Chapter 10

Towards a Pluralistic Religious Education

To sum up so far, I have drawn upon research and scholarship in attempting to describe the different dimensions of plurality experienced in the contemporary world, introducing the debates about modernism and postmodernism and the analysis of religion in relation to culture, ethnicity and nationality. The distinction was made between plurality as a descriptor and the normative concept of pluralism. I went on to discuss some different responses to plurality from those thinking, writing and researching about religious education. 

The position that religious education in state-funded community schools should be taught from a Christian perspective in order to inculcate Christian belief was rejected, as were the views that it is justifiable in such schools to teach Christianity as true in order to foster a particular brand of personal and social morality or for historical and cultural reasons. The standpoint that religious education should be confined to the study of Christianity was also held to be unsustainable in the light of social plurality locally and nationally and the forces of globalization. With regard to the role of the Christian teacher of religious education in the community school, the view that the only possible professional stances were Christian confessionalism or ‘procedural neutrality’ was rejected. The traditionalist Christian approach to religious education was seen as a nostalgic attempt to insulate young people in the common school from the inevitable influences of plurality, rather than helping pupils to engage with them, and as over-emphasizing the influence of schools and teachers on the formation of pupils’ identity.

The trend towards an increase in the provision of faith-based schools was interpreted as a second type of reaction to plurality. Although there are important arguments against such provision, forms of faith-based education that respect the voice of the child and maintain a stance of openness to others in society were judged, pragmatically, to be legitimate. The view was advanced that all schools should promote social justice (including religious tolerance), knowledge about religions, the development of pupils’ skills of criticism and independent thinking as well as dialogue and interaction between young people from different backgrounds. 
The radical postmodernist ‘personal narrative’ approach to religious education was seen as a third response to plurality. The fundamental problem with this approach is the stipulation of a thoroughgoing anti-realism as its epistemological foundation. The anti-realist ideology suffuses its pedagogy, discriminating against children holding realist views of religious language, and depriving pupils of opportunities to scrutinize published resources introduced by the teacher. In contrast, the ‘religious literacy’ approach to responds to plurality in an inclusive way, seeking to help young people from all backgrounds to clarify, criticize, formulate and justify their own positions. Its deficiency lies principally in treating religions as internally homogeneous systems. 

The interpretive approach, like the religious literacy approach, was seen to have the aim of helping children and young people to find their own positions within the key debates about religious plurality. However the interpretive approach recognizes the inner diversity, permeable boundaries and contested nature of religious traditions as well as the complexity of cultural expression and change from individual and social perspectives. Having originated in ethnographic studies of children and young people from different religious backgrounds, the interpretive approach reflects debates within social anthropology, emphasizing issues of representation, interpretation and reflexivity. It utilizes pupils’ own beliefs and values as a resource and encourages their active involvement in the design and evaluation of learning activities. The process of reflexivity, for example, includes pupils reflecting on their understanding of their own way of life through encountering ‘difference’, criticizing constructively religious material studied at a distance, and developing a running critique of study methods. Case studies illustrated how the approach can be adapted to meet the needs of children in different situations and combined with elements from other pedagogies. In the classroom situation, teaching and learning can begin according to need at any point on the hermeneutic circle with, for example, a critical overview of key concepts, a particular representation of a religion, case studies of individuals or groups, or pupils’ experiences, concerns, questions or interactions within the school.

Three related dialogical approaches were seen to have much in common with the interpretive approach, but placed even more weight on pupils’ personal knowledge and experience as a source of material for study, exchange and reflection. However, in contrast to the postmodernist ‘personal narrative’ approach, all agreed that further source material should be introduced by teachers, such as locally based material, textual and historical sources, material relating to ethical and human rights issues or existential questions. The relative autonomy of individual pupils is acknowledged in these approaches, but in the context of influences from the family and other social groups. A key element is an emphasis on the agency of pupils in selecting and reviewing topics and methods of study, and in being given opportunities to reflect critically both on content and methods of study. As with the interpretive approach, much attention is given to the development of skills and appropriate attitudes for the study of religions and religious and values issues. Pupils are seen as co-learners, joint designers of methods of study and as co-researchers with their teachers. Finally, I discussed the contribution that RE can make to the fields of intercultural, citizenship and values education and reflected on the role of research in enhancing religious education. 

I will now discuss the agency of pupils in relation to religious education and go on to consider epistemological, political and ethical foundations of pluralistic approaches to the subject. I will then discuss issues of general school policy and, with some reference to international projects, the role of RE in promoting social cohesion. A discussion of patterns of civil religion in relation to religious education follows, leading to a final consideration of ways in which law and policy might develop in England and Wales in support of a pluralistic religious education.

PUPILS AS AGENTS

The personal narrative, religious literacy, interpretive and dialogical approaches all recognize the agency of children and young people as an important ingredient of religious education. O’Grady’s and Ipgrave’s research studies, for example, show how the involvement of pupils in planning and evaluating teaching and learning processes in RE at primary and secondary levels can be strongly motivating and can bring out a high level of maturity in young people. This is consistent with research in the sociology of childhood (eg James and Prout 1997) and research completed recently by the ‘Consulting Pupils about Teaching and Learning’ research network, funded by the Economic and Social Research Council. Findings of the ESRC research confirm that consultation with pupils over teaching and learning produces practical ideas and strengthens pupil self esteem, leading to an enhanced commitment to learning and to the school on the part of pupils. This is sustained by teachers’ increased awareness of pupils’ capacity for constructive analysis which, in turn, leads to changes in pedagogy and more active and collaborative relationships between teachers and pupils (eg Flutter and Rudduck 2004*). 

