The programme is very important but it is a “tool” – what matters is the conviction and example of the one who delivers the programme. 

Catechesis must be open to the sensibilities of the age group.

‘Method is content’ – relationships are very important between teachers, children, parents and others who visit the school, which should illustrate love of God and neighbour. 

Teachers in training colleges should get some form of Faith development. Teachers need a lot of help. 

Alive-O works if the teacher’s faith background is witnessed by the children, and there is support from home & parish.
No statistics can cover the Spirit working in the lives of children & teachers, irrespective of children’s IQ or other abilities – must be open to be surprised by the Spirit at work in lives of all.

Bishops need to be properly informed about religion in primary schools; they could learn much from travelling to visit primary schools. 

Our diocese supplements the Alive-O programme with our own catechetical material on the sacraments.

Thank you for researching this area; best of luck with your studies and research; looking forward to survey results; Beannacht Dé ar an obair ata romhat.

ANALYSIS

Length of Service:

The average of 7 years service as a Diocesan Adviser, and the range of 1-15 years, are satisfactory from the point of view of the Survey. Many of the Advisers would also have prior experience in primary school teaching. Therefore, the experience of Advisers in the Survey would span the full 11 years since the Alive-O programme was first introduced, and several are likely to have experience of the earlier Children of God series.  

Rating of Elements of the Alive-O programme:

The most notable aspect of the ratings is the very wide range of views expressed by the Diocesan Advisers. The author’s own analysis of the Alive-O programme identified impressive and attractive elements, but also serious shortcomings; this would suggest that some Advisers are influenced mainly by Alive-O’s positive elements, while others are more conscious of the programme’s shortcomings. 

Comments:

The wide range in the ratings of programme elements was also reflected in the range of comments that the Diocesan Advisers made in response to four questions. 

The responses to Question 60 on the strengths of the Alive-O programme yielded several positive elements. Nevertheless, it is disappointing not to see many strengths which one would expect to find in a good Catholic programme, e.g. faithful to teaching of the Church, especially the Catechism of the Catholic Church and the General Directory for Catechesis; fundamentals of the Faith as expressed in the Creed; sacraments; clear moral teaching including the Ten Commandments; the Our Father; memorization; mission of evangelization; salvation history; Catholic identity, etc.

Responses to Question 61 on the weaknesses of the Alive-O programme showed a correlation with the absences noted above: several weaknesses that were noted focused on deficiencies in Catholic teaching. Differences of opinion showed up on methodological issues, e.g. Q.60 responses indicated teacher-friendliness as a strength, but in Q.61 other Advisers noted weaknesses in relation to teachers.  

The responses to Q.62 on a possible replacement for the Alive-O programme correlate with the responses on strengths and weaknesses. 

Q.63 seeking other comments yielded several interesting and constructive responses which were indicative of the Advisers’ commitment to their important role in Catholic primary school catechesis.   
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