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Abstract

This research examines the claims that Religious Education (RE) will both contribute to social
justice and enable an understanding of religion and belief. The nature of problems and
inconsistencies with the aims of RE are identified and a proposal for a single, clear aim of the
subject is made. The proposal is supported by arguments from the field of analytic philosophy
of education. A new model of RE is proposed, following the aim of understanding, justified by

liberal educational principles.

The dual aims of RE; both personal and intellectual, are shown to be competing and
incompatible, limiting the educational scope of the subject. It is argued that the subject,
although presented as non-confessional, is in fact a liberal form of confessionalism. The
influence of the community cohesion agenda is shown to further limit RE’s educational scope.

It is argued that both liberal confessional and community cohesion aims are non-educational.

A single aim of understanding is proposed, presented as an aim suitable for teachers and
students in an educational setting. It is proposed that multiple analyses of religion and
worldviews, to reflect the multiple dimensions of religion and worldviews, are employed,
based in disciplinary thinking. Teaching and learning materials drawn directly from the
classroom are given as examples of how theoretical insights from critical race, multicultural

and political philosophical thinking might be taught.

Philosophical and ethical problems with aspects of liberal education and analytic philosophy of
education are addressed, such as abstraction and neutralism. A liberal educational approach is

justified ultimately for the clarity of aims it affords for the practical endeavour of teaching.



Impact statement

The proposals found in this thesis have a potentially far-reaching impact on the RE curriculum
in England and Wales. | work widely with teachers, schools and initial teacher trainees. At all
times my work is informed by these research findings, whether designing teaching materials

for small children or engaged in philosophical discussions as to the purpose of the subject.

Between 2014 and 2019 | worked for a national RE services provider. In this capacity | have
produced countless articles for a national magazine, teaching and learning resources,
contributed to Agreed Syllabuses for Local Authorities, designed and delivered RE-days for
Primary and Secondary schools, conducted teacher training, led local RE networks, both
Primary and Secondary and been party to national-level discussions about RE policy and

practice.

Since 2019 | have worked as an independent RE consultant. | direct a Subject Knowledge
Enhancement course for new and serving teachers, work on a national website offering
practical support for teachers, have contributed chapters to three books and presented a
practical example of my work at an academic conference, underpinned with the theoretical
analysis found in this thesis. | continue to work with Local Authorities and Multi Academy

Trusts offering training, creating resources and designing curricula.

In these various connections with teachers and pupils | bring my research insights to bear on
whatever | do. | plan to work in this capacity for many more years, creating teaching materials,
training serving and initial teachers and engaging in conversations about the nature and

purpose of the subject at individual, local and national levels.

Therefore the impact of this research is not inconsiderable. Because | am able to articulate and
make visible the substantive educational, political and ethical values that underpin my
practical proposals, a level of conversation at the scholarly and general, as opposed to the
personal and particular, is possible. This research has enabled me to categorise types of
thinking offered in RE teaching and bring this insight to teachers, such as the aims of a
resource or the dimension of religion being explored. The research has led me to design
practical examples to share with teachers, and many of the examples in the thesis have been

used in training for years.

The true benefit of this research is in giving me a language to speak. The subject of RE is at a
point of existential indecision; some within the small and passionate RE community see this
point as a crisis and betrayal, others see it as an opportunity to flourish in new and exciting

ways. My research has enabled me to grasp and recognise the pressures and forces at work, to



articulate both a justified solution to current problems and to place my proposal on a
continuum within the wider ecosystem of RE. My research enables me to join in and further

the conversation.
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Introduction

Religious Education (RE), it is claimed, can contribute to social justice and help children and
teenagers understand the world. This research challenges both these claims. From an interest
in how far schooling can contribute to a social justice agenda my scope has widened to include
the capacity of national RE guidance to engender RE curricula enabling a multi-dimensional

understanding of religion and worldviews.

| have taught RE in Secondary schools since 2003 and worked as an RE adviser since 2014. My
first school was a large comprehensive in West London. | taught children from all over the
planet, from the very rich to the very poor, who brought an explosion of linguistic, cultural and
ethnic diversity into the school. | taught children from affluent homes who had aspirations of
Oxbridge, children who had fled war-torn countries with nothing, who navigated criminal
gangs every morning and attended meetings with social services or the Home Office to
translate official documents for their parents. All teachers at the school were engaged,
through their subject areas, in supporting and nurturing an extensive range of needs and
capacities. All students (and teachers) were engaged in trying to make sense of their lives

within a tangled and complicated web of relationships in a fast-moving, demanding city.

My subject, Religious Education, offers a potted account of the key beliefs and practices of six
major world religions, how these beliefs are expressed today, and religious and philosophical
answers to questions of meaning. In my West London school it very naturally became a subject
about the beliefs and people of the world, which | explored with the children of the world.
Many of my charges had weathered more stress and instability than most of the adults in the
building ever would, through violence and human rights abuses overseas, or through poverty
and exclusion in London. As | found my feet as a professional teacher | learnt more and more
about the daily strains and joys of my students’ lives, their hopes and aspirations. In these
early years of my career my knowledge and understanding grew not just of diverse religions
but of the young people | taught and how their unique ways of seeing, derived from unique

histories and experiences, related to the lesson content.

It was this experience of my students, rather than the subject of RE, that piqued my interest in
issues of race and racism in the classroom. | simply wanted to understand why and how the
world constructed my poorer, non-white, non-Christian students to have significantly reduced

opportunities compared to their white, middle-class peers. The assumption both inside and



outside RE, then and now, is that an education in diversity, in this case religious diversity, will
reduce social inequality. | have tested this assumption for the simple reason that it did not
seem true. Teaching my students about Islamic prayer or Hindu karma did not seem able to
have any impact on the way their lives and identities were structured both inside and outside
school. Possibly a lesson a week of RE made a dent in prejudiced views encountered in the
media or at home, or gave them a moment of pride when their tradition was the subject of
study, but that alone would not make the world outside school fairer or change their position
of disadvantage. RE is a subject of the curriculum about which claims are made which go
beyond the scope of the classroom. Throughout the following chapters, | pull several strands
together drawn from theories of RE as well as political philosophy, antiracism and critical
multiculturalism to view the current state of the RE curriculum and the claims made about RE’s

capacity.

As | explored such avenues as critical multiculturalism and antiracism in education, in order to
understand the complex territory of my students’ experiences, myself as a white, middle class
teacher and the wider structures of school and society, | began to see my subject, RE, with
increasingly critical eyes. In comparing my students’ finely textured experiences of both
exclusion and belonging | began to see RE’s claims that learning abstract points of doctrine
would improve social justice as remote, to say the least. The London my students and |
occupied, a world of constantly shifting allegiances, outrages, sources of joy and sites of pain
seemed to be a different planet to the world of the RE textbook; a world of unproblematic
adherence to religious tenets where people fit neatly into boxes labelled ‘Hindu’ or ‘Christian’,
and people who didn’t fit, or who had no boxes, didn’t trouble the curriculum. How did a

subject about the world become so detached from the world?

Aims of RE

Although my own research began with issues of inequality in education, this thesis begins with
aims. An understanding that RE’s aims cannot be met leads me to apply analytic philosophy of
education to religious education. Philosophy of education is concerned with justifications for

what is being done in the name of education and why. | ask what is being done in the name of

religious education and why.

An investigation into the various shaping pressures and factors currently informing learning in
RE shows the subject to be burdened with dual learning aims which | argue are competing and

incompatible. This is a practical rather than a conceptual incompatibility, it didn’t have to be



this way, but the near total control of the faiths over the curriculum has meant contextual and
multidimensional analyses of religion and belief are almost entirely absent. Learning outcomes
for RE found in national guidance claim pupils will gain a critical understanding of religion and
belief as well as appreciate the benefits of faith traditions. | argue that the subject cannot do

both and is currently weakened by this incoherence in aims.

RE (or Religious Instruction) was not imagined as an academic subject at its inception in 1944,
but as Christian moral nurture in schools. As society changed rapidly those within the RE world
embraced wider philosophical and ethical outlooks and began to explore the non-Christian
faiths. The resulting phenomenological approach to world religions is presented as non-
confessional and academic, however | argue that it is in fact a liberal form of confessionalism in

that all faiths are placed beyond critical comment and the benefit of all is assumed.

In showing how confessional interests and incompatible aims limit the scope of understanding
offered in RE curricula, | propose a liberal educational approach to RE which places knowledge
and understanding at the centre of the curriculum and draws on a wide range of sources to
meet this core aim, including critical views where necessary. In contrast confessional RE is
shown to be non-educational in presenting a narrow, uncritical account of religious doctrines,
avoiding contextual or historical dimensions of religion and offering little analysis of diversity
or dissent within religion. | describe confessional RE as non-educational in the process of

demonstrating that understanding is not the primary aim.

RE as liberal education, as | articulate and defend it, makes no extrinsic claims as to students’
changed values or attitudes, only intrinsic claims as to what students will understand as a
result of learning. While | acknowledge this distinction breaks down easily, | preserve intrinsic
aims as a practical measure to protect the RE curriculum from non-educational influences, in
other words, influences where understanding of religion and belief is not the primary aim. As
students of liberal educational RE gain an increasingly sophisticated understanding of religion
and belief, drawing on wider historical, political or critical viewpoints, extrinsic outcomes are
highly likely and not unwelcome, but not sought. | maintain that the primary, intrinsic aim of

understanding underpins RE as liberal education.

My reshaped aim for RE is understanding, using disciplinary insights to explore religion and
belief in multiple dimensions. Religion inspires individuals, but it is also a form of power,
woven through culture, planet-shaping as well as a source of comfort and meaning. Religion is
myth; stories which hold communities together. Religion raises philosophical questions as well

as offering particular answers; it raises ethical questions as well as offering particular ethical
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answers. | argue that the two aims for RE presently visible in RE curricula, the personal and the
academic, are incompatible. While this is not a necessary incompatibility, the almost total
influence of the faiths in shaping the content and learning pathways of the RE curriculum
means no context is ever given, so no critical enquiry can take place. There is nothing to
enquire into. This is the basis for my proposal of a single, clear aim; currently neither are being

met.

Religion and Worldviews

What should religious education be in the 215 Century, what is it for? Confusion over the
purpose of RE and a curriculum that does not do justice to the plural, interconnected and
messy world of religion and belief have been repeatedly noted in recent times. In 2015 Adam
Dinham and Martha Shaw addressed questions around the purpose of RE in schools and the
subject’s capacity to meet its various aims, noting ‘growing criticisms of the policy muddle’ and
the need for an ‘urgent conversation’ (Dinham and Shaw, 2015: p. 2). Two recommendations
of Dinham and Shaw are echoed in 2018 with the report of the Commission on RE (CoRE), that
a ‘National Framework’ should be established to provide consistency with regards to ‘i) the
purpose, ii) content and iii) the structures of teaching and learning’ (p. 1) and that the RE

curriculum ‘should reflect the real religious landscape’ (p. 1).

Similar concerns can be seen in Charles Clarke and Linda Woodhead’s 2015 report; a lack of
consistently high quality RE across the country, legal structures which do not support
consistency and an RE curriculum which does not reflect the messy, multiple terrain of
contemporary religion and belief. In July 2018 Clark and Woodhead'’s report was revised, their
conclusions regarding the need for a ‘new settlement’ strengthened and a renewed call issued
for a radical overhaul of the purpose and execution of a 21st Century curriculum for religion

and belief (Clark and Woodhead, 2018).

The Commission on RE’s "National Plan; The Way Forward" represents a radical proposal; a
reshaping of the curriculum to enable the systematic and coherent exploration of religion and
worldviews in multiple dimensions (CoRE 2018). The CoRE report recommends renaming the
subject ‘religion and worldviews’ to widen the scope of study and denote a new identity,
justified by the multiple dimensions of religion and belief. A worldview, belonging, identity and
culture are relevant to all people, not just religious people. Religion and worldviews have a
history, shaped by political and economic pressures, they are a form of institutional power,

expressed through culture as well as acting on culture. Yet the abstraction or privileging of
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religious beliefs in RE, | argue, does not allow students to grasp religion and worldviews in their

multiple dimensions.

My research began long before the Commission on RE came into being but my conclusions
echo the Commission’s recommendations. | use the term ‘RE’ when discussing the subject as it
currently stands, and ‘religion and worldviews’ when describing a vision for the future. My
work offers a justification for why the subject needs to change and sets out a proposal for how

this could be done.

| refer to RE policy and the curriculum as they apply to England and Wales, but as my own
experience is of teaching in England, my arguments apply directly to RE in England. However,
my research would be of benefit to teachers of other subjects and in other regions, as my
findings speak to all educators of all children. My own experience has been in the Secondary
phase. Although my insights apply to Primary as well as Secondary, | assume a level of student

knowledge and ability as befits this phase, which the Primary reader may have to adjust for.

Original Contribution

What makes this thesis original? | do not make claims as to what RE as liberal education will
achieve beyond greater understanding. | do not claim for personal, social or ethical outcomes
in students, only the intellectual outcomes of increased understanding. My proposal addressed
the problems identified with the subject by making claims that can be met, as opposed to
claims that cannot be met. In discussion with many in the RE world this seems to be the most
eye-catching, or problematic, area of my proposal, and therefore | can conclude the most

original.

According to Padraig Hogan (1995) one would have to go back to Socrates to find a Western
education system which does not impose an a priori view on students. Therefore this work is
original in making no wider extrinsic claims for social relations, liberal democracy or the future
workforce in the literature on RE, only for an increased understanding of religion and
worldviews in their multiple dimensions. There is certainly a radical simplicity about my
proposal. This is pragmatic as much as philosophical; a simple and clear aim allows teachers to
know, in any given moment, what they are doing and why. School teaching is a hectic, messy
and at times uncomfortable business. My clear, single aim is offered to teachers to help them
articulate their role and aim. Philosophy of education is concerned with justification and

throughout my work all arguments and suggestions are justified in educational terms.
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| challenge expectations that students will either form a positive opinion of religion or benefit
personally from religious teachings in the RE classroom, proposing RE’s primary learning aim
being to gain an increasingly sophisticated understanding of religion and belief, drawn from
multiple disciplines. My refusal to promote a positive view of religion or to aim to draw
personal benefit from religious teachings stems from my deep unease in witnessing years of
confessional practices in RE, which my research has enabled me to see are non-educational
and often dishonest. | therefore raise a challenge to all educators to consider by what right we

seek to influence our students; for their future autonomy or for our personal preferences?

| have drawn on analyses from critical multiculturalism, antiracism and political philosophy, as
well as philosophy of education, to provide a wider framing of religion and worldviews. This to
my knowledge has not been done before. Multidisciplinary analyses of religion and worldviews
are gaining traction in the RE world and to this new field | offer explorations of self and
community, belonging and identity, exclusion and diversity to frame and enrich understanding

of religion and worldviews.

Embracing a critical outlook, particularly critical whiteness, where necessary for understanding
is an original approach within the literature on RE. | have never encountered a view which
problematizes and reveals hidden power structures in national guidance, RE syllabuses or
textbooks. Critical views are apparent in theory, such as in Lynn Revell’s work on teaching
about Islam in RE (2012), but | have yet to encounter critical analyses in a classroom setting

and they are certainly not the norm.

My proposal of a liberal educational model is not just a reflection of my own preference but is
made precisely to redress the incoherence and unachievable aims at the heart of current RE
practice. | present non-educational influences on the RE curriculum which limit rather than
enhance understanding and argue that in adopting a liberal educational approach, the RE
curriculum could be protected from such non-educational influences as well as set an aim
which can be met. In this model the freedom to investigate, challenge and draw conclusions
takes priority over presenting religion in a positive light. In this process students’ values or
attitudes may well change and grow, but this is not a stated aim, liberating the teacher from

seeking a particular conclusion.

A curriculum whose prime aim is the expansion of knowledge and understanding can employ
many intellectual tools and disciplinary insights in order to deepen understanding of religion
and worldviews. Various disciplines pertinent to understanding religion and worldviews are

presented as tools to achieve the aim of understanding.
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The analytic philosophy of education project is ultimately concerned with what is being done
in the name of education and why. A liberal educational RE, driven by the goal of
understanding, can assess its own efficacy in educational terms. In articulating a clear, single
aim for religion and worldviews, and the methods by which | intend to achieve this aim, | am
able to justify the decisions and principles of the model, as well as invite critique, and to be

measured against a stated aim, the aim of understanding,
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Chapter outline

In Chapter 1 | set out the pieces of a jigsaw which form RE in England and Wales as it currently
stands, particularly the subject’s dual aims of personal growth and critical enquiry. | argue that
the dual aims allow incoherence and confusion in the curriculum. A series of historical
pressures, or even historical accidents, led to this point; it did not have to be this way, but time
and long habit have embedded incompatible aims deeply into the RE curriculum. | argue that
the resulting inconsistency has diminished and distorted the curriculum; pupils are fed a
confusing diet of personal morality, official doctrine standing as a proxy for the beliefs of
billions of individuals and a sense that positivity towards religion should be an outcome of

learning.

| argue that this inconsistency in aims stems from that fact that only a single dimension of
‘religion’ is considered; the inner and doctrinal. | show how this partial and abstract
presentation of ‘religion’ results in a partial and limited horizon of understanding in the RE

curriculum.

In Chapter 2 | use the previous analysis to theorise a reshaped aim for the RE curriculum, or
the religion and worldviews curriculum, based on liberal educational principles. | propose that
what ‘religion’ is, in multiple dimensions, should be the starting point of a study of religion and
worldviews. In this chapter | contrast a liberal confessional approach to RE with a liberal
educational approach which draws on the academic disciplines to offer a widely contextual
view of religion and belief, encompassing its multiple dimensions. Such a model addresses the
problems identified in Chapter 1; an incomplete and misleading picture of religion. Following a
liberal educational model is to follow one clear aim of understanding rather than personal
growth or positivity towards religion. | justify the proposal of one, clear aim using arguments

from the field of analytic philosophy of education.

Chapter 3 address another significant pressure on the RE curriculum; the claim that learning
can contribute to the community cohesion agenda. As | argue, neither liberal confessionalism
nor the community cohesion agenda prioritise understanding as a central aim. The aims of
community cohesion in RE are not to furnish students with a good understanding of
discrimination but to affirm positive views of diversity. Considering the impact of the
community cohesion agenda on RE offers an illuminating study of how a non-educational
agenda shapes the curriculum. As | show, the unreliable conclusions and untested assumptions
of the community cohesion agenda are adopted uncritically into the RE curriculum, and

reproduced.
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Building on my main proposal that RE, or religion and worldviews, realigns along liberal
educational lines with understanding as the primary aim, | suggest what wider theoretical
analyses could support the RE curriculum in order to develop students’ increasingly rich and

sophisticated understanding.

Chapter 4 further develops my practical contribution to curriculum design, underpinned with
the argument that a study of religion and worldviews should be shaped by the nature of
religion and worldviews. In this chapter | show how the insights gleaned from critical race and
multicultural thinking, as well as political philosophy, can be utilised in the classroom to furnish
a greater understanding of culture, community and identity, exclusion and the exercise of
power. In this chapter | present several teaching examples drawn from disciplinary thinking to
add texture, depth and complexity to a study of people, community, belonging and believing,

to contribute to a multidisciplinary study of religion and worldviews.

In Chapter 5 | focus on the service to understanding a critical view offers, as well as address
some concerns with bringing a critical view into the classroom. | propose that a critical view,
whether of gender, whiteness, Christianity or other forms of power, reveals hidden realities
which make aspects of human societies intelligible. | consider the particular insights offered by
critical race thinking and suggest how these insights could nourish an understanding of culture
and community, power and domination. | show an example of uncritical RE and consider how
far a critical angle already exists in RE pedagogies and approaches. A critical view is proposed

as a necessary dimension to understanding in RE as liberal education.

In the final chapter, Chapter 6, | address objections that could be made to a religion and
worldviews curriculum following a liberal educational model, and in doing so further develop
and articulate my proposal. A liberal educational model contains within it the capacity for
justification of what is done in the name of education. The incoherence at the heart of current
RE curriculum design can be seen as an incoherence of aims, derived, as | have argued,
through the tussle of competing and incompatible aims. Therefore one clear, educational aim
provides both a standard by which to measure what is done in the name of education, and

renders non-educational aims visible.

Objections to a liberal educational model drawn from analytic philosophy of education are
objections to abstraction and neutralism which hide human differences, abstracts the idea of a
human to a rationalistic male and fail to articulate and defend substantive value commitments.

This is problematic for a subject seeking to understand humans. | consider how these problems
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can be mitigated so a liberal educational approach to religion and worldviews can evolve,

through engagement with such challenges, and grow in educational utility.

17



Chapter 1

‘A Strange Social Practice’

Introduction

That religion plays a significant part in shaping the 21 Century world is not in doubt, but what
‘religion’ constitutes is wide and complex. Religious adherence in Britain is associated with
personal and community identity, part of a package of increasing linguistic, cultural and ethnic
diversity from the last half of the 20'" Century to the present. If religious adherence has
become a way to identify people in a diverse country, white British church attendance has
declined dramatically. Woodhead and Catto cite data showing church attendance has nearly
halved since 1979 from 11.7% in 1979 to 6.3% in 2005 (Woodhead and Catto, 2012: p. 5, citing
Brierly 2006: 12.2.1). However the 2011 census reports that although those identifying as
Christian in Britain has fallen from 71.7% in 2001 to 59.3% in 2011, Christians are still the
largest identified religious group in Britain, with Muslims, the second, comprising 4.8% and
those claiming no faith making up 25.1% of the population (Office for National Statistics,
2011). Some commentators have voiced concern over a sense of unprecedented religious
illiteracy in society. For example Baroness Sayeeda Warsi notes how ‘a sloppy kind of religious
illiteracy’ in the media and public life perpetuates stereotypes that cause damage to real
people, very often Muslims (Warsi, Cabinet Office, January 2011). Aaqil Ahmed, head of
religion at the BBC, has suggested that a ‘chronic lack of religious literacy’ is exacerbating
tension between liberal Anglican views of social and sexual ethics and the more traditional
views of incoming African Pentecostal and Eastern European Catholic churches (Ahmed, BBC
blogs, March 2016). However RE lessons have offered children basic but reliable religious
literacies for around 30 years, and in this respect British school children are more religiously

literate in non-Christian religions than they have ever been.

Today, as always, faith has geopolitical as well as personal dimensions and implications.
Religion continues to be a tool wielded to maintain or abuse power, it continues to be a source
of courage and inspiration to individuals in adverse situations. The secular West may see
religion in compartmentalised, reductive terms, but in the majority world faith and religious

practice sustains and defines billions of lives. Many of the world’s sites of conflict appear to
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follow religious fault lines, but on close analysis religion is often a way of delineating groups

competing for power or scarce resources. Religion seems to be a thing humans do.

The word ‘religion’ encompasses several dimensions of human experience and can be viewed
from various angles. From an external view, such as a sociological view, ‘religion’ can be seen
as fulfilling the most basic human needs; belonging, meaning, companionship, guidance and
hope. Seen from an internal point of view, that of a religious adherent, ‘religion’ is a sacred
means to a sacred reality. While it seems clear that studies of religion and belief, ethics and
philosophy, community, diversity and identity, continue to be an important part of the school
curriculum, what ‘religion’ is remains largely undefined and unexplored in the current RE
curriculum. A new national plan for RE, found in the report of the Commission on RE
(Commission on RE, September 2018) proposes that ‘Religious Education’ expand to become
‘Religion and Worldviews’ studies on the basis that belief, belonging, commitment and identity
are not the sole preserves of named religions but are an integral part of what it is to be human.
In this proposal ‘religion’ is understood as a thing of many dimensions with many contexts, all
of which can be explored to yield a rich and complex understanding of religion and worldviews,
whether associated with an institutional religion, a political or ethical stance, or a more

amorphous by-product of being human.

An anecdotal example illustrates the benefit of understanding religion in various dimensions.
One bright morning, on a Birmingham train bound for the University, the entire carriage was
subjected to a loud and energetic conversation between two young men. | listened first with
irritation then increasing interest to their discussion; a point of theology concerning the
destruction of the temple of Jerusalem. To judge by their familiarity with Christian and Jewish
sources, the Gospels and the Mishnah, | guessed one was a scholar of Christian theology and
the other a scholar of Jewish theology. It began to dawn on me that both, coming from their
own theological viewpoints, had never considered that the other also traced its modern form
to this seismic event. In my position as onlooker, | could see a huge jigsaw piece that
connected the two worlds which after all occupied the same time, space and context. They got
off at the University, arguing happily. It struck me as a remarkable example of trying to make
sense of a religion based on its own self-understanding, without any context that could put the

self-understanding on a wider historical, cultural and geopolitical continuum.