I have already alluded (in Chapters 3 and 8) to Iris Young’s view of ‘differentiated citizenship’ that requires structures to enable individuals at the grass roots level to bring their own perspectives – whether based on religion, culture, ethnicity, gender or geography – to the exploration of social issues, and to express their own voices (Young 1990: 116). Ipgrave and O’Grady, for example, organize their religious education classrooms in ways that encourage this form of participation, and the wealth of evidence from the ESRC project referred to above supports forms of education that maximize pupils’ involvement. The formation of a youth shadow Standing Advisory Council for Religious Education (SACRE) in the city of Bradford is another example of responsibility given to young people to participate more fully in planning and monitoring religious education. Initially, a one day conference was held with the purpose of giving young people the opportunity to share their views and opinions on RE, mainly at the post-16 level. The meeting was modelled on an Agreed Syllabus Conference, with different groups being given particular tasks to complete in relation to RE’s aims, content and mode of delivery and the types of skills they thought they could develop through the subject. Joyce Miller, Strategy Manager of RE and Citizenship for Education Bradford, writes:

They wanted unbiased RE, covering a range of religions, addressing issues they were concerned about so that RE would make a real contribution to their thinking and their lives. The sixth form syllabus should allow for flexibility, including day conferences, work in the community and the use of technology such as video conferencing. They wanted opportunities to meet with sixth formers from other schools to share ideas and debate because they were aware that Bradford was a very diverse district and that all too often their own experience was limited…They wanted the full complexity of the topics they dealt with to be explored and acknowledged and they wanted to be taught by specialist teachers. (Miller 2003b)
The sixth formers agreed at the end of the conference that they would like to continue their participation, so funding was sought to set up a permanent shadow SACRE. This is now in operation, and meets each term, supported by LEA officers and SACRE members, to discuss issues relating to religious education and related fields, and the more general theme of working and living together in a plural society. Each meeting has a specific goal, such as a press release to the local newspaper or a letter to the managing director of Education Bradford. The shadow SACRE elects its own chair and secretary, will have its own annual conference and will also produce an annual report. Although its main function is to advise on RE, the students want to develop their own thinking and opinions. For example, the students held an ‘Any Questions’ session, in order to discuss RE, race relations in the city and wider social and moral issues with a panel including a young Muslim woman, a male Sikh community worker and the Bishop of Bradford (Miller 2003c). 

FOUNDATIONS OF PLURALISTIC APPROACHES
The religious literacy, interpretive and dialogical approaches to religious education are not neutral. They acknowledge the inevitable influence of plurality upon young people, and help them to engage with it. They do not set out to promote or to erode particular beliefs, including those of children in school, but they do acknowledge that pupils should be given the opportunity to study and reflect upon different religious and philosophical viewpoints in a structured way and to apply skills of interpretation and criticism methodically. They acknowledge the right of individuals to hold different religious or secular beliefs and that some pupils will bring to the classroom particular religious affiliations of their families and communities. The stance on pluralism shared by these approaches, at the epistemological level, acknowledges that issues concerning the truth of particular religious claims cannot be resolved publicly. Politically, they affirm the individual’s democratic right to freedom of religion or belief and they actively promote tolerance of religious and ideological difference within the law. Ethically, they attempt to ensure that the practices and claims of religions are considered with sensitivity, accuracy, intellectual rigour and fairness. They are not secularist, and can be supported by citizens with different religious and secular viewpoints. If they are secular, then they are so only in the sense used in the Indian Constitution which, like Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other human rights codes (see Chapter 8 above), is intended as a guarantee of freedom of religion or belief.

This political and ethical underpinning has much in common with the ‘procedural values’ that should be shared by all people in Britain, according to the Parekh Report (Runnymede Trust 2000):

Procedural values are those that maintain the preconditions for democratic dialogue. They include people’s willingness to give reasons for their views, readiness to be influenced by better arguments than their own, tolerance, mutual respect, aspiration to peaceful resolution of differences, and willingness to abide by collectively binding decisions that have been reached by the agreed procedures. (Runnymede Trust 2000, para 4.30: 53)

These are non-negotiable values ‘that underpin any defensible conception of the good life’ (Runnymede Trust 2000, para 4.30: 53). They are the fundamental human rights and duties that recognize the equal worth and dignity of all, upon which an open liberal democracy is based (Home Office 2001b, para 3.12: 20). 
Approaches to RE that have these values, according to Denise Cush, exhibit ‘positive pluralism’ which she distinguishes from the negative pluralism that avoids the encounter of religions by either leaving religion out of education or by teaching children in separate faith groups: 

Positive pluralism actually welcomes plurality as an opportunity rather than a problem. Religions have never existed in hermetically sealed containers but have interacted throughout the centuries. Today, more than before, religions are in contact with and in dialogue with each other. Positive pluralism does not teach that all faiths are equally valid like the relativist, or all paths to the same goal like the universalist. It takes the differences and incommensurability of world views seriously, but approaches them from a viewpoint of ‘epistemological humility’ or ‘methodological agnosticism’. (Cush 1999: 384)

