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Eanna Johnson is a Catholic parent and grandparent, with wide experience as an educator both academically and professionally. He is currently researching a PhD in Theology at the Pontifical University, Maynooth.  

Having read the correspondence in the Scottish Catholic Observer on the Alive-O Programme, may I offer some comments based on my research. 

In the years since Vatican II the Church has provided a superb and comprehensive range of documents for catechetical guidance, most importantly the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), and the General Directory for Catechesis (GDC) -- available in Catholic bookshops, or from the Vatican website, www.vatican.va. Some excellent progress has been achieved in Catholic catechesis internationally – but also serious failures, as noted by Popes Paul VI in 1968 and John Paul II in 1979. The GDC noted serious problems still existing in 1997, observing that very often pre-adolescents abandon the practice of the faith on receiving the sacrament of Confirmation.   

Some first-class catechetical materials have been produced in North America, yet a Committee set up by the US Catholic Bishops to assess school catechisms for conformance with the CCC reported in 1997and 2003 that most catechisms in use failed to conform, with the majority containing doctrinal defects and deficiencies too serious to be corrected and requiring to be completely rewritten. Since the 70s Irish catechesis, tending to follow negative North American developments, has largely failed in handing on the Faith. 

At the ‘Reimagining the Catholic School’ Conference in Dublin in March 2002, Fr Peter McVerry SJ observed,  “When I look at the last forty years of Catholic education in Ireland, I am led to the conclusion that Catholic education has completely failed. 

“First Communion could be renamed not quite Last Communion but Second Last Communion because there is one more day in church and that is Confirmation”.

The Alive-O programme is very attractively presented, using a comprehensive range of teaching resources: illustrations, stories, songs, videos, poems, games, discussion sessions, drama and activities. For each year there is a pupil’s book, which is light in content, and a large detailed Teacher’s book, which essentially contains the programme. 

Therefore, parents and priests, who would not normally even see the Teacher’s books let alone have opportunity to study them, will find it hard to know what the programme is really about. 

Any evaluation of the Alive-O Programme must recognize its two parts. Books 1-4 were introduced one book a year from 1996 to 1999. Following a year’s gap and some personnel changes, Alive-O Books 5-8 issued in the years 2001-2004. My analysis of Books 1-4 has found all the defects and deficiencies identified by the US Bishops’ Committee above, plus more. 

I have not completed analysis of Books 5-8, but I do see significant improvements, yet still some unsatisfactory aspects (e.g. teaching on angels/demons, and on the Ten Commandments). However, no amount of improvement in Books 5-8 could compensate for Books 1-4 and rescue the series. 

The Catholic Church, as a loving Mother, makes wise provisions to protect the faith and morals of her children. However, does not have the required approval from the Holy See. 

Alive-O books 1-4 depart substantially from the CCC and the GDC in both content and method, and are closer to ‘New Age’ thinking than to the mind of the Catholic Church. In this short article I can give only the briefest outline of the principal problems in Alive-O books 1-4. Some deficiencies are obvious but many are not, because they arise through omissions or imbalances, which of their nature are difficult to detect, especially due to the huge volume of detailed material in the Alive-O Teachers’ Books and the absence of an index. 

It is understandable that many teachers and others of good faith do not see the failings in Alive-O. 
Alive-O’s approach to Divine Revelation is substantially different to the Church – Scripture is treated like raw material that may be freely changed at will, Sacred Tradition is largely ignored, and the key role of the Church’s Magisterium is omitted altogether. 

On the content of the faith as expressed in the Creed, Alive-O is deficient on the Trinity, Jesus Christ as God and Saviour, the Holy Spirit, creation, the Fall and Original Sin, angels/demons, the immortal soul, Mary, the Church, and the last things (heaven, purgatory, hell, eternal life). 

There is inadequate presentation on liturgy and sacraments in general, as with the grace particular to each sacrament, and the sacramental role of the ordained priest. Baptism and Reconciliation are given secularised meanings, while presentation of the Eucharist is deficient and confusing, in particular the Real Presence, and the Mass as Christ’s redeeming sacrifice. 