Religion is multidimensional. However on RE curricula religion has only been understood in
one dimension, the inner, most often expressed as doctrine, seen in a positive light, its
universal benefit assumed. How did it come to this? In this chapter | offer pieces of a jigsaw

puzzle which come together to form RE in England and Wales in its current form. | present
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Religious Education as representing a narrow and partial dimension of religion, which leads me
to argue in the second chapter for a religious education or religion and worldviews studies,
built around the multiple dimensions of religion and belief. | show how RE’s dual aims,
personal growth and critical enquiry, lead to incoherence and confusion in curriculum aims. By
tracing the history of RE to uncover the roots of the subject’s dual aims, | can show how a
series of historical pressures led to this point. The resulting inconsistency has diminished and
distorted the curriculum; pupils are left with a confusing mixture of personal morality,
academic theology and philosophy and a pervading sense that they should emerge from the

curriculum somehow feeling well-disposed to religious people.

| argue that this inconsistency in aims stems from that fact that only a single dimension of
‘religion’ is considered; the inner and doctrinal. | show how this partial and abstract dimension
of ‘religion’ results in a partial and limited horizon of understanding in the RE curriculum.
Religion is not viewed as something with histories or contexts and subject to enquiry, meaning

the claim of critical enquiry is not met because there is nothing to critique and analyse.

This analysis leads to my argument, developed in Chapter 2, that what ‘religion’ is, in multiple
dimensions, should be the starting point of religious education, or religion and worldviews

studies.

a) Legislation

As well as a broad and balanced curriculum which supports pupils’ spiritual, moral, cultural,
mental and physical development, the law states that ‘[a]ll state schools are also required to
make provision for a daily act of collective worship and must teach religious education to
pupils at every key stage’ (DfE, National Curriculum, December 2014: p. 5). These so called
‘religious clauses’, a daily act of collective worship and religious education in the curriculum,
reflect the concerns and hopes for state education in 1944, with the passing of the Education
Act 1944, and have been upheld in successive legal cycles to the present day. | will begin with
the legislation governing religious education, and consider what view of ‘religion’ can be seen

in the legislation.

The 1944 Education Reform Act, or Butler Act after the Conservative MP who presided over its
birth, set out to offer an academic education to all children, although with hindsight at the
expense of ‘widespread technical instruction the nation so badly needed’ (Green, 2000: p.
148). The prioritising of an academic, as opposed to a technical, education, was driven by the

senior civil servant representing the interests of secondary education on the Board of
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Education, Griffiths G. Williams. The educational driver was academic excellence, which
required selection. Williams was the ‘most important’ of three men who were the ‘principle
authors’ of the 1944 Act, according to R.G. Wallace (Wallace, 1981: p. 283). Williams wanted to
retain selection on academic terms and accepted that ‘the social upheaval of the War’
required the end of ‘patently social selection- fee-paying and the admission of wealthy but
academically inadequate pupils to grammar schools’ (Wallace, 1981: p. 285). Two other civil
servants contributed, representing Elementary (which was to become Primary) and technical,
or vocational, education, but Williams was ‘the most influential’ (Wallace, p. 284). Significantly,
the 1944 legislation made an academic education available to all but RE was not imagined as
part of this academic diet, offering instead an opportunity for pupils’ spiritual and moral
growth. In the intervening years however RE has been presented increasingly as another
subject of the academic curriculum, assessed according to academic knowledge and skills such
as recall, analysis and evaluation, even though the 2014 curriculum still places RE with non-
academic aspects of schooling such as collective worship and sex education, outside the
national curriculum. In his history of sixty years of teaching religious education, Terence Copley
aligns RE’s ‘problems about its nature and identity’ from 1944 to the present with those of the
church (Copley 2008: p. 11). Copley thus acknowledges with more clarity than most that RE, or
Religious Instruction (RI) as it was known, originated as education in and initiation into
Christianity. Copley argues that as the church ‘moved away from the challenge of the Gospel
or what Otto called the Mysterium’ and offered instead a ‘cheap grace’ (p. 11), a ‘vision of a
religiously inspired education system... faded away, to be replaced by no particular vision at all’
(p. 35), and ‘Rl became a classroom subject among other classroom subjects’ (p. 35). However
RE’s anomalies mean it does not sit easily as an academic subject of the curriculum. Parents
may withdraw their children from RE even though, as Copley notes, multifaith RE is presented
as both of academic and moral benefit to all pupils (Copley 2010: p. 44). Although parents do
not have to give a reason for withdrawal, yet another anomaly, the justification for the clause
is derived from RE as faith nurture, an offer that anyone might decline in the interests of
religious freedom. Philip Barnes describes RE’s position in the curriculum as ‘ambiguous’
(Barnes, 2014: p. 13). However on Copley’s view RE’s original purpose was clear, it was
Christian education. John White supports Copley’s assessment of the explicitly Christian nature
of RE in 1944, but contends that democracy, the opposite of Nazi totalitarianism, was as
closely associated with Christianity as ethics and culture and also justified its inclusion in the
school curriculum (White 2004: p. 152-3). In summary, the view of ‘religion’ visible in the 1944

legislation, seen in the ‘religious clauses’, is of something of personal benefit to pupils rather
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than a solely academic subject. It is culture, tradition and morality. It is not ‘religion’ generally,

but Christianity.

b) Local Determinism

There is no national curriculum for RE because, as noted above, the subject was not imagined
in academic terms but as faith nurture. All over the country the local RE syllabus is reviewed
and developed every 5 years by an Agreed Syllabus Conference, convened by the Standing
Advisory Council for Religious Education, or SACRE. At present this is made up of
representatives of the Church of England, the Protestant Free Churches and Catholic Church,
other religious groups represented in the area, and local councillors, representatives of the
teaching unions and school leaders. Although RE’s compulsory nature is prescribed by central
government, what children learn is established locally in this manner, with GCSE and A’ Level
specifications effectively comprising the Key stage 3 and 4 curricula. National guidance,
produced since 1994, has greatly influenced SACREs around the country although it is not
statutory. While it is desirable for specialist religious educators to be present, SACREs are not
inquorate without one, provided a representative of either a school or teaching union is
present. In fact the Commission on RE (CoRE) has identified the make-up of SACREs as limiting
and has recommended they enlarge to include academics and those with expertise in religion
and worldviews outside the faiths, such as from local museums and galleries (CoRE, 2018: pp.
16 and 56). The current composition of SACREs again reflects a view of ‘religion” as owned by

the faiths.

In comparison to all other subjects of the curriculum, the contents of which are centrally
determined, Locally Agreed Syllabuses created by SACREs make RE highly anomalous. This
anomaly also stems from 1944. As Wallace notes, the ‘under-financed church schools were a
barrier to general progress’ (Wallace, 1981: p. 289). Butler himself did not want to see an
improved education system if it meant losing church schools, so he attempted to ‘draw Church
and state together in pursuit of a Christian education’ (Green, 2000: p. 163). Barnes cites Ken
Jones’ summary that the church exchanged ‘influence for cash’ (Barnes, 2014: p. 55, citing Ken
Jones 2003: p. 18), referring to the church schools effectively handing control to the state, in
return for state funding. Thus the Act directed state funding to church schools in order to
preserve a thoroughly Christian education. However divisions across the denominations
muddied the waters; Nonconformists rejected any state funding of ‘denominational schooling’,

while the Church of England desired both state funding and full autonomy (Wallace, p. 289).
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Catholics also objected to state-funded Protestant schools, but ‘Roman Catholic opposition
was of little consequence in the commons, once Anglicans (mainly on the Conservative
benches) and Nonconformists (mainly on the Labour and Liberal benches) were in agreement’
(Wallace, p. 290). The notion of SACREs was a solution. Each denomination was to contribute
to the local RE agreed syllabus, and ‘unreserved’, or Christians not defined strictly by
denomination, often on a voluntary basis, would teach it (Green, p. 161). Over the years, as
regions of Britain became more diverse, the idea of Christian denominations on SACRE
expanded to include representatives of the non-Christian faiths. The clauses of the 1988 Act
relating to RE are largely the result of tensions between Christians on the political right, who
desired to retain and fulfil the 1944 aim of Christian education, and the centralising tendencies
of Thatcher’s government which, although right wing, was still seen as a secular body with no
natural authority over religious education (Copley, 2008: p. 137-138). Local determinism was
retained in amendments to the 1988 Act (Amendments 93 and 94) meaning Local Authorities
were henceforth required to support a SACRE (Copley, 2008: p. 143). It was the compulsory
nature of SACREs which meant Christianity and other religions must be represented at local

level, thus locally determined, multifaith RE became, in effect, compulsory.

c) Christian Confessionalism

The Christian nature of religious education in 1944 was no accident. In Green’s words, RE was
‘a measure of avowedly Christian stewardship: advanced by a Christian minister, passed by a
Christian parliament, directed towards the goal of creating a truly Christian population’ (Green,
2000: p. 149), and not just a Christian act, but a ‘Protestant act’ (Green, p. 150). Academic
expectations were not set because Religious Instruction was to nurture children into
Christianity rather than offer academic theology and religious studies (Green, p. 161). The
religious clauses; an act of daily worship and religious education in the curriculum, were not
sticking points in the 1940s (Green, p. 1621). Barnes notes that ‘when religious education was
made a statutory requirement the only serious objections raised were by those who
questioned if it was necessary to make compulsory what was in most schools already accepted
practice’ (Barnes, 2014: p. 56, citing Butler 1971: p. 99). Barnes also notes that ‘the Act did not
specify which religion was to be taught and what type of worship was to be conducted in
schools’ but reference to speeches in parliament make it safe to ‘assume’ the religion is

Christianity (Barnes, 2014: p. 56 citing Leeson, 1947: p. 194).

1 Citing Trinity College Cambridge/ Butler Papers, G15/84, Butler: ‘Political diary’, 9 Sept. 1943
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The fact that the religion was not even named reflects the deep normality of Christianity in
Britain at the time. Robert Jackson describes 1944 Religious Instruction as a transmitter of
culture as well as Christian knowledge (Jackson, 2005). Terence Copley argues that British
society felt more cohesive in the 1940s and support for universal Christian nurture in schools
was widespread (Copley, 2010). This is borne out by Green’s analysis of public responses to the
Butler Act. Butler set out to preserve Christian education for its moral and spiritual benefits,
despite the poor quality of education offered by many church schools. Church schools had
suffered since the 1870 and 1902 Education Acts which set increasingly nationalised standards
on what had been basic education offered to the children of the parish. Many expected the
church schools to simply die out, but public support for a moral and spiritual dimension to
state schooling made Butler’s compromise possible (Green, 2000: p. 152). Religious education
and collective worship became part of every school, whether church or state-funded.
According to Barnes this compromise ‘effectively established a confessional form of religious
education in... schools funded in part or whole by the state’, based on the fact that the
majority of ‘agreed syllabuses produced between 1944 and the late 1960s assumed the truth
of Christianity and presumed that the aim of religious education was to nurture Christian faith’
(Barnes, 2014: p. 57, citing Loosemore, 1993: p. 83). As Barnes notes, each SACRE came to this

conclusion independently as there was no directive from central government.

Agreed Syllabuses updated in light of the 1944 Act illuminate this assumption as Copley shows.
For example, Middlesex County’s 1948 Syllabus, previously updated in 1929, opens with the
claims that ‘the primary function of Christian religious teaching is to show the way in which
Christianity offers the right relationship between God and man’, and goes on to suggest that
education generally should offer a training in ‘Christian citizenship’ (Copley, 2008: p. 33, citing
Middlesex County Council, 1948: p. 1). Copley suggests that such statements are not simply
‘indoctrinatory’ (p. 34), but that overt Christian values were imagined to resonate with subtle
Christian and Western underpinnings to the life of the whole school, such as, following John
White’s argument, a commitment to democratic values. Christianity was a dominant strand of
the warp and weft of European culture. Copley shows a more explicitly Christian theological
justification in Cambridgeshire’s Agreed Syllabus, setting education specifically ‘within the
cultural history of the Western world’ (Copley, p. 34, citing Cambridgeshire Education
Committee, 1951: p. 25), part of a fallen humanity’s reinstatement with God through growth,
understanding and improvement. Copley compares these explicit aims with the aims of the
1988 Act, ‘deficient of all such reasoning’ (p. 34), in arguing that as no educational aims are

‘value-neutral’ (p. 34) any public articulation and discussion of aims is to be welcomed. | make
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a similar argument in the following chapter, proposing that explicit aims provide a standard
which illuminates any distorting influence of competing aims on the curriculum and can be

periodically assessed for coherence and suitability.

However by the 1960s a universal appetite for bible-based Christian instruction could no
longer be assumed. Two volumes shed light on this period. Harold Loukes, who taught
Education at Oxford, was a member of a board of Diocesan, professional and academic
advisers conducting research on behalf of the Institute of Christian Education ‘to investigate
the present state of religious education in the secondary modern school’ (Loukes, 1961: p. 9).
Loukes finds teenagers disengaged from the Christian teachings and communities which have
shaped Britain for centuries, but also, possessing the intellectual maturity to ‘generalize’ and
‘sustain a line of thought... they find their lessons on the bible childish and irrelevant’ (p. 150).
Loukes concludes that teenagers could more usefully explore, in the words of Robert Jackson,
‘relationships, responsibilities and the problems of evil and death... in the context of a liberal
and secularized Christianity’ (Jackson,2005: p. 5). In Loukes is an early acknowledgement that
Christian moral insights are only of use to the next generation if they are able to speak to their

concerns and circumstances.

Edwin Cox, a lecturer in Religious Education at the Institute of Education, notes in his 1966
Changing Aims in Religious Education a declining appetite in teachers of RE for Christian
‘evangelism’ (Cox 1966: p. 3) and a ‘growing feeling among those actively engaged in teaching
that religious education of this type is just ‘not on” (p. 4). Cox finds among students of RE a
desire to engage with questions such as about purpose and evil, but the sense that the full
scope of such topics is not explored in RE. It is not that religion or religious questions are
irrelevant to students’ lives, but that the level of debate offered in RE is ‘too unsophisticated a
solution’, meaning that ‘religious instruction is at present little help to them’ (p. 47). Cox allows
that Britain is changing, becoming more secular, individualistic and diverse, reflected in
students’ assertions that ‘each person’s belief can be genuine only if based in his own
experience’ and ‘no ready-made scheme of belief can help them’ (p. 47). Cox is another early
proponent of the notion that the RE curriculum must change with society if Christianity’s

insights are to speak to new generations.

In a series of lectures given in 1966, the influential scholar of religious studies Ninian Smart
charged RE in schools with ‘an over-intellectualist approach to religion as though it is a matter
of doctrines and Biblical revelation’ limiting both ‘a rich appreciation of the whole

development of Christendom after the early centuries’ as well as exploration of ‘the sociology
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of religion’, ‘Marxism or Humanism’ and ‘the role of religion in a contemporary culture’ (Smart,
1968: p. 103). The result is ‘confused thinking, the conflict of interests, emotional obtuseness’
(p. 103). Smart’s phenomenological model of RE is based around the notion that all religions,
as well as non-religious worldviews, can be understood with reference to six connecting
dimensions, describing the inner beliefs and experiences, outward manifestations and
community aspects of religion (Smart, 1968). The appropriate step forward from Christian
confessionalism is offered in Smart’s thesis as comparative religious studies following a
phenomenological model, where the teacher adopts a stance of neutrality to the various
religions’ truth claims and explores its doctrine and practices on its own terms. As Barnes
notes the phrase ‘phenomenological religious education’ had been replaced by the phrase
‘multi-faith religious education’ by the 1980s, although the ‘underlying assumptions, beliefs
and values of phenomenology’ remained essentially unchanged (Barnes, 2014: p. 102), that is

a stance of neutrality and an assumption of a commonality of religions.

However these organic, grassroots shifts away from Christian confessionalism within RE were
met with fierce resistance in the House of Lords over the stages of the 1988 Act by those on
the political right who were Christians but not religious educators, otherwise known as ‘the
Tribe’ (Copley, 2008: p. 140). As Copley notes, ‘it came as a surprise to many RE professionals
to find their role being debated and defined by people largely outside RE and education
altogether’ (Copley, 2008: p. 137). The Tribe ‘were concerned to assert the Judaeo-Christian
base of national culture and hence RE’ (p. 140), seeing no reason to abandon the original aims
of the subject. Debates turned around such questions as whether teachers of Christian
education could be non-Christians, whether they should be Christians but also trained teachers
and how much curriculum time should be allocated to the non-Christian faiths. For example,
the Cox Amendment (no. 28), after Baroness Caroline Cox, a key member of the Tribe, requires
the RE curriculum to offer around double the teaching time on Christianity than other faiths.
Copley describes ‘relief and even pleasure’ in the RE world that the 1988 Act ‘had not been
hijacked by the Christian right’ for evangelistic purposes and ‘undone decades of work in RE’
(Copley, 2008: p. 146). It seems that the shift towards multifaith RE had been tacitly supported
within the profession, often by practising Christian teachers, but the values underpinning this
move had not been publicly articulated and defended. As Lynn Revell notes, a ‘world religions
approach to education only became a possibility once the reality of Christian education had
died’ (Revell, 2012: p. 16). Those within RE seem to have accepted that Christian education
was no longer a realistic possibility but those outside did not share this understanding. There

are two views of ‘religion’ visible here: religion as Christianity and of cultural, moral or spiritual

26



benefit to all children, and religion as occurring in different forms, but still of general moral or
intellectual benefit to students. This destabilising conflict has reduced RE both in ethical and
educational terms as | shall develop. For example the right of withdrawal and a positivity
towards religion, dimensions of RE as explicit Christian nurture which were retained in a
supposedly comparative, non-confessional analysis of religion, undermine RE’s ability to meet
educational aims today. Freedom of worship required the right of withdrawal from
confessional Christian RE, but in a supposedly academic subject it is an anomaly, as Copley
states, ‘it should apply to all subjects or none’, and its presence ‘confirmed the legacy that
there was still something evangelistic or proselytizing about RE’ (Copley, 2008: p. 148). The
respect with which the Tribe wanted Christianity to be treated is applied to the other faiths,
meaning RE also shoulders expectations of tolerance and mutual respect and in national
guidance critical scrutiny of religious norms and truth claims is avoided. In fact, the recent
Commission’s Report is unable to argue for the end of withdrawal, much to the chagrin of
some in the RE community, until all religion and worldviews can demonstrably and reliably

claim to be ‘objective, critical and pluralistic’ (CoRE, 2018: p. 66).

Grimmitt (2000) describes approaches to RE which assume religious moral and philosophical
teachings can be of benefit to pupils as ‘theological’ and ‘implicit’ (Grimmitt, 2000: p. 26).
Although the ‘implicit’ benefit of religious teachings is a vestige of Christian confessionalism, it
has been upheld in multifaith form, not overtly but in the assumption that any religious
teaching can guide and nourish any young person as they grow. This development has also led
to concerns beings raised, for example by Michael Hand, that religion is ‘sanitised’ and only
‘the more benign and congenial aspects’ of religion are presented in RE (Hand, 2006: p.
13). Grimmitt’s description of this assumption as ‘liberal’, or even ‘radical’ (p. 30) makes sense
when one considers that it began with Christian RE teachers, often members of the clergy.
Barnes suggests that liberal theological RE is an attempt by such Christian religious educators,
for example John Hull, to realise Enlightenment liberal values, where the subject is used to
promote religious tolerance, freedom and diversity. Hull, the late professor of Religious
Education at Birmingham University, championed a form of liberal theological RE whose
‘unchallenged dominance’ from the 1990s is only now, according to Barnes, coming to an end
(Barnes, 2014: p. 128). Although Hull’s liberal theological model differs from Smart’s
phenomenological model, both claim non-confessionalism and both ‘trace their intellectual
commitments and values to the Enlightenment critique of religion and to the emergence of
liberal Protestantism in the nineteenth century’ (Barnes, 2014: p. 140). In fact Barnes argues

that both are confessional. Hull’s liberal model does not seek the essence of religion, as does
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Smart’s phenomenology, but both share a view of religion as driven by ‘a common spiritual
dynamic’ and perceive a redemptive capacity in all religions (Barnes, p. 140). As well as the
view that the spiritual realities studied are ‘intellectually credible’ (p. 113), both models render
religious truth beyond comment, for Smart because of the ultimate ineffability of religious
realities and for Hull because of the private nature of religious faith. Barnes presents
phenomenology and liberal theology as modern confessional forms of RE based on their a
priori commitment to the credibility of religious belief, the deliberate lack of critical scrutiny
and the assumption that studying religious moral teachings will be of personal benefit to
pupils. | accept Barnes’s analysis in deeming these models confessional and show over the
thesis how ‘religion’ is presented in a doctrinal, uncritical form and the political dimensions of

religion are ignored.

d) Multifaith RE

| have used Barnes’ analysis to identify an underlying view in multifaith RE, both
phenomenological and liberal, that all religions are an attempt to articulate an ultimate reality,
meaning modes of religious expression can be legitimately compared to others and all are of
positive worth to adherents and learners in RE alike. This view of religion means a focus on
doctrinal beliefs in RE, divorced from the socio-political contexts which shaped their
development. Religious concepts are presented as internal to the religion, or as internal to
easily recognisable institutional forms of the religion, independent of external drivers, and
belief as a private matter. In post-Enlightenment Europe the appropriate public response to
private religious commitment is neutrality. Multifaith RE treats all religions selected for study
in the same way; with interest towards external manifestations of belief and doctrine and

respect towards inner truth claims.

Grimmitt describes phenomenological, ‘explicit’ approaches to RE as attempts to understand a
religion through initiation into its modes of thought, its ‘detailed phenomena’ and to grasp
how the religion understands itself, while remaining neutral to its truth claims (Grimmitt,
2000: p. 28). This is in contrast to Grimmitt’s description of the ‘theological’, ‘implicit’
approaches noted above. Most modern pedagogies, according to Grimmitt, are
phenomenological, but all are attempts to reconcile the basic models, the implicit and the
explicit, or the use religious teachings can have in pupils’ own 'search for meaning', balanced

with an understanding of the external manifestations of religion (Grimmitt, 2000: p. 28).
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In contrast to Barnes, Grimmitt, does not describe phenomenology as confessional, appearing
to view the detailed subject matter proposed by Smart as evidence of non-confessionalism.
With Garth Read in the 1970s, Grimmitt developed a phenomenological approach to RE at
Westhill College, part of the University of Birmingham (Grimmitt and Read, 1977, Grimmitt
1987). This model, as Grimmitt explains, supports phenomenology’s intellectual rigour while
offering, through opportunities for reflection and personal development, more than ‘narrowly
prescribed education outcomes of a strictly phenomenological approach’ (Grimmitt, 2000: p.

38). The basic aim is to ‘promote pupils’ personal development through the study of religion’

(p. 35).