This type of religious education in the community school can appeal to people with a wide variety of viewpoints on religion. For example, it is consistent with the views of Trevor Cooling, an Evangelical Christian religious education scholar who considers that the subject in the community school should ‘encourage debate between people of very different, and often fundamentally opposed views, and to assist in the development of strategies which enable people to work together for the common good despite their deeply held differences’ (Cooling 2002). It also coheres with the views of the Muslim mother in Hamburg who wrote:

School is society in miniature, where children and adolescents can learn to live together, where awareness and attitudes are created. I hope for a religious education in school which treats and teaches all religions equally. I think that a truly inter-religious education enables children to take part in an important learning process: to learn about the other world religions and to get to know and value their peers for their religion and cultural backgrounds. (Quoted in Weisse 2003: 192)

Moreover, it is consistent with the current policy of the British Humanist Association which proposes:

…impartial, fair and balanced teaching about all major worldviews, including non-religious ones, to give all children an understanding of the range of beliefs found in a multi-cultural society and the values shared by most religions and ethical worldviews. (BHA 2002: 11) 

Teachers of the subject can be from any religion or none, provided that they recognize that their role as educators in the common school cannot be to persuade children to adopt particular religious or non-religious views and that they are comfortable with this stance (see Chapter 2 above). 

MANAGEMENT AND SCHOOL POLICY 

Iris Young’s idea of differentiated citizenship also raises the question of structures within school as a whole. Here, Julia Ipgrave’s distinction between primary (awareness of diversity), secondary (being positive about diversity) and tertiary (engaging with diversity) dialogue (Chapter 7 above) is useful for considering whole school policy in relation to plurality. With regard to ‘secondary dialogue’, there is a need to consider school policies on religious discrimination and the mechanisms schools might introduce to eliminate it. It would be pointless to have a form of religious education that promotes religious tolerance and non-discrimination whilst having wider school policies that ignore or even work against them. In Chapter 8, I wrote about the value to society of the community school as the ‘plural school’, but I also referred, in Chapter 3, to evidence of an anti-religious ethos or of religious discrimination in some community schools (eg Weller, Feldman and Purdam 2001; White 2003). The community school needs to ensure that it takes a positive stance towards religious diversity, and engages with issues of plurality in all its procedures of management and governance.

The common school should not be a secularist school, but an inclusive school. It has the potential to be a forum for dialogue between students and teachers from different religious and non-religious backgrounds and for providing pupils with the skills to interpret, reflect upon and gain insight from different worldviews. It should also provide pupils with opportunities for debating issues of religion, culture, morality or citizenship and for encounter and exchange with people having different views and commitments. Moreover, it should also build bridges with parents and the communities to which they belong. The knowledge, understanding and skills that can be provided by religious education have a vital contribution to make to these processes. 
These proposals are fully consistent with current government policy on educational inclusion (Ofsted 2000: 1). The policy of the British Humanist Association also supports an inclusive policy with regard to religion in schools (BHA 2002), and would be approved of by many parents, including many from religious backgrounds. The BHA policy document states that:

We believe that inclusive community schools can provide an opportunity for people of all faiths, and none, to co-exist peacefully in an environment where their rights to their own beliefs and philosophies are respected. We believe that schools can and should respect the requirements of the religious, and the non-religious, without affecting the human rights and educational entitlements of all. (BHA 2002: 3)

The BHA’s recommendations include provision of an impartial, fair and balanced approach to different religions and worldviews, with the addition of optional faith-based instruction, the recognition of a wider range of religious holidays, respecting the religio-cultural requirements of pupils with regard to dress, diet, single sex classes and sex and relationships education (BHA 2002: 11-14).
 As well as dealing with local outreach, the plural school can also help to open pupils’ eyes to wider international issues of media representations of religion, global citizenship, human rights and sustainable development, including analysis of the negative as well as positive influences of religion (Gearon 2002, 2003a and b; Schweitzer 2001). 

SOCIAL COHESION AND THE AIMS OF RE

Events such as those of September 11, 2001 in the USA and their aftermath, riots in the North of England in the summer of 2001 (Home Office 2001a and b) and the atrocity in Bali in the autumn of 2002 have put religion on political, social and educational agendas domestically and internationally. Recent research in Britain has shown that, as a result of such events, religion may sometimes be a stronger motivator for discriminatory sentiment and behaviour than race or ethnicity (Sheridan 2002). In responding in terms of educational policy, specialists in religions and education have been in demand to suggest ways in which the study of religions can help to promote tolerance and thereby foster social cohesion. Some critics find dangers in this, especially in diverting religious education from its primary concerns, and in importing hidden assumptions of relativism or of theological pluralism. As Andrew Wright puts it:

On the level of immanence we find a pragmatic approach to truth, in which religion is taught not as an end in itself, but as a tool for encouraging tolerance and mutual understanding in a culturally divided society. The hidden ‘truth’ here is that religion is no more than a relativistic expression of culture whose primary function is to point beyond itself to our common humanity. On the level of transcendence concerns for social cohesion have often led to the conclusion that, insofar as religion is viewed as a human response to transcendence, the only valid theological option is that of a universal theology in which all traditions are regarded as being equally true. (Wright 2003: 287)