Secular theories of moral development are favoured, setting aside the God’s moral law and Commandments. The children are facilitated to make their own moral choices. 

Alive-O’s emphasis on prayer is excellent in principle, but its approach fails to bring out the meaning and significance of Christian prayer. The great formal prayers of the Church are used but their meaning is never explained and Alive-O written prayers are favoured. Alive-O’s meditation is centred on self rather than Jesus, and has a ‘New Age’ flavour, particularly prayer with the strange “little Beings”, which must be potentially damaging to the children, spiritually and psychologically. 

Alive-O’s basic teaching method is based on human experience as the way to God, rather the Catholic Church’s method, which is based on Divine Revelation. 

Alive-O’s extensive techniques and methodologies are unique to the programme, immersing the children in an all-embracing ‘Alive-O environment’, separating them from what they experience at home and in Church. 

There is inadequate memorisation of the key elements of the Catholic faith and no assessment of pupil learning. 

There is imbalance in the respective roles of home, school and parish, giving almost total control to the school, marginalising the parish and undermining parents.

The Irish Bishops’ Commission on Catechetics has indicated its intention to replace the Alive-O programme soon, because it has reached the end of its ‘shelf-life’. 
It should not be difficult to produce an authentic Catholic catechetical series, because of the wealth of guidance material provided by the Church. 

However, there are worrying signs the situation could deteriorate further, to judge by recent Veritas books (‘New Directions in RE’ and ‘Critical Issues in RE’) by two of the Irish Bishops’ senior catechetical advisors (one an Alive-O team member), which advocate elimination of Catholic catechesis from the schools, to be replaced by a state-supplied secularised ‘New Age’ type of “religious education”. This would undermine Christianity and all established religions.   

There are other alternatives to Alive-O currently available, which are attractively presented and are faithful to the teaching of the Catholic Church. Two such catechetical series for primary schools are ‘Image of God’ and ‘Faith and Life’, both published by Ignatius Press. 

The ‘St Joseph Picture Books’ for children are first-class, published by the Catholic Book Publishing Co. 

An excellent catechetical resource for home, school, and parish is ‘The Sower’, a quarterly magazine published by the Maryvale Institute, Birmingham.

I am continuing my research in primary school catechesis and posting my findings on my website, www.eannajohnson.org. I would be most grateful for feedback, positive or negative – affirmation is appreciated, while constructive criticism is invaluable. 
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Alive-O is ‘not good enough’

Educationalist says ‘programme falls short of providing sound religious teaching for children’

By Donna Nicholson

A leading Irish educationalist has waded into the Alive-O debate to point out what he suggests are the “deficiencies” of the programme.

Over recent weeks the Alive-0 religious education programme taught in Scotland and Ireland has been under rigorous debate in the SCO, prompted by a spate of letters from readers.
And this week, Eanna Johnson, who has spent years researching the programme in depth, has added his comments to the debate which has prompted input from teachers, parents, clergy and lay people from all over Scotland.

In particular Mr Johnson claims the programme, which originated in Ireland, is doctrinally deficient and accuses it of favouring “secular theories of moral development.”

Mr Johnson has posted all his findings on the programme on his website at www.eannajohnson.org, and says he is keen to find out the views of others, in particular those who support the Alive-O series.

However, he says that having subjected the teaching series to close scrutiny, in particular books one to four, he believes the entire programme falls “inadequately” short of providing sound Catholic-based religious education for primary school aged children.

In this week’s edition, on page six, Mr Johnson says of the programme: “Alive-O’s approach to Divine Revelation is substantially different to the Church’s. Scripture is treated like raw material that may be freely changed at will. Sacred tradition is ignored and the key role of the Church’s Magisterium is omitted altogether.