As | have noted above the phenomenological approach to RE had been quietly developing in
classrooms since the 1970s, but came under fire around the formulation of the 1988 Education
Act, leading to a wrangle between proponents of multifaith RE and ‘the interests of the radical
right in politics and some forms of conservative Christianity’, or 'the Tribe' (Jackson, 2005: p.
22). At that time an analysis such as Barnes’s that phenomenology represents a modern,
liberal form of confessionalism was not offered, and claims of multifaith RE’s non-
confessionalism were taken at face value by the Tribe. An example of personal, but not
educational, objections to multifaith RE is found in a pamphlet by a teacher and headteacher
active in the Church of England, John Burn and Colin Hart, with a preface by Baroness Caroline
Cox, of the Cox amendment (Burn and Hart, 1988). The authors perceive the growing interest
in non-Christian religions and the subsequent shift away from overt Christian nurture as a
wilful dereliction of duty. Baroness Cox warns that ‘we are in danger of selling our spiritual
birthright for a mess of secular pottage’ (1988: p. 4), calling the shift the ‘ultimate betrayal’ (p.
5). The authors cite Douglas Hurd, the Conservative Home Secretary, who, in a speech to the
General Synod of the Church of England, complained of young offenders, “It is as if, for them,

”r

neither the Old Testament nor the New Testament had been written.”” (p. 8, quoted in The
Times, 11" Feb 1988), implying that some knowledge of the Bible could have prevented their
criminal actions. The authors echo this sense of impending moral collapse, all due, in their
eyes, to the shift to multifaith RE. Labour MP Robert Kilroy-Silk describes this ‘fashionable but
meaningless multi-faith creed... [as] an artificially created mongrel’ (p. 9, The Times, 8 April

1988).
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e) Tensions in RE Curriculum Aims

The tensions arising from this period reflect two ways of seeing ‘religion’, and therefore two
approaches to religious education; a ‘conservative confessional’ view and a ‘liberal
confessional’ view. A conservative confessional view perceives ‘religion’ as essentially
Christianity, as the moral and metaphysical underpinning of British culture and society. On this
view religious education is concerned largely with Christian theology and ethics. A liberal
confessional view sees religion as manifest in multiple forms, but places religious doctrine and
truth claims beyond critical scrutiny. The tensions in the years leading up to 1988 are between
a conservative confessional RE and a liberal confessional RE. | take the term ‘liberal
confessional’ from Barnes (2014) and Wright (2003), although Wright himself cites Cooling
(1994) in using this phrase?. Revell comments that in light of 19*" Century Britain’s rock-solid
certainty of Christian superiority, power and truth, the journey to multifaith RE is nothing short
of ‘astounding’ (Revell, 2012: p. 8). A conservative confessional approach to RE resists
multifaith studies because of a view that, in Britain at any rate, ‘religion’ can only be
‘Christianity’. The multifaith view of religious education espoused by Smart, Grimmitt and Hull
was presented as non-confessional but is described as ‘liberal confessional’ by Barnes and
Wright because the inner truth of Christianity and all other faiths are not questioned, nor are
institutional forms of religion subjected to critical scrutiny. Smart, Grimmitt and Hull extend
the respect which conservative confessionalism shows to Christianity to five other world
religions. | use the phrase liberal confessional RE, with thanks to Barnes and Wright, also taking
into account Grimmitt’s comment that this was indeed a liberal move from a largely Christian
workforce, and Barnes’s account of the roots of Hull and Smart’s conceptions of religion lying
in post-Enlightenment liberal Protestantism. In the next chapter | contrast liberal confessional
RE with liberal educational RE. As | have shown, liberal confessional RE presents the six world
religions as essentially credible, their spiritual dynamics rendered private and internal. The
teacher must adopt a stance of neutrality towards religious claims and practices. However |
present an alternative in the following chapter; RE as liberal education, where the subject of
religion is analysed using a range of disciplines in order to understand its diverse forms and
influence rather than to benefit personally from its wisdom and theology. As | argue, the lack
of such analysis in confessional RE makes a multidimensional understanding of religion and

belief impossible.

2 Write cites Cooling, T. (1994) Critical Realism: an Introduction to Roy Bhaskar’s Philosophy, Verso,
London, pp. 7-72
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This tension has not gone away. The cracks have been smoothed by time and habit, but they
are there. As | will show in this chapter, the tension is visible whenever the aims or purposes of
RE are espoused. Two aims are routinely offered; the personal and the intellectual, but their
different educational requirements are not acknowledged or addressed. All subjects bear the
tension between educating for immediate knowledge and educating the future person to
function in the world, for example, the ‘Purpose of Study' in the Science national curriculum
states that a ‘high-quality science education provides the foundations for understanding the
world through the specific disciplines of biology, chemistry and physics. Science has changed
our lives and is vital to the world’s future prosperity, and all pupils should be taught essential
aspects of the knowledge, methods, processes and uses of science’ (DfE, National Curriculum,
May 2015). Children should study History because a ‘high-quality history education will help
pupils gain a coherent knowledge and understanding of Britain’s past and that of the wider
world. It should inspire pupils’ curiosity to know more about the past’ (DfE, National
Curriculum, September 2013). Even in a deliberately knowledge-based curriculum, as the 2013
National Curriculum is designed to be, there is still some sense of the growing person and the
world they will inhabit. As Loukes noted in 1961, all subjects contain something of the tension
between the immediate knowledge-based and the wider social aims of education. However, in
RE this tension appears much more marked because of its confessional origins. The overall aim
of History and Science, according to the National curriculum, is to introduce school students to
the modes of analysis and methodology of these disciplines. Students in History are proto-
historians and in Science proto-scientists; they serve History or Science as much as the subjects
contribute to their future selves. However confessional RE does not set out to create proto-
theologians, but proto-Christians. While | make a deliberately flippant comment, still this is the
logical outcome of initiating pupils into the doctrine and inner reality of a religion, rather than
the intellectual disciplines of theology, philosophy, history and relevant social sciences.
Although RE now claims to be an intellectual subject of the curriculum, | will argue that its

strong confessional roots do not permit a disinterested study of religion.

| have presented a straightforward historical account to trace how Christian confessionalism
became multifaith RE, however a philosophical analysis is offered by Michael Hand (2006)
considering whether non-confessional RE in non-faith schools is even logically possible. Hand
considers arguments that religious knowledge is unique as a type of knowledge, reducible
ultimately to its own criteria for truth, and therefore to examine religious knowledge in non-
faith schools, the stated aim of non-confessional RE, is not possible without first accepting at

some level of the truth of such claims. Hand concludes that non-confessional RE is logically
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possible because religious knowledge is not logically unique and can be accessed and
understood using common conceptual and linguistic structures, and therefore can be
understood from a position of non-faith. However philosophical interrogations of RE’s stated
aims such as Hand'’s, or John White’s (2004) which | refer to below, are not found in national
guidance for RE, despite offering crucial insights regarding the RE curriculum’s coherence and

capacity.

As | have noted, RE has no national curriculum, but with the reshaping of the National
Curriculum in 2012-13, the Religious Education Council funded a review to stay in line with
national changes; the 2013 Review of Religious Education in England. As a result of wide
consultation within RE and a consideration of how other subjects presented themselves the RE
Review set out the skills and knowledge that students should master in RE. Like the National
Framework (QCA, 2004) and the Non-Statutory Guidance (DCSF, 2010) before it, the RE Review
is a non-statutory guidance document for teachers of RE. According to the Review the subject
earns its place in the school curriculum by ‘provoking challenging questions about meaning
and purpose in life, beliefs about God, ultimate reality, issues of right and wrong and what it
means to be human.’ (Religious Education Council (REC), 2013: p. 14). Students will ‘develop
increasing understanding of wide areas of RE subject knowledge’ in conjunction with the skills
of investigation in ‘varied... approaches and disciplines’, reflection and expression of their own
responses in an ‘increasingly’ ‘informed, rational and insightful way’ (REC, 2013: p. 13).
However we also find that ‘Every child and young person who goes to school is entitled to an
experience of religious education (RE) that is both academically challenging and personally

inspiring.” (p. 7).

| will argue that these two aims; the ‘academically challenging’ and the ‘personally inspiring’
are incompatible. This is a practical rather than a conceptual incompatibility, as | shall suggest,
drawn from competing understandings of what ‘religion’ is. John White objects to RE’s
compulsory presence in the curriculum on the basis of aims, arguing that the original
intentions for the subject are not found in ‘current regulations’ but are now expressed vaguely
as ‘moral/ ethical values’ (White, 2004: p. 157). White suggests that the subject cannot claim
to provide moral education in any serious way compared to the huge influence of a child’s
home life, the whole school and wider society on moral development. Moreover the
philosophical problems with morality explored solely or largely through religious teachings; the
problem of truthful and generous atheists, whether obeying divine commands is in fact moral,
as encapsulated in Plato’s Euthyphro, and the overwhelming evidence of religious bigotry and

chauvinism demonstrate that ‘morality does not have to be based on religion, either
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motivationally or epistemologically’ (White, p. 160), therefore as the moral understanding
developed in RE is partial and misleading the subject’s status should be re-assessed. The
subject cannot claim to develop pupils morally while it offers only a partial analysis of

questions of morality, according to White.

A concern regarding the capacity of RE to meet its own aims is raised in successive Ofsted
reports. The Religious Education Council’s A Review of Religious Education in England (REC,
2013) notes that ‘successive Ofsted reports’ reveal ‘a low base in terms of standards and
quality of provision in schools’ (REC, 2013: p. 30). Strikingly, in 2010 Ofsted ‘reported that
achievement and teaching in RE were not good enough in six in ten primary and in half the
secondary schools inspected.” (REC, 2013: p. 30, citing Ofsted, 2010, ‘Transforming Religious
Education’). What is meant by teaching that is ‘not good enough’? Inspectors reported poor
subject knowledge and only a vague understanding of excellence in RE, classwork offering little
or no challenge and an overemphasis on preparation for public exams at the expense of
meaningful learning experiences. These reports seem to describe the end result of a subject
whose aims are unclear, or incompatible, or where the actual curriculum cannot support the

intended curriculum.

RE’s lack of academic rigour, is also addressed in a multi-layered analysis of contemporary RE
called Does RE Work? (Conroy et al, 2013), drawing on findings from a variety of disciplines;
ethnographic data from 24 British secondary schools, an international conference of religious
educators, policy and textbook analyses and analysis of pupil attitudes and teacher confidence.
The investigation yields a rich picture of RE and shows it to be ‘extraordinarily complex’
(Conroy et al, 2013: p. 9). In its legal, educational and social standing it is different to any other
subject, it is hugely inconsistent, even across neighbouring schools, and yet very little is known
about it. RE should be understood, in the words of the authors, as ‘a strange social practice’ (p.

37).

In this multi-faceted excavation RE is found to be a subject whose original cultural and religious
prestige has all but disappeared, and what remains is, in the estimation of the researchers,
woolly, superficial and anodyne. Conroy et al do not find the transcendent realities described
by the religions and the spiritual systems which have evolved to bring humans into contact
with those realms adequately addressed in the classroom. Religious commitments to particular
ultimate realities have been reduced to a series of ethical positions, often inaccurate or
misrepresentative. Whereas the confessionalism Barnes identifies serves to limit academic
criticality, Conroy et al find the transcendent truth claims of religion reduced or avoided,

seeming to have no place in a rationalistic learning environment. Either way, both analyses
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reflect the negative impact on the classroom of unclear or incompatible aims. As | noted, this
incompatibility has resulted in practice which offers a one-dimensional view of religion when
the ethical and philosophical questions religion itself raises are not explored. In the hands of
faith insiders who do not seem to raise these questions themselves, the RE curriculum has

remained an uncritical, apolitical exercise.

In a discussion about the ‘strangeness’ (Conroy et al, 2013: p. 46) of RE, Conroy et al discuss
how this strangeness is not ‘a function of arguments about pedagogies’ (p. 46), but seemingly
a function of RE’s extreme vulnerability to teachers’ own views or understanding of the subject
matter. The authors found many teachers with any or no faith background, teaching in all
types of schools, putting their own spin on whatever faith they teach; either a confessional
spin reflecting their own beliefs, or just a plain divergence from ‘the official explanations’ of
that faith’s ‘theological and doctrinal claims' (p. 46). They also found a tendency to reduce the
‘complex manifestations’ of the faith to something ‘formulaic, superficial and anodyne’ (p. 47).
This strangeness seems also to be a function of unclear aims. In fact, the authors found two
heads of RE in two ‘adjacent’ (p. 36) British state schools who articulated different aims and
intentions for the subject they taught as well as different relations between education and

Christianity.

f) RE and Human Development

| have presented the internal tension created in RE where different understandings of what
‘religion’ is jostle for space in the curriculum. | have presented the RE world’s shift in the late
1960s towards phenomenological, multifaith RE and shown how this prompted a conservative
Christian backlash which has not been resolved. This stems from the conservative confessional
view of religion as true, Christian and of universal benefit. Over the years various approaches
to teaching and learning in RE have developed, drawn from particular views of religion,
education and religious education. One such pedagogy is based on Michael Grimmitt’s hugely
influential volume RE and Human Development (1987), which informed, in Mark Chater’s
words, ‘the majority of English RE’ (Chater and Erricker, 2013: p. 53) from 1994 to 2013, as |

show.

As | mentioned above Grimmitt’s 1973 work with Read promoted a phenomenological
approach to RE. However by 1987 Grimmitt questioned the use of phenomenology in RE while
retaining the desire for children to benefit personally from exploring religious wisdom and

morality. He says, ‘expecting children and young people to exhibit a sustained willingness to
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explore religion ‘from the point of view of those who are religious’ is unrealistic if, at the same
time, such exploration does not also meet their own needs and relate to their own experiences
and interests (Grimmitt, 1987: p. 209). In this volume Grimmitt offers another step in RE, a
pedagogy which has become known as the Human Development model, which can be
understood as a combining of RE’s two dimensions; the ‘academically challenging’ and the
‘personally inspiring’. By juxtaposing two views of what knowledge is, Grimmitt elucidates two
views of what education is, before offering a vision of what religious education should be. If
knowledge is ‘objectively existent, external to the knower’ (p. 15) whose unique logical
structures are available to be mastered by the learner, then education comprises the process
of this mastery. If, however, knowledge is an ever-fluctuating thing humans create when they
make meaning of their world, and what children know is equal to that which they don’t yet
know, then education is a conversation between meaning-making agents in a shared context.
Grimmitt suggests that we can learn something valuable from both approaches; the discipline
and humility required to enter into learning, but in a context where learners engage with what
they learn, use it to make their own meaning and in the process shape it anew. Education for
Grimmitt is a process of humanisation; we humans are born with an enormous capacity to
know and learn. Chater summarises this model as the meeting point of ‘two major reference
points’ for pupils; the ‘the life-world of the learner and the life-world of the religion’ (Chater,

2013: p. 53).

In this influential pedagogy Grimmitt argues for religious education’s role in the humanising of
the child in formal schooling, not because humans are made in the image of God or any other
theological justification, but because learning itself is a humanising process. Grimmitt presents
religious education as an essentially ‘secular’ enterprise and religious educators’ ‘first-order
activity’ is education rather than the transmission of religious truths (p. 258). Despite a claim
to be educationally secular, Grimmitt’s pedagogy in effect brings the Christian hope for
spiritual growth into a secular space, reflecting a view of religion as of benefit and beyond
comment. Another pedagogy derived from phenomenology, associated with David Hay, is the
Experiential approach (Hay et al, 1990). Hay’s team, after Alister Hardy’s 1965 and 1966 work3
which suggests the widespread nature of religious or spiritual experiences, developed methods
of tapping into pupils’ own inner selves, their sources of inspiration and depths of emotional

experience, to suggest a universal human capacity for spirituality. Experiential RE methods aim

3 Citing Hardy, A (1965) The Living Stream: A Restatement of Evolution Theory ad its Relation to the Spirit
of Man, Collins, London and Hardy, A (1966) The Divine Flame: An Essay Towards a Natural History of
Religion, Collins, London

35



to illuminate both the spiritual experience and pupils’ own lives and selves. The experiential
method is driven by a view of religion as possessing an inner, hidden core, beyond language
and ‘public phenomena’ such as ‘churches, temples, synagogues, festivals, gatherings for
worship, doctrinal and creedal statements’, and which are able to be uncovered in RE (Hay et
al, 1990: p. 10). Both these pedagogies of RE place religious truths beyond comment, as do
Hull (1992) and Smart (1968). Histories of dissent and change within religion, ethical missteps,
guestions raised about religion or the socio-political contexts in which religious movements
developed are utterly invisible, reflecting a view of religion as beyond comment, beyond
context and beyond criticality. Phenomenological RE simply ignores religion’s dimension as an
exercise in authority, presenting it as something hidden to be discovered. Because of the lack
of criticality towards religious truth claims and religion’s role in nation-building and conflict, |

find Barnes’ argument that all phenomenology is confessional persuasive.

Barnes (2014) argues that Grimmitt, Hull and Hay present phenomenology as non-confessional
due to the detailed information given about each religious tradition, when in fact this method
avoids any critical examination of religion as a power form and as a truth claim. Revell suggests
that it is precisely because phenomenological RE’s ‘uncritical nature’ has ‘illegitimated’ a
critical approach to religion, that it has been attractive to both ‘liberal Protestant educators’
and ‘a conservative establishment’ (Revell, 2012: p. 17). Barnes’ analysis has revealed the
confessional undercurrent in modern phenomenological, multifaith RE. Two other useful
analyses by Clive Erricker and Mark Chater shed further light on phenomenology in RE (Chater
and Erricker, 2013). According to Erricker, Ninian Smart sought to read differences in culture
and faith as contributors to an overarching humanity, and to enable an understanding of
human beings that went beyond a located culture and set of norms. Smart was, Erricker
claims, ‘voicing a hope rather than a reality’ (Erricker, 2013 p: 60) when he looked at the
potential for a religion rather than its actual manifestation. While Smart’s work has been
valuable in moving the subject beyond Christian absolutism, it is not a critical view, and thus it
has allowed confessionalism to continue in a liberal form. Erricker, argues that the ‘descriptive
approaches’ (p. 59) of phenomenology have meant a creeping relativism and a dampening of
the fullest capacity for critique and exploration. An attempt to portray religious and cultural
traditions in a positive light suggests that ‘religious systems are inherently positive’ (p. 68) or
‘liberal and benign’ (p. 59). Mark Chater argues that RE’s underlying commitment to a vague
notion of tolerance means that all views, beliefs and practices are treated with respect, simply
because they exist. Chater argues that RE’s Christian past and multifaith present have never

been reconciled and RE has been frozen in an uneasy truce, the tension merely ‘papered over’
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(Chater, 2013: p. 55). The result is that critical thinking is poorly served, limited by a desire for

pupils to appreciate the value of the religion.

Barnes’ substantial critique of phenomenology shows its proponents’ claims of non-
confessionalism to be unjustified. Although ‘formally’ phenomenology yields an RE which is
‘inclusive, neutral and ‘objective”, Barnes argues that ‘informally the truth of religion is
assumed’ (Barnes, 2014: p. 100). Like Erricker, Barnes sees the threat of relativism in
phenomenological RE, arguing that when teachers show pupils religion through an ‘insider’
view, it means that ‘everything that is experienced in religion is valid and true’ (p. 101). In
phenomenology religious belief, truth and experiences are rendered beyond critical comment,
‘religious knowledge is deeply personal, divorced from history and non-political; and also
essentially good’ (p. 81). Barnes uses a later Wittgensteinian presentation of language as a set
of symbols, publicly understood, that shape inner consciousness, as a way to retrieve religious
language and bring it into the realm of analysis (p. 114- 116). Religious language, understood
as a construct using the same symbols and concepts of all other types of language, is able to be
deconstructed and analysed as any other language form. Hand (2006) presents the use of a
Wittgensteinian linguistic analysis to determine the nature of religious knowledge itself, which
| explore in more detail in the following chapter. As Barnes argues, ‘there is no privileged
domain of introspective knowledge. Private experience is a function of public discourse,
intrinsically dependent on the latter’ (p. 115). Barnes reflects a view of religion as a thing of
the world, with contexts, histories and subject to critical analysis, additional and valid

dimensions to explore.

g) Dual Attainment Targets

Grimmitt’s Human Development pedagogy has decisively shaped RE. Since 1994 national
guidance documents for teaching RE have been published every decade. The first of these, the
School’s Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA) Model Syllabus, designed as guidance
for the 151 SACREs, was based entirely on Grimmitt’s vision. The Model Syllabuses were a
collaborative effort achieved through consultation with RE practitioners and academics, many
of whom also represented a faith (Baumfield, 1994). Three models were explored in the
process of this consultation, all three using two attainment targets, formally described as
Attainment Target 1: Learning about Religion and Attainment Target 2: Learning from Religion,
and informally known as AT1 and AT2, a direct reflection of Human Development aims,
meaning a direct reflection of Grimmitt’s view of religion. By 2004 the SCAA had become the

Curriculum and Qualifications Authority (QCA) and when it published the next set of model
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syllabuses, the National Framework (QCA, 2004), the dual attainment targets were upheld. Lat
Blaylock, in defence of the two attainment targets, unique to RE, argues that they are
‘congruent with Grimmitt’s intention and concern to prevent RE degenerating into a
curriculum area where the accumulation of facts about religions takes most of the limited time
available.” (Blaylock, 2009: p. 12). This comment encapsulates the various attempts made in RE
to communicate the specialness of religion, its spiritual, ultimate dimension, beyond rational
enquiry, or even rational knowledge. The idea that knowledge will cause the subject to
‘degenerate’ demonstrates a sense that cognitive knowledge on its own is not sufficient for
understanding, but that the student must connect emotionally or spiritually with religious
teachings and concepts, as if they were an insider to the particular faith. This approach is
underpinned by an assumption that this connection is possible and desirable for every pupil.
The dual attainment targets, AT1 and AT2, remained as part of RE until the Review of 2013.
Despite their official demise, this dual approach to RE still exists in the minds and lessons of a
great many RE teachers. For example, Wandsworth SACRE’s 2017 Agreed Syllabus upholds the

two attainment targets (Wandsworth, 2017).

As Mark Chater notes the dual attainment targets have been ‘enshrined in the 2004
framework’ (Chater, 2013: p: 53, referring to QCA, 2004) and in the ‘successor’ to the 2004
Framework, the 2008 Programme of Study for Religious Education, now expressed using the
‘8-level scale of assessment’, or levels (p. 53, referring to QCA, 2008). Chater describes the
influence of the dual attainment targets as a ‘hegemony’ due to ‘its widespread use in nearly

all local agreed Syllabuses, exam specifications and textbooks.” (p. 53)

The Introduction to the 2004 Framework is written by then Secretary of State for Education
and Skills Charles Clarke and CEO of the QCA Ken Boston, reflecting but not acknowledging
dual, and incompatible, aims of RE; personal development and good understanding. According
to this Introduction the aim of the framework is to ‘set out a system that places value on the
ethos and morals that religious education can establish, independent of any faith, and to
promote high levels of consistency in teaching and learning’ (QCA, 2004: p. 3). Here not only
the two aims of RE, but an unsatisfactory blending of the two are visible; the aim to value ‘the
ethos and morals’ of religion is different to, and not necessarily complementary to, a high
standard of teaching and learning. Religion is presented both as a thing to inspire, beyond
rational scrutiny, and also as a thing to be deconstructed and critically analysed. The dual
attainment targets, expressed together, are incompatible. Only one dimension of religion is

presented; a positive ‘insider’ view, understood through doctrine, upon which critical inquiry
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has little purchase. Exploration of a single dimension of religion means a clear gap between the

actual and the intended curriculum.

i) Attainment Target 1

Attainment Target 1 (AT1) involves phenomenological learning on a variety of levels; specific
faith traditions, outward manifestations and expressions of belief, the impact of beliefs and

doctrine on individuals and groups, the benefits gained from belonging to faith communities
and an occasional comparison of religious truth claims. From AT1 it is intended that students
will gain a sense of religion as a category, in specific forms, and the experiences of religious

adherents. However as | shall show what is intended is not achieved as only a partial view of
religion is given. | will give a few examples to gain a sense of AT1 through national guidance,

before moving on to AT2.

Model 1 of the 1994 SCAA Model Syllabus focuses on ‘the knowledge and understanding of
what it means to be a member of a faith community’ whereas Model 2 explores how ‘the
teachings of religion... relate to shared human experience’ (SCAA, Religious Education Model
Syllabuses, Model 1, 1994: p. 3). It is expected that teachers will explore topics from both
models. Both are assessed using AT1 and AT2. The Christianity component of Model 1
Christianity from Reception to Key Stage 4 (age 4- 16) comprises the church calendar, beliefs
about God and Jesus, Jesus’ teachings, the resurrection, biblical stories reflecting Christian
beliefs, biblical stories reflecting Christian values, the church building, worship, festivals, rituals
and practices and how Christians apply Jesus’ teachings to the contemporary world. For

example, at Key Stage 1 (age 5-7), it is suggested that pupils learn the following:
‘Christmas

The celebration of Jesus’ birth, which shows he is special for Christians

Stories about the birth of Jesus, illustrating the idea that God is a loving parent
Symbols of Christmas, eg crib’ (Model 1, p. 12)

Attainment Target 1 is applied in order to check what pupils have learnt about religion;
‘Pupils could

Encounter Christmas celebrations, and share experiences of celebrations they enjoy

Look at/ handle artefacts, and ask about their meaning, eg crib
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Listen and respond to stories about the birth of Jesus’ (Model 1, p. 13)

Following AT1 pupils will learn about Christianity through encountering the stories and
teachings that Christians themselves would encounter in a faith context, as well as
understanding the meanings behind practices and artefacts in the lives of Christians. This is an
insider position. AT1, supposedly ‘learning about’, contains no context or criticality. There is
space for diversity in Christian expression and practice, such as diverse Christmas practices
around the world, but this is not specified. Pupils will gain a general understanding of

Christmas from the point of view of a Christian.