I want to argue against this view. It is impossible to establish a necessary connection between the instrumental goal of using religious education to promote social cohesion and the adoption or propagation of relativism or theological pluralism. However, a religious education that sets out only to promote tolerance or social cohesion is inadequate. Elsewhere I have argued that a key aim for RE is to develop an understanding of the grammar – the language and wider symbolic patterns – of religions and the interpretive skills necessary to gain that understanding (Jackson 1997: 129). The achievement of this aim requires the development of critical skills, the application of which opens up issues of representation, interpretation, truth and meaning. I have also argued that understanding and reflection are inseparable in the interpretive process, and that significantly more time than is usually given at present in RE needs to be given for pupils to reflect upon what they study in relation to their own beliefs and values. Religious education develops self-awareness, since individuals develop through reflecting upon encounters with new ideas and experiences. Religious education is thus a conversational process in which students, whatever their backgrounds, continuously interpret and reinterpret their own views in the light of what they study (cf Meijer 1995). Something of the flavour of this approach to learning comes across in the accounts of classroom practice discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, in the work of Krisman, O’Grady, Ipgrave and Leganger-Krogstad, for example. It is hoped that through these processes of learning, inter-religious and inter-cultural understanding will be fostered. But this does not imply a methodological assumption that religions are simply cultural facts or are equally true. Pupils will end up with a variety of views about the nature of religion and the relationship between the truth claims of religions, and the formation of these views will be influenced by various factors, many of them beyond the RE classroom. 

It would equally be a mistake, however, to assume that understanding and knowledge necessarily foster tolerance; racists can be well informed. Moreover, propagandists are aware that lies and misinformation can increase tolerance, sympathy and respect. However, I would argue that knowledge and understanding are necessary but not sufficient conditions for removing prejudice genuinely. As I argued in Chapter 8, religious education specialists should welcome the opportunity to bring their expertise to programmes of intercultural and citizenship education, but with a recognition that their contribution needs to be complemented by that of others.

INTERNATIONAL PROJECTS

Whether in response to terrorism or social fragmentation or in promoting education in human rights, there is strong international interest in bringing the dimension of religious diversity to education. It is worth drawing attention to two international projects that are current at the time of writing in order to illustrate the possibilities for collaboration between religious education specialists and educators working in fields such as intercultural education and human rights education. 

In the European context, and directly as a response to the events of 11 September 2001 and their consequences, the Council of Europe is, at the time of writing, encouraging the addition of the dimension of religious diversity to intercultural education, including education for citizenship, across Europe. A project on ‘intercultural education and the challenge of religious diversity and dialogue’ was approved by the education committee of the Council at the end of September 2002. This has the goal of producing materials for policy makers and practitioners across more than forty member states by the end of 2004.

The proposal was discussed by a meeting in Strasbourg in September 2002 that included representatives of the ministries of education of the states party to the European Cultural Convention, other statutory participants such as representatives of the Parliamentary Assembly and the EU and observer states, representatives of professional organisations concerned with intercultural education and religious education plus a number of individual specialists and members of the initial working party. It was gratifying to see support for this project from countries with diverse views about the place of religion in the curriculum of schools. Religious education specialists from England and Germany joined specialists in intercultural and antiracist education and conflict resolution from various parts of Europe to find common ground in the cause of increasing inter-religious and inter-cultural understanding. The project plan includes two strands. The main concern of the first is teacher training, with the primary aim of drawing up a structured and wide-ranging compendium of examples, and a guidance document based on these and on teacher-training workshops. The second is concerned with policy. 
Experts in religious and intercultural education from different parts of Europe met in Paris in June 2003 in order to identify the key issues in relation to religious diversity and the religious dimension of intercultural education, to tease out the implications of these issues for learning and to make policy recommendations for the ministerial conference on intercultural education to he held in Athens in November 2003. Two working groups dealt with these issues. In terms of policy, the group that included members from Italy, the Netherlands, Germany, Greece, the UK, Latvia and Denmark recommended that, whatever the system of religious education in any particular state, children should have education in religious and secular diversity as part of their intercultural education, regardless of where specifically this was included in the curriculum. This element of the curriculum should include, for example, encouraging tolerance for different religious and secular points of view, education in human rights, citizenship and conflict management, and strategies to counter racism and discrimination in religiously diverse world.

In addition to these initiatives, each member state is encouraged to undertake related activities to inform and develop the project. John Keast, a member of the Council of Europe Working Party, took the initiative to convene a seminar in London in March 2003 in order to begin the discussion of ways in which educators in the UK might contribute to the project. 

A second project is more global in scope. In November 2001 the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, Abdelfattah Amor, in co-operation with the Spanish Government, arranged an international conference in Madrid on the Elimination of Religious Discrimination and Intolerance in Education. The main aim was to develop strategies for combating religious intolerance and discrimination and promoting freedom of religion or belief through education. The conference resulted in a declaration with key recommendations on the need to strengthen human rights education and to increase the pupils’ knowledge and understanding of the world views and religions of others. The importance of securing the rights of parents and children and the right to freedom of religion or belief in education was emphasized. 

The Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief, an international network of academics, representatives from faith communities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other international organizations, took on the role of following up the recommendations of the final document of the Madrid conference through initiating a project on ‘Teaching for Tolerance, and Freedom of Religion or Belief’, with a brief to develop a global interdisciplinary network. The principal aims of the project are:

· To encourage school education that increases understanding and respect between people of different religions or world views and that fosters knowledge about and respect for freedom of religion or belief as a human right… (and by this)…

· To combat discrimination and intolerance based on religion or belief and prevent violations of the human right to freedom of religion or belief

A preparatory seminar was held in Oslo in December 2002, bringing together experts from different parts of the world specializing in human rights law, education about religion and belief (including religious education), human rights education, civic education and interfaith dialogue. Papers from this seminar were published in a report (Larsen and Plesner 2002). A smaller working group met in May 2003 in Rabat, Morocco, in order to draft an action plan for the project including identifying and initiating a number sub-projects. The plan included a conference in September 2004 as part of the implementation of the document produced at the Madrid Conference, the development of databases giving an overview of resources and experts, the production of a book on different pedagogical models, material and methods used internationally in teaching about religions or beliefs, the compilation of a book of stories on tolerance and how to teach tolerance, and a manual for teacher training.

The Oslo Coalition Project is co-operating with existing regional and global networks and organizations and with governmental authorities and the United Nations. For example, the working group that met in 2003 visited the headquarters of the Islamic Scientific, Educational and Cultural Organization (ISESCO) in Rabat in order to make contact with personnel from different parts of the Islamic world and to set out the priorities of the project.

Projects like these help to disseminate the ideas of religious education scholars and practitioners, as well as bringing their specialist expertise to issues of culture and human rights. In both projects, it was illuminating that some experts in intercultural education or human rights education were unaware of research and development projects on religious education in the UK, having previously dismissed RE as a subject concerned with the propagation of a religious viewpoint. 

CIVIL RELIGION AND CHANGING LAW AND POLICY

The increasing internationalization of discussions of the role of religion in schools highlights national differences as well as issues common to many states. As we noted in Chapter 1, it is clear is that each nation state has its own variety of civil religion, conditioned by its own particular history. Thus the processes through which religious and cultural diversity are accommodated – including arrangements for handling religion in public education – are likely to be different in different states. For example, in the European context, England and France have had different approaches to religion in the public sphere. However, in both cases, civil religion and national custom are changing as a result of increasing plurality. 

France is a secular state, having no civic religious identity and no official relationship with religions or their denominations and sub-groups. The word laïcité connotes this independence of the state and religion. Laïcité has been the key principle for excluding the study of religion from French publicly funded schools, and the basis of controversies over the wearing of religious symbols in schools (such as Muslim girls wearing the ‘headscarf’). The principle of laïcité has traditionally confined religion to the private domain, while a view of national identity that emphasizes ‘Frenchness’ has accounted for an assumption by some of a cultural assimilationist view with regard to immigrants to the country.

However, a debate began in the late 1980s over whether or not pupils should be informed about religions in schools. A report was published in 1989 advancing the view that education about religions should be included in the school curriculum, partly with the aim of promoting understanding between young people from different religious backgrounds, and helping to integrate rather than assimilate children from ‘immigrant’ families into the Republic (Prelot 2002: 6). In 1996, some study of Islam was introduced through programmes of study in French and history. In 2001, Régis Debray was commissioned by the Minister of Education to produce a report making proposals for the teaching of knowledge about religions in the secular school (l’École laïque). In producing his report, Debray consulted widely with educators in schools and higher education as well as inspectors and teachers’ associations. Debray notes that majority French opinion approves of strengthening the study of religions in the state schools (Debray 2002: 13). His report contains a series of recommendations including introducing the study of religions, not as a separate subject, but as a theme across a range of subjects, including history and philosophy. Debray also recommended the establishment of a national Institute of ‘sciences of religion’, in order to facilitate initial and in-service training of primary and secondary teachers and training of regional inspectors in the philosophy of laïcité and the history of religions. The European Institute of Religious Sciences was set up in June 2002, and steps are now being taken to prepare appropriate courses for teachers and other educationists. These developments represent a very significant shift in French government policy, but one which reflects France’s particular, though changing, historical circumstances. The state’s principle of laïcité is still at the heart of the policy, but not to connote secularism. In Debray’s view, rather than being anti-religious, laïcité guarantees the individual’s freedom of conscience to have or not to have a religion (Debray 2002: 39). As Debray puts it with regard to Islam, ‘Laïcité is an opportunity for Islam in France and French Islam is an opportunity for laïcité’ (Debray 2002: 42). 

In England, the situation is very different with regard to civil religion in general and in relation to the role of the religions in education in particular. There has been a long partnership between the state and the Church of England, in the case of publicly funded education going back to the introduction of state schooling in 1870. The 1944 Education Act made the use of Agreed Syllabuses for Religious Instruction by state-funded County schools mandatory. Under the terms of the 1944 Act, English Local Education Authorities (LEAs) had to convene a syllabus conference consisting of four committees representing the Church of England, other denominations (in effect Protestant ones), the local authority and teachers’ organisations. 

Changes to religious education brought about by the 1988 Education Reform Act reflected both increasing religious plurality and secularization. Many features of the 1944 Act (provision, withdrawal and Agreed Syllabuses) were retained, but significant changes were made. For example, the term ‘religious education’ replaced the expression ‘religious instruction’ with its suggestion of deliberate transmission of religious beliefs. In recognition of the need for different interest groups to have a say in the production of syllabuses, and for local circumstances to be considered, the arrangements for producing Agreed Syllabuses were retained in a modified form. However, for the first time in law, representatives of faiths other than Christianity were given a place on Agreed Syllabus Conferences, on what used to be the ‘other denominations’ committee (though subsequent legislation in 1993 limited this representation to those local authorities where significant numbers of adherents were present). Also, SACREs now had to be set up with statutory functions that include monitoring the use of Agreed Syllabuses. Since SACREs have a composition which parallels that of Agreed Syllabus Conferences, it is now common, in areas where there are significant numbers, to have, for example, Hindu, Sikh and Muslim representatives both on SACREs and Agreed Syllabus conferences. Members of other religious minorities and humanists may also be present as co-opted members. As we noted in Chapter 2, the 1988 Act also required that any new Agreed Syllabus has to ‘reflect the fact that religious traditions in Great Britain are in the main Christian, whilst taking account of the teaching and practices of the other principal religions represented in Great Britain’ (UK Parliament 1988 Section 8 [3]). 