“On the content of the faith as expressed in the Creed, Alive-O is deficient on the Trinity, Jesus Christ as God and Saviour, the Holy Spirit, Creation, the Fall and Original Sin, angels / demons, the immortal soul, Mary, the Church and the last things (heaven, purgatory, hell, eternal life).”

Mr Johnson continues by suggesting that the entire Alive-O programme does not adequately teach the Sacraments of the Catholic Church.

And he says that the programme is being taught despite having “no official church approval”.

Michael McGrath, Director of the Scottish Catholic Education Services (SCES) explained that Alive-O is a teaching programme that is in-keeping with the “Bishops’ Conference of Scotland’s national syllabus for five to 14 year olds, which is the guidelines for schools on what should be taught and how it should be taught.”

• Part of Eanna Johnson’s study of Alive-O examines the handling of scripture, which he claims is freely reshaped to create different meanings, for example the treatment of the  parable of the ‘lost sheep’ from Luke 15:3-7, although Alive-O omits verse seven.

States Mr Johnson: “In Luke’s account of the Parable, Jesus explains what he means through the metaphors of sheep; God rejoices greatly over the repentance of a sinner more than those virtuous ones who have not sinned.

“Alive-O sets aside Jesus’ meaning and teaches virtually the opposite - the sinner considers herself blameless and does not repent, but blames the righteous people for letting it do wrong; the righteous accept the guilt and repent; then there is great rejoicing by the righteous and Jesus for the unrepentant sinner.”

TURN TO PAGE 6 FOR MORE ON ALIVE-O
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WE KNOW OUR STUFF

SIR, - Response to letter in SCO Sept 9, 2005 by Sr Mary Frances Collette RNDM. 

Can I firstly say that I found the general tone of Sr Mary Frances Collette’s letter a touch condescending, particularly when she uses language like, “I find it hard to believe that any teacher or parent would believe their own set of lessons would be preferable to those prepared by those most competent in this field’ and later says, ‘let us be mindful of the importance of being fully informed before passing judgment’.

There are many more laypeople (parents and teachers) nowadays that are well informed about their faith than probably there ever have been, and some have even gone on to do studies in Theology.

From the early introduction of the Alive-O programme in Glasgow many parents and teachers had recognised its shortfalls and supplemented the programme accordingly. A group of concerned parents even met with representatives of the Religious Education department at the Archdiocese of Glasgow back in 2003 and urged them to promote supplementation of the programme to make it more centred around Jesus, when training the parish catechists but sadly these pleas were ignored.

Can I however point to a letter in the SCO (March 21,2003) written in by Fr Gerard O’Brien CR who has a doctorate in catechesis, who informed us then he had actually carried out a doctoral investigation entitled ‘A theological analysis of post-conciliar Roman Catholic catechetics as an aspect of the divine word’. This letter was in support of earlier observations concerning the deficiencies of the ‘Alive-O’ programme made in the SCO (31st Jan 2003) by Philip Drake.

Fr O’Brien explained exactly what the main tenets of catechesis should be and concluded the following: ‘When these tenets are applied to the content of the ‘Alive-O’ progranme it would appear there is much more to worry about than simply it’s dubious doctrinal content. Of course a far more searching question is how did the ‘Alive-O’ programme come to be approved by the Irish Bishops in the first place, and what were the Scottish Bishops thinking about when they adopted it for use here?’

The ‘Alive-O’ programme was also criticised in the SCO (May 30, 2003) by Leonard Franchi (a well respected and informed RE Teacher).

Mr Franchi, whilst recognising that the ‘Alive-O’ programme was ‘well presented’ and ‘teacher and pupil friendly’, concludes also that it is ‘too lax on doctrinal content’ and that, ‘there are many examples of incorrect Catholic teaching in the programme.’

So please Sr Mary Frances, I can understand you trying to support your previous employers, and I can also understand your need to justify your past as an advisor to primary schools,  but please do not suggest that these experts and concerned parents and teachers are somehow ill informed. 

Teresa Cleere

Cardonald, GLASGOW