Model 2 involves themes for each religion, such as the Buddha, Buddhist teaching and the
Buddhist community in the Buddhism component, God, Torah and the People and the Land in
the Judaism component, and Tawhid (oneness of Allah), Iman (faith), Ibadah (worship/ belief
in action) and Akhlag (character and moral conduct) in the Islam component (SCAA, 1994,
Model 2: p. 10-11). However the religions remain separate and the Model 2 themes also
present religion from the view of a faith insider. More general ways to meet the Attainment
Targets are given which could apply to all of the content, such as at Key Stage 2 (ages 7-11),

Attainment Target |, Learning About Religion, could be met if pupils,
‘Investigate what is involved in being a member of a specific religious community
Talk to a number of religious community leaders about their training and work

Find out how people express their beliefs through symbols, stories and language’ (Model 2: p.

27)

In Model 2, as in Model 1, pupils learn from an insider’s view with no requirement to consider
historical or geopolitical contexts of religion, while assuming the benefit of the religion in
question. Again ‘learning about’ contains no context or criticality. This could be offered
through exploring dimensions of religion other than the inner and doctrinal, such as histories

or socio-political influences. It could be offered, but is not.

AT1 in the 2004 National Framework is described as ‘enquiry into, and investigation of, the
nature of religion, its beliefs, teachings and ways of life, sources, practices and forms of
expression’ (QCA, 2004: p. 11). Following the national assessment levels by now in place, Level
3 at AT1 means pupils can ‘use a developing religious vocabulary to describe some key features
of religions, recognising similarities and differences. They make links between beliefs and
sources, including religious stories and sacred texts. They begin to identify the impact religion

has on believers’ lives (QCA, 2004: p. 36). AT 1 at Level 6 means that pupils can ‘use religious
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and philosophical vocabulary to give informed accounts of religions and beliefs, explaining the
reasons for diversity within and between them. They explain why the impact of religions and
beliefs on individuals, communities and societies varies.” (QCA, 2004: p. 37). The 2004 syllabus
has carried over from 1994 an insider view of religion, a lack of context and history and the
assumption that belonging to a religion is an uncontroversially positive experience. It could
have been otherwise through engaging pupils in a wide-ranging study of cultural, political or
historical analyses of religion and belief, but this consideration of religion’s multiple

dimensions has not been developed.

ii) Attainment Target 2

| turn to AT2, Learning from Religion in the national guidance. Model 1 of the 1994 SCAA
Model Syllabus, suggests that Key stage 1 pupils can learn from Christianity if given the

opportunity to,

‘Talk about how the Christmas stories relate to experiences and feelings in their own lives, eg
the birth of a baby, vulnerability, being loved and protected, giving and receiving.” (Model 1: p.
13).

In Model 2 pupils could learn from the religion in question if they,

‘Consider what is meant by commitment to a community with shared values
Identify and discuss groups and communities to which they belong

Make a collage to express what they value in the world’ (Model 2: p. 27)

Pupils will learn from their RE lessons that religion offers support and answers to human
emotional needs; being vulnerable, needing to belong, valuing things in the world and so on.
The connections are rather circular between pupils’ own emotional terrain and emotional
nurture within a religious community. AT2 lacks a theoretical dimension, such as might be
found in psychology or sociology with regards to communities and groups, belonging and the
various functions of religion in society. AT2 connects individual pupils with individual religious

experience.

AT2 in the 2004 National Framework ‘is concerned with developing pupils’ reflection on and
response to their own and others’ experiences in the light of their learning about religion’
(QCA, 2004: p. 11). At Level 3 pupils ‘identify what influences them, making links between
aspects of their own and others’ experiences. They ask important questions about religion and

beliefs, making links between their own and others’ responses. They make links between
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values and commitment and their own values and behaviour’ (QCA, 2004: p. 36). At Level 6
pupils ‘express insights into their own and others’ views on questions of identity and
belonging, meaning, purpose and truth. They consider the challenges of belonging to a religion
in the contemporary world, focusing on values and commitments’ (QCA, 2004: p. 37). Again,
learning from religion involves connecting pupils’ own moral and emotional landscape to
similar religious teachings. It is a circular view, not drawing on sociology or psychology to gain
a wider view of human emotional needs, their development and variation. Pupils’ own
emotional needs are affirmed and the ability of religion to meet those needs is assumed.
Although such framings could be offered, they are not. The exercise remains acontextual and
acritical. For example, belonging in religion is presented as separate or different to other
human forms of belonging, religion is not placed on more broadly human continuum. Religion
abstracted in this way means there is little or no purchase for critical investigation, implying
through the curriculum that there is nothing to interrogate or critique when it comes to

religion and belief.

h) Post-Dual Outcomes

The 2013 Non-Statutory Curriculum Framework for RE abandoned the use of two attainment
targets in an effort to remain aligned to a changing national curriculum focused more strongly
on knowledge than skills. During the REC’s review of RE, as part of creating the 2013
Curriculum Framework, the majority decision among those consulted was to lose the dual
attainment targets based on their limiting impact on RE’s scope and level of demand. However
| come into regular contact with teachers who value RE much more for its connection to
children’s values and morality than for its potential as an academic subject, and who still regret
the demise of AT2. RE’s current ‘purpose’ is expressed as ‘provoking challenging questions
about meaning and purpose in life, beliefs about God, ultimate reality, issues of right and
wrong and what it means to be human’ (REC, National Curriculum Framework, 2013: p. 14). In
fact, AT1 and AT2 have not gone away, the following line of the ‘purpose of study’ claims that
students of RE ‘learn about and from religions and worldviews’ (p. 14). The current criteria for

assessing success in RE are broken into three aims:
‘A. Know about and understand a range of religions and worldviews’ (p. 14)

‘B. Express ideas and insights about the nature, significance and impact of religions and

worldviews’ (p. 14)
‘C. Gain and deploy the skills needed to engage seriously with religions or worldviews’ (p. 15)
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Aim B is an echo of AT2, although there is potential here to offer a more balanced view of the

impact of religion.

What does this look like in the classroom? RE Today is probably England’s foremost RE services
provider, a third-sector body funded by grants as well as the sale of teaching materials and
consultancy. Such teaching materials give a good idea as to how teachers might bring syllabus
requirements such as the above to life in the classroom. In a book to support the teaching of
Hinduism at Primary level, comprising information for the teacher, teaching suggestions,
information sheets and worksheets, these descriptions are given to align classroom work,

attainment targets and assessment levels:
‘[Level] 3

¢ Identify and describe some symbols in a murti of Durga the goddess

e Identify correctly some of the meanings of the murti and its symbols
Describe some objects that might symbolise myself, and notice similarities and
differences between these and the symbols of Durga the goddess’ (Moss, Opening Up
Hinduism, 2010: p. 14)

In a guide to teaching Buddhism at Secondary level, these descriptions are given to align the

classroom work to attainment targets and levels:
‘Level 5

e Use Buddhist words to explain Buddhist teachings on meditation and its importance in
the lives of Buddhists [AT1]

e Explain my own view of spiritual practices, relating my ideas to Buddhist practices of
meditation [AT2]

Level 6

e Give an informed account of different ways in which Buddhists practice meditation
[AT1]

e Express my insight into the values of meditation, for Buddhists and non-Buddhists,
showing my understanding of at least two different viewpoints [AT2]’ (Pett, Questions:

Buddhists, 2012: p. 11)

As in the national guidance (QCA, 2004, 2008), AT1 involves an inner view of religious beliefs

and practices, the sort of thing a religious insider might learn within the community, with no
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demand for context or history. AT2 asks for a response drawn from what students already
know and think rather than after utilising a historical or contextual framing of the belief or
practice in question. Both Primary and Secondary classroom work follows the same pattern of
exploring doctrine and practice from an insider’s point of view and making links with students’
own ideas and experiences. RE Today has produced two ‘Model Agreed Syllabuses’, significant
pieces of work to bring the themes and content of syllabuses which meet the dual learning
outcomes into line with 2013 Framework outcomes. These practical syllabuses are on offer to
SACREs. The Model Syllabuses retain the same positive view of religion, lack of criticality,
history and context as the syllabuses they replace. The RE Today syllabuses represent an

example of an acontextual and acritical exploration of religion, in turn reflecting a view of

religious belief and belonging as beyond comment or investigation.

| have spent some time on the RE curriculum’s journey to the present in order to understand
the forces at work and why the curriculum takes the form it does. In one important respect,
the flavour of what children learn and do in RE from 1994 to the present has not changed. The
focus is on doctrinal beliefs and the processes undergone within a religious community to
enable members to learn from and reflect on these doctrinal beliefs. Teachers of RE start with
the beliefs and outlook of a religion, and illustrate the beliefs through stories, artefacts, rituals
and other external indicators. Students are given space to reflect and evaluate, but from a
position of friendliness, having been invited into the religion’s inner world. Another approach
would be to start from a point in history; the geo-political pressures in which Middle Eastern
monotheism arose, or the breaking away of Buddhism then the Sikh Khalsa from mainstream
Indian spiritual systems, themselves described as ‘Hinduism’ by the British Raj. These sorts of
contextual explorations of current day belief systems have, to my knowledge, never been
required by local or national guidance. However religion has a history, and could be looked at
through a historical lens. An example from Copley shows how a confessional bent limits RE’s
educational capacity. Copley notes that RE syllabuses created immediately after 1944 not only
avoided the Christian ‘roots of anti-semitism’, but in fact allowed an ‘omission’ of the
Holocaust altogether portraying Judaism as ‘an almost extinct prologue to Christianity’
(Copley, 2008: p. 37). Farid Panjwani (2005) critiques RE syllabuses’ representations of Islam as
‘monolithic’ (p. 378), ‘literalist’ (p. 381) and devoid of historical analysis. They are unable to
bring to life for pupils the ‘creative and dialectic’ (p. 382) engagement of Muslims all over the
globe with traditions and sources of authority, in response to geopolitical pressures and in

deep connection with other faiths and worldviews.
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Although pupils interviewed as part of the Does RE Work? study seem to value RE most highly,
and enjoy it most, for what it brings to the critical faculties, Conroy et al question whether the
critical faculties are really being engaged at all. Due to a culture of ‘bland, civic virtue' (Conroy,
2013: p. 119) where ‘open-mindedness and tolerance’ are ‘ends in themselves’ (p. 119) there
is no serious engagement with critical views. The authors wonder if this is less about the
‘contraction of religion and religious sensibilities’ (p. 91) from education generally in a secular
age, and more about the seeking of ‘an educational consensus’ which is really a ‘manufactured
unanimity’ (p. 91). The more unpalatable dimensions of religion, such as intellectually dubious
sources of authority or theological justifications for abuses of authority are not addressed, so,

the authors conclude, critical thinking cannot be claimed.

i) Central Control

During the government of Margaret Thatcher (1979- 1990) the school curriculum fell under
central government control with the National Curriculum. Although RE remains outside the
National Curriculum, government authority over teachers’ professionalism has affected RE
teachers as much as teachers of any subject. Another factor of Thatcher’s Conservative
government was the deliberate limiting of education’s capacity to be a force for left-leaning
social change. The national curriculum, part of the 1988 Education Reform Act, was made up of
traditional subjects, which meant, in Jackson’s words, ‘marginalising fields held to be
controversial, such as political, multicultural and antiracist education’ (Jackson, 2005: p. 7).
Terence Copley notes that in 1988 the Conservative government began a process of wresting
education policy and theory away from “professionals' (‘producer capture’ in Conservative

Party jargon at the time) and left-wingers who were dictating ‘progressive’ teaching methods’.

(Copley, 2010: p. 37), such as multicultural, political and antiracist education.

The increasing control of government over education meant the 1988 Education Reform Act
and the National Curriculum. The bill was ‘pushed through’ quickly, according to Copley, with
opposition, including from within Tory ranks, still unanswered (Copley, 2010: p. 43). Copley
contrasts the ‘high quality of the education debates in the House of Commons in 1943’ with
‘the paltriness of the intellectual thinking behind the Education Reform Act (1988)’ (Copley,
2010: p. 43.) However, control did not occur overnight. Although Kenneth Baker, then
Secretary of State for Education, gave his office 170 new powers over education, according to
Paddy Ashdown (cited in Copley, 2010: p. 44), many educational decisions were still left up to

the professionals, at least by contemporary standards. Two decades of multifaith RE, in the
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hands of teachers inclined to the moral and spiritual, had suggested a connection between
learning about Britain’s minority faiths and less mistrustful attitudes towards Britain’s minority
people. In 1988 learning aims were both an awareness of Britain’s ‘Christian heritage’ (Copley,
2010: p. 44), as well as an ‘awareness of pluralism and of a multicultural society’ (p. 44).
Despite the protest from the Christian right, the 1988 legislation affirmed RE as a multifaith

endeavour, as | have noted, widening to include the non-Christian faiths.

Conroy et al note the increasingly widely held view that centralisation and the pursuit and
publishing of exam results has ‘a distorting effect on learning’ (Conroy et al, 2013: p. 126). In
what Conroy et al term ‘the inexorable rise of the culture of performativity’ (p. 221), RE is
badly affected. In the scramble for ever better results in public exams and the pressure to
meet universal teaching and learning standards, the depth at which religious concepts can be
explored is greatly reduced. Conroy et al describe detachment from the foundational
theological concepts in teachers and examiners, where, due to ‘a culture mostly indifferent or
hostile to the serious educated contemplation of major religious concepts’, teachers seek
‘ingenious vehicles of communication which will authenticate the concepts for younger
audiences mostly detached from the doctrinal backdrop which lent these ideas meaning in the
first place’ (p. 100). Teachers use clips from current films to acclimatise pupils to theological
concepts, chosen for a superficial connection. For example | have encountered the film
‘Groundhog Day’ used to illuminate reincarnation in Buddhism and Captain Kirk’s risky attempt
to rescue Spock in a Star Trek film compared to Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son at
God'’s request. Quite apart from the questionable accuracy of such comparisons, the
underlying theology is not then explored and deconstructed in either of these examples.
Ultimately Conroy et al describe a peculiar, even doomed, attempt to explore ancient notions
of truth, goodness and reality, using modern, rationalistic methods, without first mastering the
foundational knowledge that underpins these ancient ideas. The culture of performativity is
external to RE, but the simplistic curriculums are internal to RE. Taken together they greatly
limit RE’s capacity as an educational subject. What is claimed is not what is achieved at the
level of curriculum resources because only one view of religion is offered, as a thing without

context and beyond comment.

j) Current Settlement

Michael Grimmitt’s final thoughts on the state of RE before retiring, as he notes in the preface

to his 2010 volume, on 30% September 2010, are not positive. The focus of his 2010 volume is
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RE’s ‘credibility as a vehicle for contributing to inter religious and intercultural understanding’
(Grimmitt, 2010: p. 262). | will pick up on this thread in the third chapter, but now consider
Grimmitt’s assessment of the RE curricula as designed by SACREs across the country, | might
note, following national guidance that he played a huge part in shaping. That RE curricula are
still determined by bodies who do not need to be subject specialists or educators is the

sharpest point of controversy on Grimmitt’s analysis.

Grimmitt argues that allowing faith representatives to decide the local RE syllabus has not
been educationally appropriate. RE in these hands has not ‘embraced description,
interpretation, critical analysis and evaluation’, but remained ‘an uncritical confessional
activity’ (Grimmitt, 2010: p. 266). Grimmitt suggests that ‘what faith communities wish to see
taught about in RE are those beliefs which they regard as being central to their faith’ (p. 270),
whether or not this represents ‘a proper basis for deciding upon the religious content that all
pupils should study in RE’ (p. 27). Grimmitt finds such curricula avoid ‘understanding how
religious beliefs and practices impact upon and contribute to the controversial nature of many
social and moral issues’ (p. 271). In Grimmitt’s words; ‘What is at stake here is whether RE
teachers should, because of a tradition’s opposition, for example, to any form of academic
criticism of what it regards as authoritative, such as its scriptures, its tenets of faith, or the
special authority invested in a religious leader, etc, revert in their teaching of that faith to an
approach which is uncritically instructional, even confessional?’ (p. 271). A view of religion as
uncontroversially positive and of benefit has dominated the RE curriculum. No other

dimension of religion is considered.

Grimmitt also queries the ‘preponderance of time’ (p. 261) given over to Christianity in the
subsequent SCAA model syllabuses (SCAA, 1994) and the National Framework (QCA, 2004). As
Grimmitt asks, ‘where is the integrity in a process which safeguards Christianity from being
understood only superficially by pupils at the expense of allowing other faiths to be only
superficially understood?’ (p. 268). This particular tenet of the RE curriculum dates back to the
1988 wrangle, and the ground that ‘a small but influential group of conservative Christians’ (p.
266) refused to give. In making this point Grimmitt also questions the ability of the subject to
contribute to social change on a platform which is in itself unequal, which | consider in
subsequent chapters. | might add that Conroy et al’s Does RE Work? project shows Christianity
is often superficially understood as much as other faiths and criticality is lacking across the

breadth of the RE curriculum.

Charles Clarke and Linda Woodhead’s recent report into RE’s settlement has made

recommendations for the end of local determinism, based on the ‘anomalous’ nature of many
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different RE curricula, created by many SACREs who ‘do not find it easy to engage with the
whole of the local educational community, let alone national expertise in religion and
education’ (Clarke and Woodhead, 2015: p. 37). They state that ‘the time has come to accept
that such syllabuses are no longer the best means to provide a consistent quality of Religious
Education throughout the country’ (p. 37). A ‘nationally agreed syllabus and programmes of
work’ for RE are recommended, but in an effort to maintain ‘a healthy partnership between
religion and the state’ (p. 38), the national curriculum for RE should seek input from a National
SACRE, which ‘should include relevant experts on religion and education’ to represent the
variety of beliefs and stances in the UK (p. 37). These experts ‘should be independent and not
act as delegates’ (p. 37), and in fact could guard against ‘the state or any particular

government narrowing the focus of RE or changing its aims without agreement’ (p. 38).

Conclusion

In this thesis | scrutinise claims made about the RE curriculum. | suggest in this first chapter
that RE’s dual aims; intellectual development and personal growth, are competing and
incompatible. | have traced the subject’s confessional roots and huge loss of ‘confessional
prestige’, to use a phrase of Conroy’s, as British society changed rapidly (Conroy et al, 2013: p.
85). Although the RE curriculum today is presented as an intellectual subject | argue that
although there is much detail required with regards to religious belief and practice, it is of an
inner, doctrinal sort, devoid of any historical, contextual or critical analysis. | argue that as
modern phenomenological RE has simply rendered religious experience and belief beyond

comment, what is presented is in fact a multifaith, liberal form of confessional RE.

RE’s move to encompass many faiths was driven by shifts internal to the subject, often led by
RE teachers and lecturers who were Christian by personal faith but educators by profession,
who wished RE to reflect changing times. Resistance to this shift away from Christian nurture
came from Christians on the right of the political spectrum outside RE, who were not engaged
in religious education and perceived the shift as a threat to Christian dominance. Thus the
attempt within the subject to detach faith nurture from an academic subject was resisted by
those outside who conflated educational with confessional RE. With hindsight the cracks from
this struggle are still visible, as Chater says, ‘papered over’, and still unresolved. The current
curriculum is a confusing mixture of competing aims, a reluctance to critique religions and
information about faith and belief detached from historical or geopolitical moorings. Faith

insider views still dominate the curriculum so an RE teacher is constantly engaged in a
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confessional exercise, presenting what each faith looks like from the inside, and avoiding any

critical analysis.

| briefly alluded to a different approach to RE that could allow a fuller understanding of religion
in other forms than the doctrinal, such as a phenomenon with various histories, as a form of
power and with much internal dissent and variation. This is RE as liberal education, which |
introduce in the next chapter. | propose that RE designed along a liberal educational model

would meet educational aims which at the moment are not met.
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Chapter 2

Liberal Education

Introduction

As demonstrated in Chapter 1, RE was not imagined as a critical intellectual subject at its
outset, but was to provide Christian stewardship in schools. Since the demise of overtly
Christian confessional RE the subject’s stated aims are to develop critical thinking skills and to
contribute to personal growth. | argued that RE’s dual aims are competing and incompatible
because a single, positive and doctrinal dimension of religion is offered, meaning a critical
analysis is not possible because there is nothing to critique. In this second chapter | develop a
proposal which sidesteps the tension in aims by adopting a liberal educational model with the

stated aim of understanding, not initiation into the benefits of religion.

Despite claims that the current English curriculum for RE is non-confessional, | have argued,
using Barnes and Wright, that in fact it presents a liberal form of confessionalism. Although
modern RE is multifaith, the respect which was originally shown to Christianity is now
extended to the six world faiths studied; all are assumed to be beneficial and credible and
none are subjected to critical scrutiny. | have utilised Barnes’ analysis (2014), as well as Revell
(2012), to suggest that phenomenological, multifaith RE is driven by an underlying liberal
Protestantism appreciative of the spiritual reality underlying all faith systems. It is ‘liberal’ in
that a Christian redemptive value is endowed on five other faiths, it is ‘confessional’ because
the benefit of all faiths is assumed. In this chapter | contrast this liberal form of confessional RE
with an approach to teaching and learning which draws on the academic disciplines, and
whose aim is understanding rather than personal growth or positivity towards religion. My
proposal is based on the liberal educational model which has come out of analytic philosophy

of education, as | shall present.

| do not propose an alternative model that | happen to prefer myself but is another form of
confessionalism. My use of a liberal learning model is precisely to redress the problems |
identified in Chapter 1; the incomplete and misleading picture of religion offered at present. |
have argued that this is partly due to competing aims which lead to a lack of clarity in

outcomes, but also that the close involvement of faith groups and the lack of central scrutiny
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permits religion to be viewed through an internal, doctrinal lens only. | propose a more widely
contextual view of religion and belief, encompassing its multiple dimensions. | also address
critiques of the liberal educational model, such as abstraction and neutralism, and propose
that they themselves become part of the approach to learning, to attempt to protect the

curriculum from any form of bias.

In subsequent chapters | consider examples of non-educational influences on the RE
curriculum which limit rather than enhance understanding. Of relevance here is my argument
that, in adopting a liberal educational approach, the RE curriculum could be somewhat
protected from short-term or poorly-designed, often non-educational, agenda which reduce its
educational scope. By ‘non-educational’ | mean curricula and lesson design where students’
understanding is not the core aim. As | show in following chapters, the community cohesion
agenda, whose aims RE is believed to promote, does not aim to broaden young peoples’
understanding of discrimination and diversity, and therefore is non-educational. Thus |
propose an approach to RE which establishes knowledge and understanding as the core aim
and draws on several disciplinary methods to meet this aim. If the RE curriculum is explicitly
committed to understanding matters of religion and worldviews, practitioners can judge
external influences according to these criteria and can be both more confident and more
discerning in dealing with non-educational influences. This frames religion as a thing of
multiple dimensions; of histories, contexts, shaped by dissent and diversity and as a power

form itself.

There are two senses in which British state schooling is ‘liberal’; in its values and in its
approach to education. The values which inspired the creation of the welfare state in post-war
Britain and led to the Butler Act of 1944 are the political liberal values of fairness and equality.
However the state school educational model is ‘liberal’ in a different sense, it is the ideal of

intellectual autonomy, the liberation of the mind.

The values underpinning liberal education are intellectual as opposed to social or practical.
This is to say they are drawn from different but not disconnected sources. Liberal education
draws on the ancient Greek conception of liberating the mind, whereas the political liberal
values came to be articulated in Europe and America in the 19" Century. John White notes
that among the pre-1900 political thinkers who addressed education, thinkers such as Adam
Smith, Rousseau, Kant, Schiller, Herbart, Humboldt, JS Mill, Nietzsche, Dewey and Russell,
there runs through these disparate works a common conviction that education must take
place in a free society, in other words, intellectual liberty will be best achieved in a context of

social and ideological liberty (White, 2003: p. 96). Thus these two sources of inspiration are
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complimentary. The connection between the political liberal values and the intellectual is
strengthened in my proposal for RE as liberal education as | present all education as political,
being a series of deliberate choices between competing values. Thus my vision of liberal
educational RE draws together intellectual and political autonomy for the overall aim of
understanding, and in describing confessional RE as anti-liberal | object on both educational

and political grounds.