The role of faith representatives in policy making and syllabus design

In both the examples of France and England, their particular civic views of religion in relation to the state have profoundly influenced the ways in which religious plurality is accommodated within education. In the English case, just as there is a gradual incorporation of the main faiths represented in the country into national and local civic religious life, so there has been an increased involvement of religions other than Christianity in the processes relating to religious education in community schools. However, the Church of England retains its dominant role in the formulation and approval of syllabuses for the common school, and representatives of other denominations and religions continue to have a major say in the content of syllabuses. It is significant that, in 2003, Charles Clarke, the Secretary of State for Education and Skills, consulted Christian and other religious leaders about reforming religious education before speaking to the educators who teach the subject (see also Chapter 9 above for comments on British politicians’ lack of attention to research in RE). In the French case, the one set of institutions Debray did not consult was the religions. He consulted teachers in schools, colleges, lycées, university professors, school inspectors, and teachers’ associations (Debray 2002: 10), but not representatives of the religions. The French state retains a deep suspicion of the motives of the Church, and one reason for not introducing the study of religion as a separate subject was precisely this fear. 

In the longer term there would be worries of a substitution of clerical for lay [teachers]. Intervention from outside would sooner or later seek to replace the teachers with those with diplomas from faculties of theology and representatives from different confessions who would argue that they have real qualifications and centuries of experience. (Debray 2002: 35)

In the English case, the religions – especially the Church of England – continue to have a good deal of influence on the content of religious education, while in the French case, the study of religions is seen as solely the concern of academics and teachers. Michael Grimmitt has argued passionately that the strong involvement of faith representatives in the production of syllabuses in England and Wales has allowed them to present domesticated versions of religions to pupils that work in the interests of the religions, rather than of pupils (Grimmitt 2000b). 

Grimmitt also targets the view of education held by the Thatcher Government that introduced the 1988 Education Reform Act, as imposing ‘a market-led, output and assessment oriented, centralised education system and a National Curriculum upon the country’ (Grimmitt 2000b: 7). He sees Section 8.3 of the Act as reinforcing the market driven ideology introduced by the Conservatives, but sustained by successive Labour Governments, in perpetuating the predominance of Christianity and creating a competitive atmosphere among the religions. This has led to the study of religions in isolation from one another, with an emphasis on the ‘teachings and practices’ of religions as an organizing principle in syllabus design. For Grimmitt, the combination of the application of a market led educational ideology and the implementation of section 8.3 of the Education Reform Act, has led to ‘the captivity of RE by the joint forces of politicians and religionists, each pursuing their own self-interests’ (Grimmitt 2000b: 13). 

Grimmitt is especially critical of the role of representatives of the religions in producing the national model syllabuses that were published in 1994 (SCAA 1994a and b).
 These syllabuses are non-statutory and are for the use of Agreed Syllabus Conferences, who can choose to ignore them or can edit or borrow from them. Nonetheless, for several years (from 1997), secondary trainees in RE were required to have a detailed knowledge of them, so their influence was widespread. During the preparation of the syllabuses, six separate working groups, made up respectively of representatives of Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism, were set up in order to identify essential teachings and practices that could be included in the syllabuses. This procedure, argues Grimmitt, resulted in an emphasis in the syllabuses on content rather than process, and the study of each religion in isolation from the others. (I would add the point that the processes which brought the syllabuses to fruition did not address the important issue of the historical representation of the ‘religions’ in particular and ‘religion’ in general and also downplayed the internal diversity of religious traditions.) In Grimmitt’s view, the two models were so similar to each other as, in effect, to impose a view of the nature of religious education as the study of discrete religions. Presumably, Grimmitt’s scepticism about the involvement of the faith representatives in producing syllabuses extends to Agreed Syllabus conferences, although he does not discuss this. His key educational point is that present arrangements militate against any serious consideration of pedagogy by syllabus makers and teachers. In having to use syllabuses produced in the interests of politicians and members of faith groups, ‘the subject’s very rich repository of pedagogical research and development’ has been sidelined (Grimmitt 2000b: 15). Syllabus makers and teachers, argues Grimmitt, need to be informed by pedagogical principles that draw on theories of learning and human development. 

There is a good deal of truth in what Grimmitt says, but he overstates his case. In his book, he moves on to introduce a range of research and development projects in religious education which tackle issues of teaching and learning at a serious level. However, he leaves the political aspect of religious education behind. There is no discussion of how current arrangements could be improved, apart from expressing the wish to take power away from politicians and representatives of religions. 