In fact John White and Padraig Hogan question the idea that education can be deemed non-
political in revealing the Christian roots of Western education. John White argues that a
Calvinist desire to reinstate humanity after the Fall with the knowledge of God has been a
driver for liberal education in England and Scotland (White, 2011). Hogan shows how from
Plato onwards, Western education has not allowed education itself, conceptualised as the
freedom to challenge sources of authority and draw autonomous conclusions, to have
‘sovereignty’ (Hogan, 1995: p. 15). Since Plato and through centuries of church dominance,
Hogan argues that Western education has taken a ‘custodial’ approach to knowledge and
understanding, concerned primarily that students accept a metaphysical outlook and their
place within it, whether Plato’s world of the Forms and primacy of mind or Augustine’s fallen,
corrupted humanity in hope of underserved salvation. As | shall present in more detail in this
chapter, the prime goal of liberal education is intellectual autonomy, understood as the
capacity to identify errors or inconsistencies from within the academic disciplines, and utilise a
growing understanding to improve modes of thought and challenge assumptions. At present
intellectual autonomy is not an achievable aim of RE, based on the solely doctrinal, ahistorical
and uncritical view of religion | have presented. White and Hogan’s historical analyses show
that an a priori view, such as Platonic or Christian metaphysics, can limit the development of

autonomy in students if it curtails their freedom to articulate an alternative.

| propose the idea of pupils’ intellectual autonomy as an aim of RE as a useful guiding principle.
Whether autonomy is really a possible or desirable aim, when children must be educated in a
language, a culture and by people who will necessarily shape them is an argument | don’t
pursue for its own sake. The idea of autonomy is of course problematic; how far is autonomy
possible or desirable for beings who know themselves through culture and through others? |
propose autonomy as a pragmatic principle for teachers. Teaching is a practical endeavour.
Every day is peppered with unexpected questions, situations and issues that need immediate
resolution. Teachers need to be able to think on their feet. The principle that a key aim of
education, including religious education, is to develop pupils’ autonomy can provide a quick

standard, a shortcut to a longer defence, to guide teachers in a moment of complexity, when a
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decision is needed. The principle of pupils’ autonomy can clearly separate the educational
from the non-educational and allow teachers to ask questions such as; will pupils’
understanding be enhanced or occluded by this approach? Is this information distracting or
necessary to understanding? Are pupils being offered a balanced set of views on which to draw
their own conclusion? Is there a context that would frame the subject matter to enable
engagement? Developing autonomy helps teachers see their role clearly and know what they
are doing. They are not defending the faiths, persuading pupils of the value of religion or
answering for centuries of religious abuse. They are teaching their charges about religion and
worldviews and will employ several tools, some critical, in order to do this. This also changes
the relationship of the teacher to what is being taught. The teacher does not have to account
for or defend elements of religion. Her aim is to help her pupils understand with increasing
sophistication the world of religion and belief, its influences and impact on individuals and the
planet. In changing the position of the teacher to the content explored, the position of the
pupil is also changed; they can ask any questions they like or draw any conclusions they like to
enable and manifest their growing understanding. Students’ attitudes may well change or be
challenged, but this is not the goal, it is a side effect. To expect a warmer view towards diverse
others, respect or appreciation of religious teaching is a ‘custodial’ aim, to use Hogan’s phrase

(Hogan, 1995).

This pragmatic employment of the principle of autonomy does not assume students are not
already autonomous thinkers or do not come to the classroom with commitments and
opinions of their own, or indeed, that developing autonomy is unproblematic in itself if it
raises uncomfortable questions for pupils. The practical utility of such a principle is its
simplicity. A single word signifies a broader attitude towards knowledge and understanding,
the purpose of education and the role of the teacher. Whatever students’ own prior
commitments or knowledge the classroom is a space of definition, explanation, questioning,
investigation and analysis, for the overall purpose of understanding. Individual teachers might
tread carefully with regards to certain topics in certain classrooms while working within a

framework where the overall aim of religion and worldviews is growing understanding.

Peters discusses the difference between indoctrination and teaching in Ethics and Education
(1966), asking if indoctrination can be a criterion for education. Peters does not see
indoctrination in a general way as merely ‘conditioning’ (p. 41), but with regard to moral
education he argues that indoctrination is not educational. Indoctrination is not the same as
conditioning which ‘has no connection with beliefs’ (p. 42), but is a reaction that can be

learned, such as to ‘avoid dogs’ (p. 41). In a general way indoctrination implies doctrines,
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beliefs, which must be ‘understood and assented to’ (p. 41), in order for education to be taking
place. As long as the learner is free to question or reject such beliefs, education can contain
indoctrination, however without understanding and assent, even in ‘an embryonic way’ (p. 42),
indoctrination cannot be a criterion of education. With regards to specifically moral education,
which Peters notes is ‘a very important aspect of education’ (p. 202), he is more definite. A
teacher might hold moral positions of her own and share ‘the reasons on which such positions
are based’, but only in so far as her pupils will be able to ‘face squarely the question ‘What
ought | to do?”” in their own lives, not to ‘convert’ pupils to the teachers’ own view (p. 202).
Graham Haydon suggests that teachers’ own moral agency should be acknowledged when
considering the value dynamics of the classroom (Haydon 1997). Teachers are (‘still’) regarded
as ‘moral guides and exemplars’ as well as ‘skilled technicians’ (Haydon, 1997: p. 5), meaning
teachers are not merely transmitters and pupils passive recipients of inert values (p. 121).
Defining indoctrination as ‘any process which leaves people accepting certain ideas which they
are incapable of subjecting to rational assessment’ (p. 121), Haydon notes that an exploration
of a value-laden subject need not be indoctrination if it can be explored fully, with some
‘measure of understanding’ and ‘ a degree of rationality’ (p. 135). This is pertinent to RE where
moral questions and principles are constantly explored and debated. Peters’ distinction
between indoctrination and education means that an a priori view could certainly be brought
to the classroom to be explored, such as the Christian view of humanity as fallen, but for
understanding, not for assent. To use Hogan’s phrase, the freedom to deconstruct and

interrogate all authoritative views should have ‘sovereignty’ (Hogan, 1995: p. 15).

Thus | propose for RE as liberal education that free debate with the aim of greater
understanding should be sovereign. This is not to claim that the sovereignty of understanding
is non-political or neutral, or that the banner of ‘liberal education’ will make it any easier for
pupils or teachers to experience deeply-held beliefs being deconstructed and challenged. In
some cases the uncomfortable space between asserting one’s own moral convictions and
tolerating others’ opposing convictions could be the subject of debate in itself, and teachers
will have to use their judgment. RE as liberal education cannot claim neutrality or promote one
worldview, including a liberal worldview, over another, but is driven by the sovereignty of

exploration and debate.

Another tension occurs between the claims of liberal education’s primarily intrinsic value and
the clear extrinsic value of a good liberal education. Liberal education is classically conceived of
as having intrinsic value where to be educated is a good in itself. | have noted John White's

comment that modern liberal education can be conceptualised as political because it requires
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free thought in a free state, but | would suggest that all education, confessional or liberal, as a
series of deliberate choices, is political. This speaks to a distinction between education for a
purpose, and education for its own sake which, as | shall present, is a fault line running through
visions of liberal education. In this chapter, in juxtaposing the intrinsic value of education as a
good in itself with the instrumental value of education, the question is raised about RE. Is it
only to be for understanding? Is it also to be for wider social, ethical or instrumental
outcomes? | have thus far rejected the instrumental aims of RE as personal growth on the
grounds that seeking a particular conclusion is not educational in that it is not concerned with
students’ understanding, but students’ assent to particular moral attitudes. | have shown in
Chapter 1 the bland diet of ideal religious teachings, inspirational people and uncontested
doctrine on offer in RE. | argue that this is not educational, or fully educational, because it does
not offer a full picture of all the things religion is in the world or its intersections with power,
politics and human variation. As this thesis develops | propose the use of the disciplines to
enrich and enliven the curriculum, thus RE as liberal education will be a multidisciplinary

endeavour.

Does my argument imply liberal RE should be stripped of all extrinsic goods resulting from
teaching and learning in the subject? It does not because RE is about people, culture, belief
and identity, and there is much in this wide subject area to inspire, excite or violently disagree
with. | propose that the only claims that can be made for RE are what students will know and
understand; a radically simple educational proposal making no claims to changed values or
opinions. | propose that RE practitioners aim to deepen students’ understanding of religion
and belief, using autonomy as a guiding principle, because it is practically feasible and within
educational aims. As | have argued, the stated ethical and personal outcomes of RE are not
able to be met; they are either impractical in the time available or impossible given the
content of the curriculum. For this reason | propose that any personal, ethical or political
development of the process of educating for understanding will be a side-effect, a welcome
side-effect perhaps, but not the aim. Moreover | question by what right an educator sets out
to change a student’s mind. Therapists must be in therapy themselves in order to engage
intimately with and potentially alter another person’s outlook. Teachers have no required
equivalent moral or values therapy to endow them with the professional and moral right to
alter a pupils’ outlook. My radical educational stance stems from a moral objection to

confessional RE as well as a practical one.

A question arises however. How far is the teacher, in embodying a liberal intellectual stance,

promoting a particular attitude that some students find might find uncomfortable or even
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coercive? This is of course a likely eventuality, one that many RE teachers will recognize. To
deconstruct the myth and mystery of a tradition won’t feel comfortable for some students, as
for some adults. A distinction here by Harry Brighouse (Brighouse, 1998, 2000) is helpful.
Framed within a wider concern with justice in schooling, Brighouse distinguishes between
‘autonomy-promoting’ (Brighouse, 2000: p. 80) and ‘autonomy- facilitating’ (p. 65)
approaches; the former an unjust, because illiberal, imposition of a liberal view on all children,
and the latter an offer of what skills and techniques could be employed to deconstruct an idea
or truth claim, now or in the future. Brighouse’s solution balances two potentially competing
visions of justice in education and schooling, both of which he seems to support: parents’
rights to raise their children in their own worldview, and a child’s future right to make their
own decisions (Brighouse, 1998: p. 162- 3, 2000: p. 5-6). As | mention later in the thesis, | do
not follow liberal philosophers of education such as Eamonn Callan and Meira Levinson in
claiming that the state should promote autonomy and democracy through schooling, for me
this would be another form of confessionalism. However Brighouse’s distinction between the
blanket imposition of autonomy and the option of autonomous thinking offers a further

texture to the principle of autonomy in practice.

If a certain mode of analysis causes discomfort or anger to an extent that detracts from, rather
than enhances, understanding, the teacher could avoid introducing it to the class, or explore
in an oblique manner. This is not to jettison the overall aim, but to acknowledge the deeply
interpersonal nature of teaching and learning, where feelings of trust and safety contribute to
understanding as much as appropriate learning content. A teacher might introduce some well-
chosen context or criticality just once or twice in a term, planning to explore and reflect at a
pace that suits the class. This might be repeated over time, in a manner that does not cause
upset, but nevertheless meets the overall aim of understanding. In my own teaching career
and when working with teachers this is a common occurrence. | return to the idea of
discomfort and the emotional terrain of teaching with Megan Boler’s ‘pedagogy of discomfort’
later in the thesis. At this point | can state that the process of learning shouldn’t feel abusive,
because the resulting understanding might be distorted, and to force students to challenge
their own commitments is as non-educational as to expect a positive view of religion to result
from learning. In Brighouse’s terms, only an ‘autonomy-facilitating’ approach both upholds

liberal educational concerns and honours student’s rights to reject a liberal analysis.

It is not that all subjects likely to be explored in religion and worldviews studies do not have
extrinsic value, it is that teachers should only anticipate what students will understand at the

end of the lesson, not the moral or personal impact. They cannot set out to persuade students
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of the wisdom of a religious teaching or respect for a religious figure, only to help them
understand the meaning, history and wider implications of a teaching or a figure. Teachers
might introduce certain contextual or critical views with care if they could cause upset.
Teachers who are wary of ideas that challenge certain worldviews can be equally wary of
expectations of respect. To aim for a positive view of a religious teaching or figure becomes, in
the words of Hogan, ‘custodial’, and learning becomes ‘acquiescence’ (Hogan, 1995: p. 53). For
this reason | uphold John White’s view that all education is political, and do not separate the
political liberal value of ideological autonomy from the educational liberal value of intellectual

autonomy.

The intrinsic- extrinsic tension is at the heart of liberal education work. For example, | noted
above the different roots of state-provided liberal education as a result of the post-war social
settlement, and the notion of education as liberating for the mind, inspired by an Ancient
Greek ideal. The prime values driving the former are equality and fairness, while the latter is
intellectual autonomy. However this distinction breaks down when Charles Bailey states that
there are ‘powerful moral reasons’ in extending ‘an involvement in liberal education’ to all
(Bailey, 1984: p. 28). | discuss Bailey’s argument in more detail below but for now offer this as
an example of how quickly the intrinsic- extrinsic distinction breaks down. As Bailey notes the
liberal educational ideal of intellectual autonomy is by no means disconnected from the
political and social values behind mass state schooling. | have presented modern liberal
education as political but this requires qualification: | take the act of designing education as
inherently political, as | have shown in chapter 1. Can | claim that my curriculum choices will
have an impact on pupils’ political outlooks? Yes, in that the choices that create the curriculum
are political. Can | claim what conclusions pupils will draw for themselves? No, for two reasons.
Firstly that | cannot know how a unique human will receive a unit of information, only what
they need to know to understand it. Secondly, because to seek a foregone conclusion is
illiberal in a political and educational sense. Therefore my choices in creating the curriculum
may be political and | can acknowledge that my pupils are subject to the choices | have made,
but | can only assert what they will have learned after this set of lessons (and defend my
choices), not the intellectual or personal impact of the learning. This will be pertinent to my

arguments regarding RE and community cohesion in the following chapter.

The following two sections set out what about liberal education could be of benefit to the RE
curriculum, beginning with the philosophical movement which spawned modern liberal

education.
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a) Analytic Philosophy of Education

While there has always been a concern with education in the world’s great ethical systems as
well as individual philosophers; in Plato and Aristotle, Confucianism and Buddhism, Judaism
and Islam, Locke and Mill, | take for my starting point in the modern age a formative period
spanning the 1950s-70s in which Analytic Philosophy of Education as developed by Richard
Peters and Paul Hirst, (as well as Robert Dearden and others, who | regrettably present here as
commentators only) brought great clarity, and in the process, attention, to education and its

purpose.

Richard Peters argues that from the 1950s public and academic attention fell on education in a

way it had not done before, noting in 1965,

‘A novel feature of the 1960s has been the extent to which education has become a subject for
public debate and theoretical speculation. Previously it had been something that was prized or

taken for granted by those few who had it, but not widely discussed.” (Peters, 1965: p. 55)

By the time Peters’ influential Education as Initiation was published in 1963, the discipline of
philosophy of education was fully established in the English speaking world, not least due to
the establishment of teacher education in higher education institutions and the need to
establish academic foundations. As McCulloch notes, four disciplines of education; philosophy,
history, psychology and sociology, grew to particular prominence in Britain and the USA
(McCulloch, 2002). Paul Hirst, reflecting on this period, comments that with the establishment
of a Chair in Philosophy of Education at the Institute of Education in 1947, ‘the university world
and the world of educational studies in general was for the first time in Britain, and indeed
arguably the world, giving public expression and recognition to the importance of the
sustained, coherent and systematic philosophical study of educational beliefs and practices’

(Hirst, 1998: p. 1).

Peters’ philosophical influence was the British post-war conceptual model of close linguistic
analysis, termed ‘ordinary language’ philosophy. John White describes this as a method of
‘concentrating on key concepts in the field- e.g. the notions of knowledge, moral obligation,
God, causality, law, the state, mind and other mental concepts- with the intention of breaking
them down into their component elements and thus revealing their interconnections with
other related concepts’ (White, 2001: p. 119). Bailey cites Hirst in proposing that part of the
justification of liberal education is ‘related to the very conception of justification itself’ (Bailey,
1984: p. 28). Hirst himself describes this as demanding an analysis ‘of what we are choosing

between and reasons for the choice we make’ (Hirst, 1986: p. 20). Underpinning analytic
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philosophy of education is the question of what is being done in the name of education and
how it is to be judged. To ask this question of religious education is to ask what is being done
in the name of religious education and how it is to be judged. As outlined in Chapter 1, the
religious education curriculum is partial because only one dimension of religion is offered for
consideration. Therefore a reasonable place to start with a reshaped model of RE would be to
ask what is religion, and what therefore religious education, or religion and worldviews

studies, should be.

Others in the UK focussed on elements of education such as ‘play, indoctrination, training,
growth and socialisation, Peters specialized in analysing the concept of education itself’
(White, 2001: p. 119). Blake et al note that this approach ‘sought to bring a new rigour to its
subject’ and to ‘attack careless thinking’ (Blake et al, 2003: p. 2). In the past students had
experienced a ‘rather woolly version of educational theory’ (p. 2). Hirst, Peters and others in
this field sought ‘a coherent and systematic rationalization of educational beliefs and practices.
And this was to be achieved by importing the rigour and the supposed ideological neutrality of
linguistic and analytic methods in philosophy proper’ (p. 2). Peters’ 1966 work Ethics and
Education aimed to gain clarity over concepts in order to defend or adapt their use. John
White gives an example; ‘In issues to do with school punishment, for instance, we need to get
clear about what punishment involves on the way to asking whether there are good grounds
for punishing people, and if so, what they are’ (White, 2010: p. 138). This sort of analysis
applied to the RE curriculum means an excavation of what is being taught and why. Peters
applies analytic philosophy of education and defines ‘education’, stating that rote learning and
indoctrination are not education. Education ‘implies the transmission of what is worth-while’,
it ‘must involve knowledge and understanding and some kind of cognitive perspective’ as well
as ‘wittingness and voluntariness’ (Peters, 1966: p. 45). Bailey accepts Peters’ statement that
to educate someone is to aim to improve them in some way, or at least not to demean them.
In fact Bailey suggests that this might be the ‘only point of any substance that can be made

conceptually about the idea of educating’ (Bailey 1984: p. 15).

Paul Hirst utilised analytic philosophy to underpin and clarify meaning in educational studies at
Oxford, moving to teach philosophy of education at the Institute of Education in 1959.
McLaughlin notes that, ‘Hirst’s primarily epistemological concerns at the time combined with
Peters’ work on rational moral judgments and the nature and justification of democratic social
principles to create a distinctive, powerful overall general position in philosophy of education
(known in certain quarters as ‘the London Line’) which laid the foundations for the

development of the subject and which set its framework and agenda for many years’
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(McLaughlin, 2001: p. 195). Graham Haydon, in a volume marking fifty years of the philosophy
of education, notes that Hirst’s ideas, especially from his 1965 paper, have been ‘taken up and
used in curriculum planning in British schools and in the thinking of the schools inspectorate’
(Haydon, 1998: p. xii). Hirst’s ‘forms of knowledge’ thesis, developed most fully in his 1965
paper ‘Liberal Education and the Nature of Knowledge’ is, according to McLaughlin, ‘arguably
the most discussed and debated paper in analytic philosophy of education’ (McLaughlin, 2001:
p. 195). Hirst presents knowledge as suitably viewed in distinct forms, each pertaining to a
particular dimension of what it is to know and to think, drawn from particular ways to search
for a particular set of truths, and ultimately only reducible to themselves. Hirst does not
advocate a direct relationship between the forms of knowledge and the school curriculum,
although his work has influenced curriculum design. The forms of knowledge thesis stems from
Hirst’s view of humans as essentially rational, an assumption open to critique of sweeping

generalisation, as | shall discuss below.

However there is something in the forms of knowledge thesis that could protect the RE
curriculum. | have shown how incompatible aims and the power grabs of competing outlooks
have left the RE curriculum limited both ethically and educationally. A curriculum whose prime
aim is the expansion of knowledge and understanding can employ many intellectual tools and
insights from several disciplines, such as history, psychology, sociology, theology, philosophy
and ethics, in order to deepen pupils’ understanding of religion and worldviews. This approach
could protect the curriculum from a tendency to present religion as unproblematically positive,
an aim which will not be easily supported by employing the disciplines in order to build an
increasingly rich and sophisticated understanding. The relevant academic disciplines are
therefore presented as tools to achieve the aim of understanding in religion and worldviews. If

understanding is the aim, the curriculum could be protected from confessional influences.

As John White states, Peters and Hirst were not merely defending their own preferences but
seeking justification for what elements of thought and practice should furnish education and
why (White, 2010). A good example of such justification is found in Michael Hand’s exploration
as to whether non-confessional RE is logically possible, noted in the previous chapter (Hand,
2006). Hand considers firstly Hirst’s suggestion that RE in non-faith schools must be non-
confessional as religion’s truth claims are not able to be substantiated (Hirst, 1965b), and
secondly a later argument where Hirst ‘withdraws’ this ‘persuasive... endorsement’ of non-
confessional RE (Hand, 2006: p. 4) after coming to see religious knowledge as only coherent
from a position of faith (Hirst, 1973b). Without going into these interesting arguments, their

existence, as well as Michael Hand’s own analysis of RE’s coherence, shows that the
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assumptions behind aims for RE can and should be scrutinised. The analytic philosophy of
education project is ultimately concerned with what is being done in the name of education
and why. The various topics and analyses employed in liberal educational RE are justified with
reference to the prime driver of understanding. Of course there will be variation depending on
teachers’ own interests and specialisms, but the basic expectation that teachers will employ
analyses drawn from the disciplines to widen students’ understanding of religion and belief, as
well as critically assess wider aims from time to time, offers a clarity of methodology and

outcome which, as | have shown, does not at this point exist.

The educational model associated with analytic philosophy of education is liberal education.

b) Liberal Education
i) Knowledge and Understanding

Liberal education, in Peters’ well-used phrase, is an ‘initiation’ (Peters, 1964) into the
intellectual disciplines for the sake of knowledge. | have noted the Greek roots of this
conception as opposed to modern political liberalism. | have argued that curriculum design is a
series of choices leading to a desired aim, whether intellectual autonomy, a lifelong love of
learning or obedience to a dominant ideology. | am therefore relaxed about the politically
liberal encroaching on the educationally liberal, and will not attempt to preserve liberal
education’s detachment from the political dimension of education. Richard Pring offers a
useful account of the main features of a liberal education. The curriculum, based in the
academic disciplines, is guided by what pupils need to become initiated into the ‘forms of
knowledge’, as | have noted above (Hirst, 1965). The pursuit of knowledge and understanding
is for its own sake, rather than an economic or transactional outcome. The process is a hard
and long one, and requires ‘a time and place set apart... separated from the world of business

and usefulness’ (Pring, 1993: p. 55).

Liberal education is driven by a view of what knowledge is, and encompasses what it is to be
educated, what it is to think, and what should be learned and why. This is expressed in Hirst’s
forms of knowledge thesis. Hirst’s original position was that the ‘core’ of an education must
involve ‘initiation into the forms of knowledge as characterised by their distinctive, internal,
logical features’ (Hirst, 1993: p. 187). In introducing this thesis Hirst describes ‘liberal
education’ as ‘not’ a ‘vocational’, ‘exclusively scientific’ or ‘specialist’ education ‘in any sense’
(Hirst, 1974: p. 30, author’s emphasis). Liberal education, also known, for this reason, as

‘general education’, is presented as ‘wider’ and ‘more worthwhile’ (Hirst, 1974: p. 30), because
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these forms are ‘ways of understanding experience’ and are ‘publicly specifiable’ (Hirst, 1974:
p. 38). They allow the full scope of thinking about being human in the world, drawing on prior
theorising, the ‘public criteria’ offering the best chance that ‘the true is distinguishable from
the false, the good from the bad, the right from the wrong’ (Hirst, 1974: p. 43). Liberal
education itself as a methodology is open to scrutiny, to be interrogated according to how far
stated aims are met. It is clear even in this early paper that Hirst presents the intellectual
scope of a liberal education to encompass ‘aspects of power, natural as well as social and
political’ or ‘a practical project of design and building’, but also not to be the totality of what
children learn, stating ‘liberal education as is here being understood is only one part of the
education a person ought to have, for it omits quite deliberately for instance specialist

education, physical education and character training’ (Hirst, 1974: p. 51).

| argued in Chapter 1 that the potential of the RE curriculum to further students’
understanding is greatly limited by the conflicting aims of critical enquiry into religion and
appreciation of religion, the result of a limited understanding of religion on offer. In this
chapter | suggest that an explicit commitment to knowledge and understanding should take
precedence over appreciating the value of religion, which befits an educational arena such as a
state school in a liberal state and because it is an aim that can be met. After considering the
gap between the intended and actual curriculum in Chapter 1, where stated aims are not met
because the content of the curriculum is too narrow, this would be to set an aim the subject
can meet. In overtly stating a liberal educational aim of understanding it would be more
obvious when this aim is under threat from a confessional or non-educational agenda. The
difference is in the breadth of study; as | have shown, a confessional tendency narrows the
curriculum to doctrine and ideal teachings and avoids contextualising analyses of religion, such
as historical or psychological. Employing what Hirst calls the ‘public criteria’ of the disciplines
to widen the scope of the RE curriculum could protect against confessional pressures, and thus
my proposal for RE includes deliberate multidisciplinary study. Such public criteria provide a
standard against which to judge a curriculum by suggesting what modes of thinking or types of
information unlock understanding. If learning about the trans-Atlantic slave trade is necessary
in order to understand the history and theology of America’s black Pentecostal churches, it is
not relevant if teachers or members of the local SACRE find the implications for white
Protestantism unsettling. The aim is understanding, not PR for Protestantism, and educational
aims dictate that it must be taught. However, the reluctance of a teacher to enter into this
uncomfortable space is significant and has been addressed in antiracist work in education and

critical pedagogy. | explore this is more detail in a later chapter, however the conclusion drawn
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is firstly, that this discomfort must not justify the avoidance of such topics and, secondly, that
it is in entering into this difficult terrain with students that learning at a deeper level can take

place.

Why should knowledge and understanding dominate liberal education? Pring cites Michael
Oakeshott’s description of liberal education as a conversation between the generations (Pring,
1993: p. 53, citing Oakeshott, 1971). Knowledge is the key, it unlocks the past and future,
enabling critical understanding and the potential for intelligent evolution. Oakeshott’s vision is
not of education for usefulness, it is for the development of knowledge for the sake of
knowledge, despite any extrinsic benefits individuals and society might accrue. Pring also notes
Anthony O’Hear’s support of this ideal of autonomy in liberal education (O’Hear, 1987), where
he argues that the curriculum should be delivered by those who have themselves undergone
the long initiation and are best placed to elucidate and excavate a particular discipline. For this
reason, O’Hear also rejects notions of ‘utility and relevance in education’ (Pring, 1993: p. 54).
The overarching vision of the ‘liberal ideal’ for education, to use a phrase of Pring’s, is of the
development of mind for its own sake, of the autonomy of the institution and of the not-for-
usefulness of the outcome. The aim of such a vision of education is to protect growing
understanding from short-term or anti-educational inclinations of governments, those in
authority or those with vested interests, for the sake of the understanding itself. The
knowledge gained might be unpopular or challenging, it might reveal abuse and corruption,

but it must not be hidden.

i) Intrinsic/ Extrinsic

Peters proposes that liberal education has intrinsic worth and ‘can have no ends beyond itself.
Its value derives from principles and standards implicit in it. To be educated is not to have
arrived at a destination; it is to travel with a different view.’ (Peters, 1965: p. 67). To be
educated is to be transformed, it is to have been apprenticed into a life of the mind which
constantly informs experience and perception. How far this transformative notion of education
can be said to be of intrinsic, rather than extrinsic, value is a question | tackle in this section.
Hirst, commenting on Peters’ view of mind in Ethics and Education (Hirst, 1986: p. 19), outlines
the distinction between what activities are worthwhile and what are not, based on the primacy
of mind in the growing person. Peters discusses the possibility that this is because they

‘maintain interest and provide distinctive pleasures’ (Hirst, 1986: p. 20), but, along with Hirst
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and Bailey as | have noted, concludes that the fundamental understandings gained through a

general liberal education allow pupils and teachers to define and defend what they are doing.

Ruth Jonathan, in summarising Bailey’s work, describes his case for an education system which
serves to ‘equip the young to cope with the modern world’ and also to ‘understand, to
appreciate and to develop further the cultural and social environment they inherit’ (Jonathan,
1985: p. 304). Thus liberal education is justified according to its benefit to the individual and
indirectly, society. Jonathan agrees with Bailey that any attempt to change another person
through education must be justified ultimately according to the benefits to the person being
educated, however such an intrinsic justification of liberal education seems to have a final

justification in its worth for the individual and society. | explore this idea below.

Peters justifies the primacy of intellectual development in the young person as the enabler and
foundation of all other aspects of life. It appears that the extrinsic worth of an education
underlies such justifications for its intrinsic value; it expands perception, provides the basis of
years of pleasure and supports appropriate decision-making. However, despite liberal
education’s clear extrinsic worth, the process of education itself must be protected from non-
educational interests by its intrinsic, not-for-usefulness status. Hirst asserts that the
development of mind is paramount, for the sake of reason, which is ‘necessarily’ the mind’s
‘greatest good’ (Hirst, 1972: p. 392). This is presented as an intrinsic justification of liberal
education because it satisfies the paramount need of the mind; the development of reason is
for the mind’s own sake. However | propose that the intrinsic/ extrinsic distinction does not
stand. In doing so | do not go as far as to defend a solely intrinsic justification for RE as liberal
education, but offer a pragmatic justification for prioritising a liberal form of religious
education in schools on the grounds that a clear educational justification protects the
curriculum from non-educational pressures. The aim of understanding is a single, clear aim

that teachers can set about meeting.

| do not propose a justification of pupils’ autonomy as a moral status. All education is political
and all teachers will shape their pupils to some degree, as Brighouse notes, ‘adults do not
arrive in soc as fully formed autonomous individuals; at best they become autonomous
through a process of education and upbringing’ (Brighouse, 2000: p. 2). In fact | propose
autonomy as a practical principle, a banner to march under, to clearly separate the educational
from the not. Teachers can see their role clearly and know what they are doing; they are not
defending the faiths, persuading pupils of the value of religion or explaining away evidence of
religious abuse. They are teaching religion and worldviews studies and will employ several

intellectual tools, some critical, in order to do this. The goal of pupils’ future autonomy is a
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guiding vision to justify analyses which unlock understanding, however uncomfortable that
might be the for teacher, SACRE member or curriculum designer. As | outline in a later chapter
any emotional distress, or for that matter, excitement, can itself be part of the learning and
should not be a basis for avoiding information which illuminates. However this is not to say
that teachers always should lead a class to deconstruct or demystify, or to challenge pupils at
the very core of their being. This would be, in Brighouse’s distinction of ‘autonomy-promoting’
and ‘autonomy-facilitating” approaches, illiberal and therefore unjust. The idea of autonomy
offers a general principle that can be defended educationally if its use is appropriate,

establishing clearly the aims of the subject and the teacher’s role in meeting these aims.

Hirst offers three justifications of liberal education from the Greek ideal of liberating the mind.
Namely, liberal education is ‘based on what is true and not on uncertain opinions’, it develops
the mind itself in the process, and the combination of seeking the truth while exercising the
rational faculties ‘is essential’ to an understanding of how to live (Hirst, 1972: p. 392). Hirst
declares that all the forms of knowledge are concerned with a rigorous testing of self and
reality. Dearden offers a further justification of the intrinsic value of liberal education. The
intellectual and moral autonomy gained through this rigorous testing of self and reality offers
‘authenticity’, and more, ‘the satisfaction of exercising this kind of agency’ as well as the
‘dignity which it is felt to accord to the agent’ (Dearden, 1972: p. 462). Taken together, Hirst
and Dearden’s justifications for the intrinsic value of liberal education rest on an acceptance
that authenticity and rationality are of primarily intrinsic value to the learner rather than
extrinsic value to the economy or society. | have already noted Bailey’s justification of liberal

education that bleeds into the instrumental and more can be said here.

For Bailey liberal education predicts a wide or general future utility, as opposed to vocational
education’s narrow or specific future utility (Bailey, 1984: p. 18). Liberal education offers a set
of ‘fundamental’ understandings which have a wide or a ‘general’ set of ‘applications’ (p. 19).
While Hirst’s celebration of intellectual emancipation as a result of liberal education is
expressed as a cerebral liberation, Bailey offers a more socially contextualised justification. He
suggests that a general liberal education offers young people options beyond the
circumstances of their birth. In drawing on a shared store of knowledge and wisdom the
individual can make reasoned, deliberate choices, and is freed from ‘tyranny of the present
and the particular’ (p. 22). In the present, one can only react, but ‘by knowledge and reason
one can come increasingly to understand the forces acting upon one both inside the psyche
and outside in the social framework and thereby make one independent of them’ (p. 22). Thus

Bailey defends quite comfortably a ‘general and fundamental utility’ of liberal education (p. 28,
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author’s emphasis). In this sense liberal education’s fundamental utility is in initiation into
rules, principles, arguments, pressures and events that account for the workings of the present
and make it intelligible. Bailey suggests the ‘general utility of a liberal education is not sought
or intended but is rather a logically necessary consequence’, in much more elegant words than
mine, it is a side effect rather than the main aim (p. 29). Where does this leave the assertion of
liberal education’s primarily intrinsic value? Although Bailey challenges the intrinsic- extrinsic
distinction he offers a way forwards that | will take and use for liberal educational RE. In
prioritising the intrinsic good of the development of reason and the furtherance of
understanding, the curriculum, any curriculum, is protected from short-term, non-educational
or vested influences. That there will be consequential extrinsic goods does not mean that the
main aim cannot be the intrinsic good of a widening and deepening understanding for its own
sake. Thus to return to this dichotomy and what it means for RE, | propose to uphold the prime
justification of religion and worldviews following liberal educational lines as understanding,
and offer extrinsic outcomes, such as changed political or ethical attitudes, to be a possible but
unsought consequence. The aim of understanding protects the curriculum from external
influences which can occlude or limit understanding. This is not to claim that my proposal of a
liberal form of religion and worldviews is non-political or neutral where other approaches are
confessional. However a liberal approach, driven by the goal of understanding, can encompass
interrogation of the words, structures, assumptions and values underpinning this educational
model itself as part of learning if this in itself furthers understanding. As part of a growing
understanding of religion the non-neutral apparatus of religious education itself could be
explored, such as a tendency to present religions in separate boxes labelled ‘Hinduism’,
‘Sikhism’, or ‘Islam’, or the appropriateness of the very attempt to study notions of the sacred
in a humdrum, mundane space, after break and before French. Furthermore, | propose a
liberal approach will be multidisciplinary and therefore the understanding gained will be

multidisciplinary understanding.

John White also questions the intrinsic- extrinsic distinction, asking why Peters ‘favours’
intrinsic aims for education (White, 2011: p. 212). White presents Peters and Hirst’s ‘most
celebrated’ (p. 3) justifications; that by pursuing truth in the forms of knowledge both teacher
and learner must also seek justification for their choices, reasoning and conclusions. However
White does not find the point resolved, arguing that an intrinsic appreciation of all the
disciplines is hard to achieve and impossible to assure. Students may pass their exams but who
is to say they have gained an intrinsic appreciation of all subjects of the curriculum? Therefore

White describes the prioritising of intrinsic over extrinsic aims of education as ‘radically
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problematic’ (p. 4). The overriding argument for prioritising intrinsic values seems to be for the
value of autonomy in the learner. For example Patricia White, in exploring the role of
education in socialising the next generation, argues that socialization does not mean ‘blind

conformity in moral matters’ (Patricia White, 1972: p. 129).

Michael Luntley presents Peters’ promotion of the ‘liberal agenda’ as a critical lens through
which to view the ‘traditional agenda’, that is, ‘the transmission of values and belief’ (Luntley,
2011: p. 38). On this view, the liberal element of education is a lot more than acquiring
knowledge and developing rational intellectual skills. It is ‘the critical scrutiny’ of our inherited
knowledge, and ‘the requirement that pupils be brought to have a critical care for their
inheritance’ (p. 38). According to Luntley, Peters promotes rationality and intellectual
autonomy for more than just ‘logic chopping’ (p. 38), he promotes it in order that the next
generation take adequate care of their legacy, which involves both a thorough understanding
of the history, aims and mistakes of what has gone before, but also the best hope of evolution
in a productive and indeed, ethical, direction. Luntley’s argument means that the initiation
espoused by Peters is for active stewardship and the liberal ideal is the best way to produce a
critically-aware upcoming generation. My desire is to see a religion and worldviews curriculum
which pushes thought forwards through a clear understanding of the past and present, rather
than holding it back through the avoidance of critical subject matter and the desire for respect
rather than understanding. However, to use a phrase of Bailey’s, Luntley does seem to be
describing a ‘general utility’ in noting the benefits to future societies of such a critically-aware

generation.

To conclude this discussion | can say that there is certainly a general utility in liberal education
that cannot be easily separated in practice from its intrinsic value. However | uphold the
intrinsic value of a liberal educational approach, as Peters seems to have done, to protect
religion and worldviews from non-educational influences. Only intrinsic aims can be proposed
because teachers cannot say definitively to what purpose the learning will be put or any

changes in attitude that might result.

c) Critiques of liberal education

i) Abstraction

As | mentioned above, Hirst’s view of all humans as essentially rational can be critiqued as too
sweeping a claim. | also noted discussions by John White and Padraig Hogan that Western

education rests on the a priori assessment of human nature and destiny found in Christian
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metaphysics. In this section | address critiques of liberal education in order to understand and

avoid pitfalls and problems of RE as liberal education.

A critique of abstraction is levelled not just at Hirst and Peters and Analytic Philosophy of
Education but philosophy generally. Charles Mills who | present in more detail later critiques
the complete invisibility of white cultural, political and economic dominance in modern liberal
political philosophy. This hegemony is invisible in philosophical considerations of power forms,
when it in fact dominates and shapes the whole planet. If philosophy generally is criticised for
not paying adequate attention to humanity’s texture, how far does this apply to analytic
philosophy of education and liberal education, and what then are the implications of this

model for RE, a subject concerned with people, ideology and culture?

Jane Roland Martin, a feminist philosopher of education who, according to an Encyclopaedia of
feminist theories, first ‘introduced’ philosophy of education and feminist theory to each other
(Laird, 2000: p. 317), looks to debates in the US around a liberal education curriculum going
back to the late 1970s (Martin, 1994). Roland Martin cites Richard Rorty’s 1979 work
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature where he argues, in Roland Martin’s words, ‘[klnowledge
is not and can never be a mirror reflection of reality’ (Martin, 1994: p. 213), nor is our
knowledge a ‘unified and justified whole’ (p. 214). Rather knowledge is partial and created.
Roland Martin notes that thinkers in other fields ‘had already been criticizing knowledge for
being inaccurate and incomplete - in its representation of blacks, women, the poor, for
example’ (p. 214). Roland Martin’s own significant contribution is to expose a ‘hidden
curriculum of gender embedded in the ideal of the educated person and in basic concepts of
teaching, schooling and education itself’ (Laird, 2000: p. 317). The ‘ideal’ is a direct response to
Peters’ vision of an educated ‘man’ and other thinkers such as Hirst within the liberal analytic
tradition (Peters, 1970). In contemplating resistance to Rorty’s thesis, Roland Martin cites
defenders of the status quo, such as Allan Bloom and E.D. Hirsch who fear disintegration,
incoherence and anarchy (Martin, 1994: pp. 214-215, citing Bloom 1987 and Hirsch 1987). To
Roland Martin the expression of their fears, and the popular response, ‘tapped into the
profound and largely unarticulated fear that this white man’s culture is falling apart’ (p. 215),
its ‘intellectual purity’ threatened (p. 225). Abstraction of white, male, middle-class, Protestant
concerns to the level of the universal hides deep power imbalances as well as other

experiences of being human.

Although Roland Martin renames Peters’ ‘educated man’ an ‘educated person’ (Martin, 1981)
she suggests that this does not begin to right the gendered imbalance in Peters and Hirst’s

thinking. Combining Peters’ ideal of an educated person with an initiation into Hirst’s forms of
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knowledge, Roland Martin argues that this person will display the intellectual traits associated
with maleness and will gain expertise in intellectual disciplines which utterly ignore the female
experience. She argues that this critique is not ‘a surface challenge to the disciplines’ (Martin
1981: p. 101), which can be adjusted with the addition of art and literature created by women
or histories of women, but the inherent maleness of both the forms of knowledge and the
ideal of a rational, autonomous, productive decision-maker. Roland Martin briefly documents
major studies showing the invisibility of women in history, psychology and the arts. Moreover,
Roland Martin aligns Peters’ ‘educated man’ with the productive, public realm associated in
prevailing culture with maleness, noteworthy for its lack of ‘feelings and emotions’ or any
other ‘empathetic, or supportive, or nurturant’ aspects of personality (p. 101). In 1981 Roland
Martin argues that the ideal of liberal education is stereotypically male, sending the tacit
message that women need not apply. Has early 21°t Century culture embraced the more
empathic or nurturing, and embodied, aspects of being human and come to celebrate them as
much as the cerebral and rational, or turned a decisive critical gaze on knowledge itself as a
construct reflecting the concerns and experiences of the powerful? Any answer will be
complex and contentious, but the point | can take from Roland Martin’s work is that liberal
education under Hirst and Peters in the 1970s permitted hidden power imbalances. Gender
differences were abstracted, leaving only the outline of a male person, and hidden gender
imbalances in the disciplines were not acknowledged. Therefore with the benefit of decades of
critical feminist and masculinities work in philosophy and education | can say that any power
imbalance must not be hidden and unwittingly drive both an ideal of a student and the
curriculum itself. Religion and worldviews as 21t Century liberal education must involve a

revealing of such hidden power imbalances as part of learning to understand the world.

The problems with abstraction can be illustrated in a 2003 chapter by John White and Eamonn
Callan. Philosophy of education has been, according to White, a ‘critical enterprise’ considering
both the liberal philosophies which lead to schools of educational thought, as well as its own
‘liberal pedigree’ in critical terms (Callan and White, 2003: p. 95). White discusses how
appropriate the prioritising of autonomy is within political conceptions of liberalism. In doing
so he covers the various angles of this argument, without once referring to how possible it
even is for people to live entirely self-directed lives. However antiracist and critical
multiculturalist research in education show how constraints placed on the exercise of full
autonomy are created by social and political norms, and are possibly less affected by whether

an education system has at its root a liberal view of the human or a communitarian one.
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The charge of abstraction is a charge of not seeing, or not acknowledging, human realities.
Paul Hirst (1986) and Megan Laverty (2011) both argue that although Peters is often criticised
for being rather abstract, his method of linguistic analysis in fact reflects the world back to the
philosopher. Hirst reminds us that Peters champions the linguistic analytic approach due to a
desire for conceptual clarity rather than an avoidance of the ‘real’ world, arguing that ‘it is
surely not only unsympathetic, but seriously misleading to critically assess his analytical work
as if it were undertaken independently of its value for educational issues’ (Hirst, 1986: p. 12).
Peters sought the essence of ‘education’; a foundational understanding that could be applied
universally. In the early period of his work he asserted that philosophers of education could be
useful in ‘illuminating contemporary educational ideas’ (Hirst, 1986: p. 9). As time passed, he
grew to see that universal philosophical concepts of education would need further work when
applied to practice. As Hirst notes, Peters ‘became more and more sceptical about any search
for universal notions, recognizing increasingly the influence of the social context on all
conceptual schemes’ (p. 11). David Cooper, former chair of the Philosophy of Education
Society, suggests that Peters’ work was not ‘mummified’ in the 1960s (Cooper, 1986: p. 3),
because Peters considers not only the conceptual underpinnings of language about education
but also its meaning in usage. For example in Peters’ 1970 paper referred to above, Peters
discusses whether the word ‘education’ can be used for both its classical sense of child-rearing
or upbringing and its post-industrial revolution sense of a more specific knowledge-based or
technical training (Peters, 1970: p. 11), and concludes that language is a tool to be used and
the meanings of words can and do change over time. Peters draws out the interesting
distinctions within uses of the word, such as between education and training, and between the
process of schooling and the ideal of an educated person, and does not become mired in
etymology (p. 11). This serves as a good example of Peters’ ability to reflect the world back to
the reader, peppered with pertinent questions of meaning. However it also serves as a good
example of the level of abstraction. In Peters’ time antiracist thinkers were painting education
as an arena both for struggle and the reproduction of inequalities, as | shall present in later
chapters, but the different experiences of school and education for different children and their
different communities is not Peters’ focus; it is linguistic and analytic philosophy applied to
matters of education. How far does this connect with my radical claim to not transform pupils
at all, but to simply increase understanding? Peters’ work can be charged with abstraction, of a
conceptual analysis that does not reflect realities. The solution then is thinking about
education, from philosophy of education to teacher’s CPD, that seeks to describe diverse

realities and answer concrete questions. In proposing a radically educational model of RE, or
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religion and worldviews, | am questioning a teacher’s assumed right, capacity and ability to
transform children’s attitudes with a curriculum that is partial, sometimes misleading, and
abstracted. Thus abstraction is part of a problematic curriculum, but even with a curriculum

that allows for human variation and texture, my moral objection would still stand.

As | have argued above, although Hirst and Peters’ separation of liberal education’s intrinsic
and extrinsic good breaks down easily, the distinction serves to protect the theorising of
education from external, possibly non-educational pressures. This applies as well to bias and
influence within liberal education. Hogan offers an account of widespread objection among
Oxford and Cambridge dons to the new University of London, founded in the 1830s by an
‘alliance of radicals, utilitarians and non-conformists’ (Hogan, 1995: p. 95), on the grounds that
‘it would be contrary to the laws of England to incorporate any university which did not
conform to the doctrines, disciplines and worship of the Church of England’ (p. 96). This
illuminating case study serves to highlight the need for protection from illiberal influences on
education within as without. As | have noted above, | do not claim liberal educational RE as
non-political, but rather the political choices that make up a process of education can become
part of the analysis in liberal learning. Hogan’s example illustrates the point that education is
never politically neutral, and exploring this in itself should become part of the educational
process. As the liberal analytic tradition is concerned with the foundational justification of
what is done in the name of education, a resistance to justification by solely external criteria is

essential.

Peters makes an occasional acknowledgement of the political and competitive dimension to
gaining an education, but this is not his, or Hirst’s, focus. For example in 1966 Peters notes that
education is ‘an avenue to power and prestige’, possibly ‘the chief mode of social ascent’, and
thus the fair distribution of education is ‘one of the most explosive issues in the modern world’
(Peters, 1966: p. 131). Hirst suggests that throughout Peters’ work he acknowledges the
‘dependence of concepts on the social context in which they arise and operate’ (Hirst, 1986: p.
13), and thus, in his analytic task, Peters is also necessarily wedded to his, and our, particular
social context. Megan Laverty makes a similar point about both Hirst and Peters, stating that
‘[t]hey clarify the distinctions that our words were developed to designate by seeing ‘through
the words’ to the structure or rules ‘underlying how we speak’ (Laverty, 2011: p. 27, citing
Peters and Hirst, 1970). Peters’ search for conceptual clarity supports clarity of understanding
of what this time and place understands by, for example, ‘justice’. John White states that both
Hirst and Peters were engaged in justifying educational processes based on clarity of aims

(White, 2010). Laverty’s defence of Hirst and Peters’ abstraction is based on the argument that
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Peters is rooted in one reality; his one, but his work illuminates the underlying conceptual
structures rather than socio-political outcomes of such a reality. Hirst however does admit that
in practice, Peters’ ‘elucidation of educational concepts has paid only very limited attention to
the social contexts in which they operate’ (Hirst, 1986: pp. 15-16). For Hirst, this occurs
because Peters seeks to go beyond his particular context and to make wider sense of aspects
of education, both for understanding and for justification, and this does lead to a level of
abstraction ultimately unable to support analysis of the very textured and specific issues of

educational practice.

It seems the charge of philosophical abstraction can be levelled at Peters, but not moral
indifference. However the lack of attention paid to human realities, for example the maleness
of the curriculum and the difference it makes to the pupil whether they are male or female
means analytic justifications of liberal education must take into account these realities. | would
like to contribute to this ongoing work. This is Jane Roland Martin’s argument, as well as the
philosopher Charles Mills who | present in a later chapter. Peters is concerned with the impact
of theoretical conclusions on practical educational matters and does not take a step towards
what those educational matters mean for the social fabric. In order to be a very good model of
education, the liberal education project must be judged by its own internal standards. Peters
states his desire that all children are offered the chance to benefit from such an education, in a
relationship of trust and mutual respect with their teachers, and goes no further. Hogan argues
something similar in championing the Socratic approach to learning ‘as a pursuit in itself’
(Hogan, 1995: p. 9), long since eclipsed by a series of education systems which all ‘serve the
interests and do the bidding’ of the dominant ideology (p. 11), whether Platonic, Christian or

Marxist.

| have shown expectations that the RE curriculum will benefit children personally and
engender respect for diverse religious beliefs, however there seems to be no demonstration of
how it may do this or justification as to why it should. In aligning my vision of RE with analytic
philosophy of education, like Peters, | can only strictly claim what information and analyses, as
a result of my planning and teaching, my students will know and understand. | cannot make
claims as to any impact my lesson could have on their personal or moral values because this is
not something | have control of, nor am able to measure, nor have justified why | should
expect to change their personal or moral values. | have suggested that being guided by the
disciplines could afford a measure of protection from outside influences such as government
or the faiths, and the intellectual values will necessarily be developed, such as to base a

conclusion on evidence, or to address faulty reasoning. In the following chapters | offer some
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suggestions as to how exactly insights from sociology and political philosophy could enlarge
explorations of belief, belonging, fairness and difference. | also use Charles Mills’ philosophy of
race as well as critical multicultural and antiracist insights to show what a critically aware
religion and worldviews curriculum might look like. John White asks of Peters’ project, ‘[w]hy
start with academic disciplines and seek justifications of them? Logically, curriculum planning
has to start with aims, not with vehicles whereby aims might be realised’ (White, 2011: p. 120).
My analysis begins with what religion is and from there arrives at what religious education
should be. Religion is multidimensional therefore an exploration of religion must be
multidimensional, or multidisciplinary. | propose to draw on the disciplines as an alternative to
the narrow, doctrinal and reductive curricula offered by SACREs and the exam boards. Thinkers
within the disciplines are subject to the forces | have lauded in this chapter; critical scrutiny,
reference to public criteria and participation in the ‘conversation between the generations’.
Martin is one thinker who critiques the inherent male bias in Hirst and Peters’ work, but this is
still within the tradition of liberal education; a tradition that arguably, or ideally, involves
ongoing critique and evolution. Following White | will start with the aim of understanding and
utilise insights from the disciplines to help achieve this aim, including work which may be

critical of the discipline itself, such as that offered by Roland Martin.