Inevitably, there is a political element in the production of syllabuses, and this was especially so in the case of the drafting of the national model syllabuses. Fierce objection by politically right wing Christians to any ‘thematic’ model which juxtaposed material from different religions (see Hull 1991 on their fear of ‘pollution’), and their wish to have a high percentage of Christian studies specified for each key stage, had some influence. The bid for percentages was defeated, but no ‘thematic’ model syllabus appeared (see Robson 1996). Towards the end of the process, there was a considerable amount of lobbying from the right as well as some intense political activity by members of the faith groups on the Syllabus Monitoring Group. As Grimmitt says, the outcome in this case was unsatisfactory. Political disputes involving faith representatives have also occurred in relation to the workings of some local Agreed Syllabus conferences and Standing Advisory Councils for Religious Education. 

However, it does not follow that members of faith groups cannot participate in an informed and constructive way in contributing to the processes of religious education in the common school. There is evidence from annual reports of the high value of many local Standing Advisory Councils for Religious Education in bringing together the resources of local faith communities, teachers, politicians, and co-opted members such as humanists to work collaboratively in the interests of religious education and the pupils who study it. In contrast to the case of the model syllabuses, members of a SACRE may work together over many years, and learn to work as a team. My own experience of serving on a SACRE as a co-opted member has been one in which faith group representatives have not set out primarily to pursue the interests of their own constituencies. Generally, they have been ready to learn about the faiths of others (a regular feature of SACRE meetings is a presentation by a member of a faith group or by a humanist on their own religion or philosophy) and to pursue the interests and needs of pupils. For example, a recent presentation was on the youth shadow SACRE in Bradford. Faith group representatives also come from a range of professional backgrounds, and some of them are skilled teachers of religious education, well informed about pedagogical issues. Local politicians too have worked in the interests of pupils and of democracy within schools. Generally speaking, however, there is a need for a shift in balance towards a deeper consideration of pedagogy by SACREs and Agreed Syllabus Conferences, with more input from teachers, pupils, researchers and curriculum developers, and more flexibility for teachers and pupils to take account of local circumstances. Moreover, there is a case for restructuring SACREs and Agreed Syllabus Conferences in order to give more equity to religions and philosophies. There is also a case for including school students. In their study of prison chaplaincy in Britain, James Beckford and Sophie Gilliat have argued that the time has come to reconsider the practice of keeping ethnic and religious minorities dependent on Anglican ‘brokering’ of their access to prison chaplaincy (Beckford and Gilliat 1998). Similarly it may well be time for the Church of England to accept a less favoured role on SACREs and Agreed Syllabus Conferences, especially in the light of the expansion in the provision of Church of England voluntary schools. 

Currently, there is a debate in England and Wales about whether the local arrangements for designing syllabuses for religious education should be modified or changed. One proposal recommends the introduction of national guidelines for the subject, provided primarily for the use of SACREs and Agreed Syllabus Conferences in reviewing Agreed Syllabuses and offering advice for schools (QCA 2003: 15). This recommendation could be implemented under current legislation. The other recommends a single national syllabus to replace locally Agreed Syllabuses, a proposal that would require new legislation. The local-national debate will not be pursued here, but Grimmitt’s point about close attention to pedagogical issues needs to be taken. For example, the critical, interpretive and dialogical approaches discussed in this book require syllabuses, whatever their provenance, to offer a balance between the acquisition and application of skills of interpretation, reflection and criticism and subject content. There needs to be far more attention to pedagogy than there is currently in most syllabuses, more time devoted to reflective and responsive activities and more flexibility for teachers and pupils to select particular topics for study, especially in relation to local circumstances and needs, as well as more opportunities for creative experiments in teaching and learning. Whatever transpires with regard to policy on syllabuses, any changes at the national level would not eliminate the need for SACREs which should continue to work in the interests of pupils at the local level. The Bradford experiment with a shadow SACRE of school students referred to above could be repeated elsewhere with benefit.

SHOULD THE SUBJECT CHANGE?

There are those, like David Hargreaves, who claim that religious education no longer has a place in the community school, and I have argued above (Chapter 8) that Hargreaves misconceives the nature and purpose of the subject. However, the question remains as to why RE should not deal overtly with non-religious beliefs and values as well as religious ones. Of course, in practice, many teachers do give the subject this breadth, and the religious literacy, interpretive and dialogical approaches discussed above ensure that pupils apply critical and philosophical skills when examining religious claims. However, the point has been made that, by only examining ethical and values questions in relation to religions, some Agreed Syllabuses give the impression that values always have a religious basis (White forthcoming). If this is so, then perhaps there is a case for widening the scope of the subject formally to include secular points of view, as in the British Humanist Association’s recommendation that the subject should continue to cover religions but should be made more inclusive:

Renaming the subject ‘Beliefs and Values Education’ or something similar would convey inclusiveness and, if it were genuinely inclusive and impartial, there would be no need for any pupil to be excused from it – learning about the many beliefs held in our society ought to be part of every child’s entitlement and preparation for life in a pluralist society. (BHA 2002: 11)