However the charge of abstraction is a serious one, and RE as liberal education must embrace
an exploration of human realities, including the exercise of power, in order to enhance
understanding. | propose that as part of a growing understanding of religion and belief,

religion as a form of political power, as a set of behaviour norms and as the victory of one view
over another is offered. | will still make no claims as to the impact of this information on
students’ attitudes or outlooks, but that exploring religion in terms of power and dominance as
well as personal inspiration will enlarge their knowledge and understanding of religion and

belief.

ii) Neutralism and Liberal Values

Phenomenological RE claims a stance of neutrality which | have argued masks liberal
confessionalism. Whether one accepts my critique of multifaith RE as confessional or not,
neutrality is certainly problematic for what Clive Erricker calls the ‘descriptive approaches’
(Chater and Erricker, 2013: p. 64), or phenomenology in RE. Erricker argues that the critical
faculties are dampened when employing the descriptive approaches because religion is

presented as benign and dissent within religion is ignored. Phillip Barnes argues that religious
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belief and experiences are rendered beyond critical comment in phenomenological RE,
presented as ‘deeply personal, divorced from history and non-political; and also essentially
good’ (Barnes, 2014: p. 81). Both, as well as Lynn Revell (2012), ascribe this to an underlying
liberal Protestantism, meaning the political liberal values of tolerance and diversity rather than
the intellectual autonomy of liberal education. Both argue that phenomenological RE’s claims
of neutrality mask a substantive commitment to the liberal political values, and therefore
phenomenological RE is not neutral. Moreover, thinkers such as Roland Martin argue that a
neutral theory of education which ignores human realities in fact masks relationships of
power. Whether an invisible liberal Protestant ethic does drive neutralism in
phenomenological RE, Erricker and Barnes both highlight the educationally limiting effect of
neutrality which permits a partial or distorted view of religion, because political choices
underpin the curriculum but are not made explicit. Blake et al argue that a limiting neutralism
is at play in analytic philosophy of education (Blake et al, 2003). Although the liberal education
espoused by Hirst and Peters was envisioned as ‘an education for citizens of a liberal
democracy’ (Blake et al, 2003: p. 5), this is not always clear from their writing. The values of
rationality and intellectual autonomy are not defended or justified although they are not
neutral or beyond comment. Blake et al suggest that the analytic tradition’s Kantian vision of
the rational individual came under fire in the 1960s and 70s from communitarian and
Aristotelian thinkers at the same time as liberal education’s role in shoring up social privilege
was revealed through multicultural work in education (p. 6). Moreover, when liberal education
came under sustained attack by the emerging New Right in the 1980s its undefended
substantive values were thrown into opposition with those of ‘economic liberalism’ (p. 6).
Blake et al note how the ‘ambiguity’ between liberalism’s ‘political and economic forms’ (p. 6)
was thrown into sharp relief in this period, and the incompatibility between the political values
of fairness and equality with the neoliberal economic values of competitive individualism

became clear.

Cuypers and Martin (2011) argue that Peters rejected the neoliberal tendencies in education
he witnessed during his career; the shift from the intellectual, political and institutional
autonomy of schools and universities of the 1960s and 70s, to, with Thatcherism throughout
the 1980s, ‘the rising influence of managerial conceptions of educational administration and
bureaucratic control’ (Cuypers and Martin, 2011: p. 1). The response of much of the academic
community of liberal philosophy of education was to resist certain tendencies, among them an
instrumentalised view of education, the conceptualisation of stakeholders as consumers of

education and a reductive valuing of education in economic terms only.
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What | can take from this critique is that any values driving an educational agenda must be
openly declared. Cuypers and Martin report that the reaction in philosophy of education was
to resist the neoliberal, then called neoconservative or New Right, shift towards a market view
of education. However as the more communistic values of the post-war liberal education
project, in comparison to the economic values of the New Right, had not been explicitly
articulated or defended, and had in fact been assumed to be in no need of justification, it was
harder to pinpoint how the social liberal values were being undermined by a neoliberal shift.
The Thatcher government fully upheld the right of every child to an education, provided by the

state, and on the surface nothing had changed.

However, Jonathan and Bridges argue that liberal tenets underpin not only ‘the social
expansion of liberal education from the mid-twentieth century’, the community-spirited
expansion of the welfare state, and ‘the liberal philosophy of education that developed at that
time for its analysis’, but also ‘the competitive individualism which legitimates a quasi-market
in education’, in other words, the seed of a neoliberal view of education was contained within
social liberal principles, unseen (Bridges and Jonathan, 2003: p. 126%). How is this claim
supported? Bridges argues that it comes down to neutralism. Hirst, Peters and others working
on educational justifications did not defend their usage of ‘highly politically contestable
principles such as "justice"," ‘liberty","‘equality” and so forth as suited to apolitical analysis’,
which suited the ‘liberal neutralism of the day’ (Bridges, 2003: p. 138). Jonathan argues that
because of the dominance of this liberal neutralism the substantive values of equality and
fairness underpinning the British post-war education settlement were never openly
acknowledged or defended. It was not presented as an ethical project but an educational one,
and the political values were masked by neutralism. | have argued above that liberal
education, including RE as liberal education, can claim educational aims in order to protect
itself from external influences, but have acknowledged that all aims of education are political.
This warning from Bridges and Jonathan underlines my claim that educational aims are
political, in that they are the result of choices between competing values and processes, and
thus the political nature of an educational project must be made explicit. The values and
decisions underpinning RE as liberal education must be subject to scrutiny as part of the
educational project, both in teacher training and, where appropriate, in the classroom. | have
noted examples above whereby pupils might consider the naming of religions as a non-neutral

process. To go behind the immediate curriculum and uncover the reasoning behind what is

“| refer to a chapter in which David Bridges and Ruth Jonathan author two separate sections. Although
they share the reference, they are separate authors of two sections within the chapter.
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taught is not to abandon liberal education as an approach, but to strengthen it. Roland Martin
is a good example of someone working within the liberal analytic tradition seeking to enlarge
the scope of the project, without rejecting it outright, to explore how far a male-centric view
dominates and distorts a curriculum. | do the same for RE as liberal education as this thesis
develops, considering how far critical insights from a range of disciplines could enhance and
deepen the potential of the RE curriculum to offer knowledge and understanding of religion

and worldviews.

| return to Bridges and Jonathan’s thesis that the liberal education project contained within it
the seeds of neoliberalism. They argue that the benefits of state-provided education, even in
the community-spirited post-war settlement, were imagined in individualist terms, in that
individuals would benefit. Liberal neutralism concealed the unjustified assumption that the
individuals whose future options had been enlarged by this generous state provision would
subsequently be of benefit to society as a whole. Jonathan describes this as ‘neoliberal
normative priorities’ or ‘trickle-down’ economics (Jonathan, 2003: p. 139), evoking the
widespread capitalist assumption that as individuals become richer, their wealth will naturally
flow to the benefit of others. The unacknowledged trickle-down assumption at the heart of
the liberal education project has, according to Bridges, created a contradictory system.
Communistic social values are expected to be realised through the endowing on individuals of
a ‘positional’ good (Bridges, 2003: p. 131), such as a good education, which provides benefit to
one individual in a competitive economy. Although an individual in receipt of a good education
may put their resulting social and financial capital to good public service, they just as easily
may not. Therefore it cannot be assumed that an individual good will benefit society as a

whole.

Moreover Bridges shows the basic neoliberal assumption that parental choice and competition
between schools leads to better educational provision is both practically and logically
problematic, reflecting neoliberalism’s form of neutralism; the unjustified trust placed in
markets. Practically, parents in an education market can only see how to secure their own
child’s local ‘positional advantage’ (Bridges, 2003: p. 131). The end logic of seeking a positional
advantage is the advantage of educational inequality provided one’s own child receives a good
education. Furthermore, Bridges argues, the application of market principles to education,
quite apart from not being able to improve overall education provision, warps education itself.
Education is not just a system for imparting technical knowledge relevant to the jobs market; it

is about dialogue with the past and present and hope for the future. If viewed as purely for
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utility, ‘education becomes a commodity and schools production lines’, and the ‘essentially

moral and humanistic’ relationships within education are ignored (p. 132).

| will conclude this discussion with the understanding that, as Jonathan claims, liberal
education contains within it certain individualist values which enable a neoliberal outlook. In
other respects however the neoliberal trend has warped essential characteristics of a liberal
education. The relationship between student and teacher has been changed with an increase
in external, economically-driven control, with a decrease in autonomy of teachers and school
leaders and with an ever more insistent demand for outcomes, utility and measurability. For
liberal education to be intellectually liberating whoever is in charge of the curriculum and
criteria for success in education must desire this to happen. This shows me that a liberal
educational approach to religion and worldviews requires the articulation and defence of
underlying values of both the content of the curriculum and the overall aims and outcomes. As
| have suggested so far, increased knowledge and understanding is my bench mark, providing
the main reasons for planning and teaching decisions. In openly stating my educational
commitments it is much easier for me to know that a different type of RE won’t quite do what |
want it to do. It is also easier for other teachers to decide whether what | offer is what they
want. And, crucially, when government agenda come along it is easier for me to assess their
value according to my criteria. | have shown RE’s incompatible aims and in the next chapter |
will show how learning in RE has been aligned to social aims that cannot be met in the
community cohesion agenda. A clear articulation and defence of values and aims would make

such contradictions and problems visible.

d) Neoliberal education policy

While pointing out that the move from analytic philosophy of education to analytic liberal
education in Britain wasn’t as ‘tidy’ as is sometimes presented, Paul Standish notes
nevertheless that analytic philosophy of education of the ‘London School’ was ‘highly
influential and important’ (Standish, 2007: p. 164) and education theory and policy was
‘understood to involve approaches drawn from the disciplines’ (Standish, 2007: p. 169).
However times have changed. As | show throughout this thesis, theory is rarely utilised at any
depth in the service of the RE curriculum, yet a wealth of research and understanding could
enrich and nourish it. However, despite my desire to develop religion and worldviews along

liberal educational lines, the approach itself is no simple panacea, as this section suggests.
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A problem, as Richard Aldrich notes, is that societies or governments can readily not think
about what is taught in schools and why (Aldrich, 1998) and a lack of theorising about
education can lead to poor educational outcomes. Aldrich presents Locke’s Some thoughts
Concerning Education, written between 1684 and 1687, proposing the combining of physical,
moral, intellectual and social excellence through education, to yield not just a knowledgeable
and practical, but a virtuous, generation (Aldrich, 1998: pp. 136-137). Taking Locke’s well-
justified conception of education to involve the mind, morals and body, Aldrich compares
government thinking which preceded the 1988 National Curriculum, as well as, under a new
government, the thinking behind proposed revisions to this curriculum. He finds a ‘lack of
clarity’ (Aldrich, 1998: p. 129) as to how the ‘spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical
development’ of children will be achieved in ‘precise relationship’ to the subjects of the
National Curriculum (Aldrich, p. 129, referring to Education Reform Act, 1988: Chapter 40, Part
I, p 1). This lack is “further compounded’ by the then Conservative government’s redefining of
the aims of education along economic lines ‘without reference to a redefinition of the
curriculum itself’ (Aldrich, 1998: p. 129), and even further by the subsequent New Labour
government’s ‘new educational aims and goals’ as presented in 1997, again without reference
to the unchanged National Curriculum (p. 130). Here Aldrich calls into question the success of
meeting educational aims without also considering what is to be taught, why and how. Aldrich
juxtaposes a vision of a justified and holistic education system, which he takes from Locke,
with governments who express a wish to meet these lofty aims while seeming to spend no
time in exploring how this might be done. The existence alone of clear thinking on education is

not enough if it is not required or employed by policy-makers.

1979 saw the beginning of the marketization of education and the central control of
curriculum and assessment in schools with the Conservative government of Margaret
Thatcher. In teacher education, the educational disciplines ‘were taught in a dry, abstract and
overly theoretical way’ (Standish, 2007: p. 161), and this tendency, Standish argues, was
‘exploited’ by those in the Conservative government who ‘sought to make educational
provision and the behaviour of teachers more amenable to the state’ (p. 161). | spent some
time in Chapter 1 showing how central government control combined with the dominance of
the faiths on SACREs means RE remains ‘an uncritical confessional activity’ (Grimmitt, 2010: p.
266). Aldrich (1998) argues that the 1988 National Curriculum was a ‘backward-looking,
subject-based curriculum’, in which the ‘professional insights of teachers, academics and
inspectors in the 1970s and 1980s had been jettisoned’ (Aldrich, 1998: p. 132). He compares
the 1988 Curriculum to the 1904 ‘Secondary School Regulations’ (p. 132) and finds no
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noteworthy difference. Today’s National Curriculum is to all extents and purposes identical
(DfE, 2014, National Curriculum, DfE). In the 1988 Curriculum the main justification for
education is economic growth (Aldrich, 1998: p. 131). There is no sense of developing children
as critically aware adults or preparing them for a rapidly-changing future. The curriculum is
based on forms of knowledge, but narrowly, ignoring the wider ethical and social aims of
schooling. As Aldrich notes, the wider moral defence of a common curriculum is that all
children can benefit from access to what is seen as the best of knowledge, not just the children
of the elite. However, Aldrich, as well as other philosophers such as John White (John White,
1990), present the National Curriculum as narrow and conservative, vague with regards to

aims, and unclear as to how such aims are to be achieved.

| have presented critiques of high levels of abstraction and neutralism in liberal education
theory because they reveal important lines of thinking. Such critiques should be seen as part of
liberal education’s evolution; improving its capacity to pursue clarity and offer understanding,
to be acknowledged when working towards the liberal educational ideal. However, continued
centralised control of education and the 2014 rehash of a narrow, conservative curriculum
means critiques within philosophy of education are as unlikely as they have ever been to have
an impact on education policy. Furthermore, alongside this centralised control, which Bridges
describes as a ‘quasi-Stalinist’ economy (Bridges, 2003: p. 129), is an increasingly fragmented
school system where Free Schools and Academies are detached from Local Authorities. This
particularly affects RE syllabuses which remain the responsibility of SACREs, even as SACREs
lose contact with more schools every year as they leave Local Authority control. According to a
government data site, ‘Get Information About Schools’, there are at present 13,005 locally
maintained schools, both Primary and Secondary, 579 Free Schools and 8,395 Academies. Thus
as of October 2019 more than a third of schools are outside Local Authority control (Gov.UK,

https://get-information-schools.service.gov.uk/).

Conclusion

| have noted Charles Bailey’s justification for liberal education as offering freedom ‘from the
tyranny of the immediate present’ (Bailey, 1984: p. 13). Education liberates when individuals
can draw on stored reserves of knowledge and wisdom enabling them to master problems
with insight into the forces and pressures underlying them. Although this is a justification for
liberal education through its ‘general utility’, Bailey suggests that this ‘is not sought or

intended but is rather a logically necessary consequence’ (Bailey, 1984: p. 29), it is a side-effect
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of an education for understanding. | propose such educational aims for RE, while also
acknowledging an unintended consequence of altering the maturing individual’s ethical,
political or emotional outlook. This is a pragmatic justification for the intrinsic aims of liberal
education taking priority over the extrinsic, as | accept that the intrinsic- extrinsic distinction
breaks down easily. However, such a justification offers protection from non-educational
interests, as well as provides a standard by which to see non-educational pressures. By non-
educational | mean aims for the curriculum which do not prioritise students’ enhanced
knowledge and understanding of religion and worldviews. In Chapter 1 | have presented a
history of confessional influences on RE which avoid critical scrutiny. In the next chapter | show
how the next phase of the subject was influenced by another non-educational agenda;

community cohesion.

After presenting a picture of the current state of RE in Chapter 1, | argued that the subject is
both educationally and ethically limited by an unacknowledged confessionalism. In this chapter
| have proposed that the subject adopt a liberal educational approach. | have suggested the
disciplines could be put to use in furthering pupils’ knowledge and understanding, but have
accepted critiques from thinkers such as Roland Martin of inherent bias. Therefore any bias or
power imbalance within theoretical work utilised to enrich the religion and worldviews
curriculum must become part of the analysis rather than remain hidden. On one level theory
could be used to enhance what is learned, such as a feminist critique applied to the gradual
male take-over of early Christianity, or the application of in-group and out-group sociological
work to caste in Hindu and Sikh culture, despite idealised presentations of equality among
castes, especially in Sikh theology. These examples offer a view of religion referencing criteria
external to the faith’s own presentations, permitting a wider view. On another level, when
employing, for example, an historical analysis, students could be made aware of bias and
imbalance within history itself, such as bias towards the male experience. When using an
historical analysis to understand a key event such as the Reformation, the curriculum would
bring women and girls into the picture of medieval European life, as well as reflecting on
history’s male bias. As this chapter has shown, simply employing the disciplines is not enough,
the teacher must at some level enter into the development of the discipline, as scholars within
it do, in order to test its insights, scope and capacity. | have mentioned the disciplines of
history, psychology, sociology and philosophy. In subsequent chapters | explore what
sociological and philosophical work on the self and community could offer to a religion and
worldviews curriculum. | propose the disciplines offer the ‘public criteria’ noted by Hirst, and

thus protect the curriculum from confessional influences.
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| have proposed knowledge and understanding as the drivers of a religion and worldviews
curriculum following a liberal educational approach. | have suggested that an overt justification
of the educational imperative and intellectual values the model is based on both protects
practitioners from the influence of vested interests or non-educational agenda and brings
teachers and students into a public conversation about religion and belief, drawing on diverse
fields to support understanding. This sidesteps the tension of RE’s dual aims, outlined in

Chapter 1, by choosing one aim over another; the critical intellectual over the personal.
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Chapter 3

Contextual RE

Introduction

| spent some time in Chapter 1 on the jigsaw pieces which have left the RE curriculum with
incompatible and competing aims; personal inspiration and critical thinking. In Chapter 2, | set
out my proposal that the RE curriculum should adopt a liberal educational model to develop
students’ increasingly sophisticated, multidisciplinary understanding of religion and
worldviews, and abandon attempts to engender appreciation of religious teachings. |
presented RE’s journey from Christian confessionalism to multifaith phenomenology and
argued that RE’s latest incarnation is in fact liberal confessionalism, using Barnes and Wright.
This is RE’s ‘phase one’ and in this chapter | consider ‘phase two’; the association of the RE
curriculum with non-Christian, non-white people through New Labour’s community cohesion
agenda. RE came under the sway of this agenda after a bruising and destabilising tussle over
how far the subject should embrace faiths other than Christianity, as | have shown. Both the
tussle and the influence of the community cohesion agenda are milestones in the history of
the subject. The subject’s justification in its first phase was a Christian underpinning to
education. In this chapter | explore justifications of RE in the subject’s second phase, its

capacity to contribute to the community cohesion agenda.

Neither of these agenda prioritise understanding as a central aim, but rather the expression of
certain attitudes and commitments. | have argued that to seek a particular outcome in terms
of attitudes or beliefs is not educational and have proposed a liberal educational model which
prioritises understanding as an alternative, justified on educational grounds. As | will suggest,
the aims of community cohesion in policy are not primarily educational; they are not to furnish
students with a good understanding of the roots and types of prejudice and discrimination in
Britain, but to affirm positive views of diversity, while avoiding negative views of the political
establishment and institutions. An analysis of the impact of the community cohesion agenda
on RE both shows the most recent period of RE’s history, as well as offers an example of how a

non-educational agenda shaped the curriculum. As | show, the unreliable conclusions and
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untested assumptions of the community cohesion agenda are adopted uncritically into the RE
curriculum, and reproduced.

| suggest a multidisciplinary approach allows students to explore religion in its multiple
dimensions. In this chapter and the next | take steps towards showing what wider theoretical
analyses could support a religion and worldviews curriculum in order to grow understanding;
philosophical and multicultural explorations of the self and community. | offer these
theoretical framings as examples of what thinking teachers could utilise to enhance
understanding.

The unreliable foundations of the community cohesion agenda are made visible through
critiques from the field of critical multiculturalism, which, taken in sum, show that different
groups, whether cultural or religious, cannot be understood in the absence of wider contexts,
whether social, political, historical or geographical. | take this overall critique and use it to
argue that any group; religious, cultural or ideological, cannot be understood in the absence of
context. Critical multiculturalism is concerned to arrive at an understanding of how exclusion
and alienation operates in society in order to disrupt or overcome its various forms. For my
purposes, the rich and textured understandings of people, places and communities afforded by
wider contextual analyses provides an educational justification for a contextualised study of

religion and worldviews.

A critical view of exclusion and alienation in critical multiculturalism has helped me see the
background structures and forces allowing social inequality, whereas community cohesion
thinking obscures it through avoiding a contextual view. | consider how far wider contexts of
self, community, belief and identity, offered through sociology and philosophy could be of use
in the classroom, allowing teachers to frame information about religion and worldviews.
Diversity and community, belonging and identity, prejudice and discrimination are subjects of
the RE curriculum as associated concepts of religion and worldviews, and able to frame and
extend thinking in religion and worldviews. The community cohesion agenda is non-
educational, but in this chapter | show what sociological and philosophical insights could help
teachers enhance rather than obstruct understanding. After a consideration of why
community cohesion’s claims are unable to be met within the curriculum, | put the theoretical
insights to the test and find much that could enrich and nourish a religion and worldviews

curriculum whose primary aim is understanding.

The New Labour government (1997- 2010), bookended by two Conservative governments,

attempted to utilise schooling to achieve community cohesion aims; a diverse nation united by
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shared values. Due to RE’s perceived potential to support this aim through teaching both
about diverse groups and reinforcing the government’s desired message of equality and
tolerance, attention fell on the subject. The New Labour government was, in Grimmitt’s view,
‘a major factor in bringing about changes in values and attitudes which have also had an
impact upon religious and moral matters’ (Grimmitt, 2010: p. 12), through policies aiming to
increase social mobility and decrease discrimination. Schools were drawn into the community
cohesion agenda, and RE, as well as Citizenship, was seen as able to meet these aims. However
as | show, community cohesion aims are unlikely to be met using New Labour’s own approach.
The information | use to construct this argument is found in multicultural, critical multicultural
and antiracist analyses, all of which have been available for decades. It seems that those within
the RE world accepted community cohesion aims for the subject without employing any critical

scrutiny of whether this was possible or desirable.

Michael Grimmitt notes that religion finds itself in a ‘new context’ in the late 20" and early 21
century, increasingly ‘politicised’ and globalised, publicly rejected by New Atheists such as
Richard Dawkins and associated in the Western media with violence and otherness (Grimmitt,
2010: p. 10). However between 1944 and the present, the RE curriculum has not widened to
encompass religion’s geopolitical dimensions, maintaining an almost total focus on how
religious adherents negotiate doctrine, as | have shown. | have argued thus far that attempts
to initiate pupils into religious mindsets means wider contextual framings of religion and belief
are avoided. In this chapter | show how the community cohesion agenda has further limited
the subject’s educational scope by seeking expressions of positivity towards religious diversity
and further avoiding contextual and political analyses of both religion and prejudice and

discrimination.

a) Community Cohesion’s Unreliable Conclusions

The community cohesion agenda is a New Labour-era mechanism aiming to achieve warmer
social relations through interpersonal contact with members of different cultural or religious
groups. After the 2001 riots in Oldham, Bradford, Leeds and Burnley where tensions between
the police, young men of Asian, largely Pakistani descent, and young, white, working-class
men, broke down into violence, the phrase ‘community cohesion’ came into widespread
usage. A Community Cohesion Review Team (CCRT), led by Ted Cantle, reported environments
of complete segregation between groups involved in the disturbances; in housing, schooling,

employment, places of worship, language, leisure and sources of support. (Cantle, 2001). The
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CCRT concluded that social separation increased alienation between groups and entrenched
disadvantage. New Labour made community cohesion a statutory responsibility and RE was
seen as able to make a contribution to this agenda through a curriculum focused on diverse
religious groups or, in the new phrasing, ‘communities’. | explore the roots and concerns of the

community cohesion agenda in order to understand the ways it has shaped RE.