This proposal is different, of course, from Erricker’s view that the grounds for broadening the subject are that there is no genuine distinction between religious, moral and emotional education (Chapter 4 above). New legislation would have to be introduced in order to introduce a broader subject since, currently, RE Agreed Syllabuses relate to Christianity and the other main religions represented in Britain. (UK Parliament 1988 Section 8 [3]) and legal precedent deems that humanism cannot be regarded as a religion. However, the danger in widening the scope of the subject is that, in the view of some, expertise in the study of religions might cease to be an expectation for specialist teachers. The discussions of intercultural education, citizenship education and values education above (Chapter 8) and the accounts of international projects in this chapter show the considerable value of a specialism in religions in relation to these fields. Moreover, as the views of the young members of the Bradford shadow Agreed Syllabus Conference illustrate, learners want to be able to consult teachers who are specialists in the study of religions. There is a need to continue to supply teachers who have a depth of knowledge about a range of religious traditions and appropriate pedagogies for teaching them, but there is also a case that these teachers should also to be able to cover wider philosophical and ethical issues in addition to religious traditions. Such teachers (and there are many already working in the profession) would have the potential to work collaboratively with others specializing in fields such as personal, social and health education and citizenship education. The next step in religious education’s response to plurality is to find agreement about the scope of the subject and the processes for producing syllabuses that give close attention to pedagogical issues.

� Denise Cush and Dave Francis list 11 characteristics of RE that exhibits positive pluralism:


Plurality is welcomed as an opportunity for learning rather than a problem. It is possible to learn from the views and practices of others without necessarily losing your own religious and cultural roots. 


Epistemological humility means that one’s own views may well be opposed to those of others, but can be held in a provisional way which is respectful rather than arrogant and is open to further learning. 


Positive Pluralism implies an adoption of a non-confessional approach to religious education where all children are taught together rather than in separate faith groups, and where no tradition is specially promoted or privileged in terms of its truth claims.  


RE should respect the backgrounds of all pupils, whether religious or not, and be inclusive of the full diversity of worldviews – at least those represented in the school or locality... 


Positive Pluralism teaches neither that all views are equally valid like the negative pluralist, nor that all paths lead to the same goal like the universalist, thus avoiding the concern of many that a pluralist RE is necessarily indoctrinating children into either what is sometimes called ‘relativism’ or into a ‘no-name’, universalist, brand of religion. 


It thus allows for a critical thinking and a ‘philosophical approach’ where students can explore and develop their own beliefs and values in relation to the challenging questions with which religions deal.


‘Positive pluralism’ recognises plurality within traditions and thus avoids constructing normative versions. It also holds that dividing human beliefs and values into labelled religious traditions is artificial as religions have interacted throughout the centuries, and particularly in the contemporary globalised situation where many hold multiple or hybrid allegiances.


As in the ‘phenomenological’ approach RE should attempt to be as far as possible both academically impartial and empathetic towards the believers’ experience.


As in the ‘existential’ approach religious education should make connections with and illuminate the interests, needs and concerns of pupils. 


As in the ‘experiential’ approach, religious education should ‘transcend the informative’, engaging student attitudes by being affective as well as cognitive, providing opportunities for reflective exercises, creative expression and engaged action.


As in the ‘interpretive approach’ students should have the opportunity to engage in a dialogue, if only at a distance, with members of the traditions studied in order to enhance both their understanding of religion and of their own experiences and beliefs. (Cush and Francis 2002)





� As a result of her research in schools, Joy White has produced the following questions for consideration by those formulating inclusive school policies.





Timing of parents’ consultations: do they conflict with set prayer times?


Exam schedules: do they conflict with important religious festivals?


Bereavement procedures: do school procedures and entitlements take account of the customs and requirements of individuals?


Policies for critical incidents: do they represent the preferences of faith groups?


Food and dietary requirements: are they respected within catering procedures? Are staff informed and aware of these requirements?


Extra-curricular events: do they take into account pupil and staff attendance at supplementary schools and places of worship?


Use of lCT: can the learning objectives be achieved without the use of technology when such use conflicts with believers’ belief systems?


Resources accepted for the library: does the policy clearly indicate and explain from which religious traditions resources will be accepted in the library and which will not?


Visiting speakers: is the rationale clear for deciding which faiths will be represented and which will not?


Use of school facilities for outside agencies: is the rationale clear for deciding which faiths will be accepted and which will not?


Methods of fund raising: are pupils/parents being expected to show support for the school by taking part in methods of fund raising that conflict with their beliefs and values?


Charities supported: are they inclusive of a range of faith traditions?


Displays: are they inclusive of a range of faith traditions?


Uniform and dress-code: do they take account of the requirements of the faith traditions represented in the school?


End of term staff celebrations: do the celebrations conflict with the values and beliefs of faith traditions represented in the school?


Recognition of faith specific achievement by staff and pupils: are they acknowledged and affirmed?


Bullying and harassment policies: do these cover faith/religious harassment?


Facilities for prayer and reflection: are appropriate facilities including access to water for ablutions provided?


Faith supplementary schools: are these included in the school’s programmes of consultation and liaison? (White 2003: Appendix A)





� This group also recommended that states should:


encourage schools to develop policies with respect to diversity (including religious diversity) promoting equity based on the national and local situation and within the legal framework of the country


collect and disseminate examples of good practice of school policies.


encourage schools to develop curricula that reflect cultural diversity, including religious and linguistic diversity.


provide initial and continuing teacher education that reflects the reality and needs of teachers preparing children for participation in an open society and of teachers working in multicultural schools. 


encourage schools to develop a critical attitude towards textbooks and electronic means of information and to develop criteria for the selection and use of resources.





� The project’s website is at � HYPERLINK "http://www.oslocoalition.org/html/project_school_education/" ��http://www.oslocoalition.org/html/project_school_education/�





� The reports of the different faith working groups were also published (SCAA 1994c).
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