Firstly, Cantle’s conclusion that community segregation is the cause of the riots is not clearly
justified. As | will show, two agenda-setting reports produced before the 2001 riots, the
MacPherson Report, or the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (1999) and the Parekh Report (2000),
show how disadvantage and alienation stem as much from economic and institutional forces
at a national scale as from mistrust between people at the individual level. In Cantle’s work,
poor social relations as a result of separation are presented as the cause of conflict but the
antagonism and mistrust found in both white and Asian communities could equally be
presented as the result of segregation caused by housing policy, schooling, employment
practices and other forces larger than the individual and group. For example Cantle’s 2001
report states that ‘community cohesion fundamentally depends on people and their values’
and that the roots of affairs in 2001 are due to ‘the failure to communicate and agree a set of
clear values that can govern behaviour...[at] both the national and local levels’, this failure
being further ‘compounded by the lack of an honest and robust debate, as people ‘tiptoe
around’ the sensitive issues of race, religion and culture’ (Cantle, 2001: p. 18). However,
although the report states that the breakdown of social values is more important than
‘systems, processes and institutions’ (p. 18), the next two chapters then detail the systems,
processes and institutions which maintain separation and exclusion, namely; political and
community leadership and institutions, the relationships between local government and
communities, regeneration funding allocation, the impact on geographical separation and
schools of housing policy, faith schools, facilities for young people, policing, poor employment
opportunities and some media outlets’ stoking of racial tensions among their poor, white
readership. It appears rather that Cantle describes various structural aspects of entrenched
disadvantage, not the values or attitudes amongst individuals and groups towards diversity.
Cantle notes that for youngsters of ‘Pakistani origin’ (p. 39), Islamophobia is ‘part of their daily
experience’ (p. 40), drawing the conclusion that Islamophobia leads to their exclusion.
However a detailed account of how poor housing, poor education and poor employment
opportunities adversely affect Pakistani Muslim neighbourhoods, combined with a press which
portrays such neighbourhoods in wholly negative terms and far right groups inflaming white

fears, shows the multi-layered geographical, social and institutional factors that cause
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separation. Therefore Islamophobia seems more like the result in majority white communities
than the cause in Pakistani-heritage communities of their exclusion from mainstream society.
The evidence presented in Cantle’s report could equally be used to argue that housing, policing
and employment decisions keep groups apart and negative perceptions of each other, such as
Islamophobia, are a result of this. In other words, Cantle’s conclusion that poor social relations
is the problem therefore warmer social relations must be the solution, is not the only
conclusion that could be drawn from the data given. An alternative is the need to understand
and address how large-scale institutional and structural decisions maintain exclusion and
separation and feed negative perceptions of other groups. The foundations of the community
cohesion agenda, an attempt to work towards warmer social relations rather than structural or

economic equality, is not a foregone conclusion.

i) Pre-riots Reports

Two reports published before the riots, the MacPherson Report (1999) and the Parekh Report
(2000) reveal the construction and maintenance in white culture of racial and cultural
disadvantage. These documents show how disadvantage and alienation stem as much from
economic and institutional forces at a national scale, as from mistrust and ignorance between
people at the individual level. After the riots three reports shaped the community cohesion
agenda; Cantle’s 2001 and follow- up 2004 reports, as well as the Denham 2001 and Ousely
2001 reports. An argument by Joyce Miller, which | explore here, is that the post-riot reports
focus entirely on antagonistic relations at the personal level and simply ignore economic and
political exclusion on a national scale. Miller in 2010 calls Cantle’s analysis of the roots of social
exclusion ‘seriously contested’ (Miller, 2010: p. 237) as it makes no mention of socioeconomic
inequality and marginalisation. This line of inquiry further undermines the claims made within

RE that it can and should promote community cohesion aims in the classroom.

The Macpherson report into the murder of Stephen Lawrence (1999), which brought the
phrase ‘institutional racism’ into widespread usage, states unequivocally that police failures
surrounding Stephen’s murder stemmed from racist attitudes within the police and society,
fed by a ‘sub-culture of obsessive violence, fuelled by racist prejudice and hatred against black
people’ (MacPherson, 1999: p. 22). The murder of a young man was not taken seriously

because he was black.

In detailing police attitudes and behaviour the MacPherson report lays bare societal and

institutional racism where individuals reproduce or maintain macro-level structures of
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domination. The report makes visible, for example, the treatment of Stephen’s parents, who
‘were patronised and side-lined’ (MacPherson, 1999: p. 32), and the police’s ‘canteen culture’,
which reflects ‘negative views and assumptions about black people’ (p. 46). The MacPherson
report represents a significant public acknowledgment of racist assumptions not only

underlying, but stemming from, white-dominated society and institutions.

The Parekh report of 2000 on the ‘Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain’ shares Macpherson’s desire
for a more equal country but paints a different picture of life in Britain. Established by the
Runnymede Trust, an ‘independent think-tank devoted to the cause of promoting racial justice
in Britain’ (Parekh Report, 2000: p. iii), the Report sees a ‘fundamental need’ for society,
institutions and legislation to balance two different but complementary elements at all times;
‘to treat people equally and with due respect for difference’ (p. xvii). As Britain is ‘both a liberal
and a multicultural society’ (p. ix), individuals or groups may have ‘conflicting requirements’ (p.
ix), which is the crux of Parekh’s argument. Because different groups have ‘differing needs’,
different treatment might increase rather than decrease fairness, or as Parekh would have it,

‘equal treatment requires full account to be taken of their differences’ (p. ix).

The bulk of the Report details ways in which Britain’s institutions and norms allow inequality,
such as through resistance in the police to tackling a racist culture, and an almost complete
lack of monitoring of outcomes by ethnicity in schools, despite black and Gypsy and Traveller
students’ clear underachievement. This data forms the backbone of Parekh’s argument that
treating all groups as if they possess the same freedoms and capacities leads to injustice when
group-based discrimination is overlooked. Despite the underlying insistence, a feature
throughout the report, that acknowledging difference and allowing different treatment can
promote equality, the detailed reasons for inequality given reflect the same sort of structural
and institutional complacency, even blindness, described in the Lawrence Inquiry. The Report
calls for consciousness of difference, an accommodation of cultural or religious needs, yet
describes white-dominated institutions that actively, if unconsciously, limit non-white, non-

Christian peoples’ life chances.

In contrast to Parekh’s difference-consciousness, there is no call in Macpherson for black
British communities to be treated differently based on their cultural or religious needs, just to
receive the same treatment as white communities. Macpherson focuses the gaze on the
institutions and laws created by the white world rather than the cultural requirements of

minority groups. Parekh acknowledges the need for equality under the law but combines this
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with attention to cultural and religious differences, leading to a positive view of diversity. In
the Parekh Report cohesion is imagined as the result of a public space which can cope with
difference, described as a ‘common sense of belonging and a shared identity’ (Parekh Report,
2000: p. ix). Macpherson shows how attitudes which dehumanise, in this case, black British
people, live in the collective minds and behaviours of white-dominated institutions and are
unconsciously enacted at the interpersonal, community and institutional levels. Parekh
encourages all Britons to be interested in their neighbours, to become friends, and create a
new Britain comprised of white and non-white, Christian and non-Christian, European and

non-European people.

These documents, conceived of and published before the riots of 2001, reflect two different
ways of seeing racial discrimination; through cultural difference and through socio-political
agency. A focus on cultural difference, as exemplified in the Parekh report, requires openness
to differences in human culture, outlook and lifestyle, a pleasure taken in human diversity. A
socio-political focus, found in the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, reveals the structural and
institutional architecture of exclusion, reproduced at the interpersonal level. These different
approaches overlap but they focus on different things; people’s inner lives, and their external

contexts.

ii) Post-Riots reports

Joyce Miller contends that in the post-riots analysis the national gaze pulled back from a direct
acknowledgment of institutional racism and focused instead on relations at the interpersonal
level. Cantle’s 2001 report details local and national structures and processes which entrench
exclusion and disadvantage but concludes that shared values and agreed behaviour norms will
ameliorate conflict and tension. There is no justification as to how far fear, mistrust and
prejudice are the result, rather than the cause, of structures and processes which keep groups
apart. Cantle’s final report was published in 2004. From the Introduction we can see a strong

focus on the interpersonal;

‘Three years ago it was noted that... “parallel lives” had developed. This meant that the
ignorance about each other’s communities had been turned into fear, and even demonization.
The result was intolerance, discrimination and, in extreme cases, violence. Our subsequent
work has been founded on the principle of breaking down those barriers and fostering

understanding and respect’ (Cantle, 2004: p. 7).
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| have shown institutional and economic contexts under scrutiny in two major pre-riots
documents. However Cantle’s 2004 report offers no detailed analysis of such contexts,
focussing overwhelmingly on interpersonal behaviour in public spaces, claiming that a
‘common vision’ where ‘diversity’ of ‘backgrounds and circumstances is appreciated and
positively valued’ will lead to ‘strong and positive relationships’ across divides’ (Cantle, 2004:
p. 57). There is no reference to the wider context of peoples’ lives. Furthermore this report
notes that the ‘statutory duty to ‘promote good race relations’... will be effectively discharged
through the community cohesion agenda and will be regarded, to all intents and purposes, as
‘synonymous’ (p. 57), meaning all ‘race relations’ policy sits under community cohesion
expectations. The result of this move is that the growing understanding of how institutional
and economic policy enable exclusion gained before the riots will be explored through an
inner, individual, interpersonal analysis which does not consider the institutional and political
forms of power active beyond the personal and communal. Other reports around the time of
the riots, such as the Ousely Report (2001) and the Denham Report (2001), like Cantle, detail
factors ranging from global economics and national policy which entrench and exacerbate
exclusion, yet focus their solutions overwhelmingly at the level of social interaction which, by
their own admission, is only a part of the solution. As the theoretical work from sociology and
philosophy shows, the combination of place, stability, cohesion, change and diversity is hugely
complex, yet New Labour community cohesion policy overlooks this complexity entirely. This is
hugely important as community cohesion has become RE’s ‘phase two’. As Revell suggests,
community cohesion’s impact on RE has been ‘profound’ as ‘the language and ideas associated
with community cohesion quickly became the norm’ (Revell, 2012: p. 66-67). Thus RE’s phase
two, its association with the community cohesion agenda, is informed by partial and unreliable

understanding of social relations from the outset.

Community cohesion is a direct reaction to the 2001 riots as | have shown, but the wider
discourse surrounding community cohesion, the riots and the general direction of British

society is drawn from multicultural thinking.

Some commentators blamed multiculturalism for the riots, such as then head of the
Commission for Racial Equality Trevor Phillips in stating that ‘multiculturalism had left Britain
‘sleepwalking to segregation’ through its one-sided focus on difference’ (Thomas, 2011: p. 2,
citing Phillips’ speech to the Manchester Council for Community Relations, 22" September
2005). Revell declares the Cantle Report (2001) to be the most visible example of the
‘discrediting of multiculturalism’, presenting ‘integration as the legitimate approach to issues

of ethnicity and race’ (Revell, 2012: p 35). Ali Rattansi responds to Phillips’s much quoted
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comment by citing research by ‘urban geographers, demographers and sociologists at British
universities’ (Rattansi, 2011: p. 76) who find no evidence of ghettoes or segregation. Moreover
Rattansi argues that pre-riots British multiculturalism was a ‘pragmatic, top-down’ construct,
‘with little genuine public debate or involvement from the majority or the minorities’, in other
words, multiculturalism wasn’t a demand made by diverse communities (Rattansi, 2011: pp.
30-31). In fact, as Rattansi shows, immigrant, largely Muslim, communities in the rioting towns
were firmly kept away from full participation in British life by white-dominated structures and
attitudes, rather than their desire to live culturally separate lives. Rattansi notes how
multiculturalism was presented by New Labour as the cause of the riots and the post-riots
reports used for an ‘assault on multiculturalism’ (p. 69). However, as Rattansi shows, the
reports themselves do not identify community separation as a causal factor to the riots, but
poverty after the collapse of industries, as well as institutional and personal racism directed at
non-white communities, fanned by the far right and inflamed by the media. The reports
themselves, on Rattansi’s analysis, seem to ‘regret’ an ‘almost complete absence of
multiculturalism’ (p. 73). For example the Bradford Race Review Team ‘explicitly criticized the
National Curriculum’ (p. 73) for containing no multicultural education at all and the Oldham
Report seems to celebrate, rather than blame, diversity in the area. Therefore while those on
the ground after the riots felt the absence of multiculturalism, understood as equality between
different cultural groups, those looking on presented the permission that minority groups were
given in expressing cultural difference, to be the cause of civil disobedience and destruction,

once again demonstrating the extremely shaky ground community cohesion stands on.

b) Community Cohesion and RE

i) Government Guidance

New Labour’s advice to schools also focuses entirely on the interpersonal and ignores the
structural. The DCFS Guidance on the Duty to Promote Community Cohesion in Schools (2007)
offers better interpersonal relationships as a solution, seemingly as a direct response to fear of
poor relations between groups. However the more detailed and contextualised Our Shared
Future Report does not point solely to the interpersonal. For example, Our Shared Future notes
that the Communities and Local Government’s Citizenship surveys of 2003 and 2005 have
reported that ‘80% of people in England and Wales perceived that people of different
backgrounds got on well in their areas’ (Department for Communities and Local Government,

Our Shared Future, 2007: p. 20). In addition, a Best Value Performance Indicator (BVPI) survey
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of 2006, showed that ‘79% of people agreed or strongly agreed that people of different
backgrounds got on well in their local areas’ (p. 21). Our Shared Future then maps regional
feelings of cohesion, concluding that ‘some areas around the M62 corridor and around the
Wash'’ experience cohesion as a challenge, ‘but a fairly even spread elsewhere’ (p. 22).
However the DCFS Guidance presents conflicting data, citing the results of a MORI poll as
‘barriers to community cohesion’, where ‘18% of people surveyed identified
immigration/migrants as the main issue facing Britain today’ and ‘14% of people surveyed who
said they were not proud of their area, the main reasons were crime (55%), a feeling of lack of
community spirit (43%) and concern about poor facilities (29%)’ (DCFS, Guidance on the Duty
to Promote Community Cohesion in Schools, 2007: p. 5). The contradictory findings in Our
Shared Future are not included in the DCSF Guidance, nor are there details on the 82% of
people who do not see immigration as the main issue facing Britain or the 86% of people who
are proud of their area. However, these MORI results then form the basis of the DCFS

proposals regarding schools’ duty to promote community cohesion.

Although Our Shared Future suggests that diversity itself should not be problematized, this
occurs in the Guidance nevertheless. The Guidance calls for ‘a society in which the diversity of
people’s backgrounds and circumstances is appreciated and valued; a society in which similar
life opportunities are available to all’ (DCSF, Guidance, 2007: p. 4). Not because Britain is a
society in which similar life opportunities are not available to all, but because all children will
grow up to ‘live and work in a country which is diverse in terms of cultures, religions or beliefs,
ethnicities and social backgrounds’ (p. 2), in other words, because diverse communities do not
know enough about each other, rather than because certain groups are subject to alienation
and exclusion. The community cohesion agenda is partial and unreliable, ignoring sites of
domination and exclusion and focussing entirely on visible personal attitudes. As | show in
later chapters the multitude of problems with multicultural and community cohesion policy
are invisible in the government literature. The philosopher Mary Healy notes a more general
‘ambiguity’ in the use of terms such as ‘cohesion’ across Europe and North America, suggesting
UK government policy is not alone in presenting a ‘thinly conceived’, and thus unreliable,
vision of social cohesion (Healy, 2013: p. 2). The agenda was adopted uncritically in RE
meaning the next phase for the subject is also partial and unreliable. The community cohesion

agenda is as non-educational, according to my analysis above, as Christian confessionalism.
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i) RE Curriculum

Both the RE curriculum and the community cohesion agenda claim to contribute to social
justice. However, as | have shown above, although key national reports before 2001 set out in
detail how compounded institutional, policy and economic disadvantage lead to social
exclusion, community cohesion policy and guidance focusses overwhelmingly on the
interpersonal as a cause and solution for such exclusion for reasons that are not defended.

What of RE?

While the statutory obligation to community cohesion no longer exists, the ideas are still very
much present in RE, as Revell has noted. In its multifaith, secular guise, and with strong
undercurrents of moral and spiritual growth, RE appeared to be a likely educational toe-hold
for the new community cohesion agenda, and this sense has not left RE. The capacity of the RE
curriculum to support this agenda has been driven by the assumption that learning about
diverse religious beliefs will engender positive relations between different cultural or religious
groups outside school. What evidence is there that exploring different religious identities can
further a community relations agenda? In this section | present what passes for evidence at a
Westminster hearing set up to enquire into RE’s contribution to community relations, before
contrasting it with more contextual theoretical work and suggest that assumptions about RE’s
capacity in this respect remain largely untested within the subject and in policy. Apart from
repeating the claim that RE in itself promotes good community relations, RE syllabuses and
curricula themselves did not change as a result of the statutory duty. In fact Robert Jackson et
al, in reporting for the DCSF on materials used in the teaching of world religions, both from
textbooks and websites, note that ‘[t]he promotion of community cohesion is rarely addressed
explicitly in RE materials but is dependent on teachers drawing out community cohesion
messages from the content of the RE lesson’ (DSCF Research Report no. RR197, 2010: p. 10).
To apply a liberal educational question to the issues highlighted by the community cohesion
agenda would be to ask; what is prejudice? What is discrimination? It would be to follow

where these questions lead. This has not happened, as | show.

RE uncritically accepts and repeats the assumption that an education in religious diversity will
improve social relations. An All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for RE, which supports RE at
Westminster, sat for three sessions to hear how RE contributes towards community cohesion,
between December 2013 and March 2014. The then chair of the APPG, Stephen Lloyd MP, in
his introduction to the summary report, describes ‘[glood community relations’ as a society

where different people can ‘live together harmoniously’ even though ‘they may disagree over
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some of their fundamental religious beliefs or worldviews’ (RE and Good Community Relations,
All Party Parliamentary Group on RE, 2014: p. 1). The work of this hearing is to connect Lloyd’s
vision of a diverse and harmonious society with RE in school. | consider the quality of evidence
given over the hearings and argue that it does not amount to a demonstration of RE’s

connection to social harmony, although valuable questions are raised at these hearings.

Long-standing representatives of Lancashire, Birmingham and Hampshire SACREs each present
their RE syllabuses and the work of their SACREs as contributions to community cohesion
(Religious Education Council (REC), Hearing 2, 2014). The adviser to Lancashire SACRE offers
her impression that over the years SACRE’s work in schools and the community has enabled
positive moments of connections and learning across religious and cultural divides, however
this is not based on any qualitative analysis. This is not to say that her impression is without
value, but it is not tested. In fact those representing Birmingham and Hampshire SACREs do
not offer evidence that RE can contribute to community relations at all, rather, they focus on
how their Agreed Syllabuses capture the true essence of RE, based on their view of what
religion is. Birmingham SACRE’s Agreed Syllabus aims to draw pupils into an understanding of
religion that does justice to the inner truth of religion, and is of personal benefit to pupils’ own
moral growth. Non-religious worldviews are excluded (at the time of writing this omission is
under review). No link is offered between Birmingham’s Agreed Syllabus and improved
community relations. Hampshire’s adviser claims that by triangulating ‘evidence consisting of
the GCSE results and teacher responses together with the findings of our own reports’ that the
application of the Agreed Syllabus in RE ‘raises education outcomes for all children’ (REC,
Hearing 2, 2014: p. 10). These reports appear to show how far teachers use the Hampshire
pedagogy, not how far the pedagogy contributes to community cohesion. The assumption
underlying all three testimonials is that an RE syllabus designed to offer a certain view of
religion, combined with various religious groups collaborating at a local level, allows both
social connections and intellectual and moral growth conducive to warmer community
relations. However in the complete absence of any evidence or argument it remains an

untested assumption.

A teacher and representative of a London Shi’a Muslim school group gives texture to the
assumption that learning about people from different religions will lead to warmer social
relations. In describing a learning ethos committed to plurality of Islamic thought and practice,
she claims that teaching Shi’a children about Sunni Islam with positivity and openness can
ameliorate deteriorating relationships between Sunni and Shi’a worldwide. Attractive, and

indeed moving, though this presentation is, her claims are not subjected to scrutiny of any kind
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and therefore do not amount to evidence. Similar ideas are explored in the context of
Northern Ireland across Catholic and Protestant communities, but again no qualitative analysis
is sought, despite the existence of data on attempts to improve relations among young people
across the Catholic- Protestant divide in Northern Ireland (for example, McKeown, Stringer and
Cairns 2015; McKeown, Cairns and Stringer and Rae, 2012). Across all three hearings the

assumption that learning about others improves social relations is not tested.

As | have shown from work prior to the 2001 riots, the problem of social separation is not
solely due to ideological conflict or exclusion but the lack of access to reliable employment,
decent housing and good schools that keeps certain groups marginalised. As the Stephen
Lawrence Inquiry shows, social exclusion is not solely due to mistrust and ignorance but
profound economic and political disempowerment. The summary APPG report alludes to this
in a section entitled ‘Remaining Questions’, asking, ‘[h]Jow far does RE address issues of socio-
economic inequality? How important is this in developing social cohesion?’ (APPG on RE,
2014: p. 4). However the majority of measures suggested in the summary whereby RE
contributes to community cohesion are focused on learning about others’ views and adopting
a positive stance towards diversity. Joyce Miller, who chaired the hearings and authored an
additional longer and more reflective report, asks whether RE is looking at a full enough
picture to understand, and then act to change, community separation, noting for example that
there exists a ‘lack of focus on social and income inequality’ (Miller, 2014: p. 1). With reference
to Islamophobia Miller queries whether learning about Islam and Muslims can seriously
address a societal climate of Islamophobia, calling this a ‘naive and simplifying view’ (Miller,
2014: p. 10). With reference to the claim that RE ‘qualifications’ (p. 5) contribute to community
relations by enlarging young peoples’ future options, Miller cites Adam Dinham’s question,
namely, why all subjects then don’t have the responsibility to contribute to community
cohesion, asking what ‘cohesion, or security, or diversity’ have particularly to do with religion,
so that RE should bear an extraordinary burden of community cohesion (p. 6, citing Adam
Dinham’s evidence). Miller asks these important questions in her longer report, but the

hearings themselves take no steps towards addressing them.

Philip Barnes finds a ‘paucity of evidence and research’ to test RE’s underlying assumptions
and states that ‘[f]orty years after its introduction in Britain we do not know if there is a
positive correlation between multi-faith religious education and respect for others’ (Barnes,
2014: p. 19). For Barnes this lack of information is ‘surprising’ ‘given that the contribution of
religious education to challenging religious intolerance is one of the reasons originally

advanced in favour of multi-faith religious education’ (p. 19). A year after Barnes’s comment
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Janet Orchard considers RE’s capacity to ‘promote good community relations’ (Orchard, 2015:
p. 39) through ‘improved religious and cultural understanding’ (p. 40). Orchard raises several
significant problems with the success of the enterprise itself as well as its negative impact on
RE. In arguing that a breakdown in social relations cannot be ‘reduced to religious causes
alone’ (p. 43) and ‘the term "community" has socio-political as well as religious and/ or cultural
meaning’ (p. 6) she echoes Dinham’s query as to why RE can be expected to solve such a
complex, political and multi-faceted problem. With regards to RE itself Orchard suggests that
bearing wider social-political aims has a detrimental impact on its capacity as a subject of the
curriculum, citing Conroy et al’s concern that ‘RE has tried to do too much’ (Orchard, 2015: p.
43, Conroy et al, 2014) and that unclear or over-complicated aims ‘places the subject in a

seriously vulnerable position’ (Orchard, 2015: p. 42).

Orchard’s 2015 paper takes a bird’s eye view of the potential capacity of RE to contribute to
community relations. What would count as empirical information able to demonstrate this
positive correlation? The British Journal of Religious Education (BJRE) carries empirical and
philosophical work concerning RE with a strongly global flavour. For example, Tim McCowan’s
2016 assessment of whether a state-wide programme of inter-faith education in Melbourne,
Australia, enables more knowledgeable and positive and less prejudicial attitudes towards
those from different religious groups (McCowan, 2016). The interfaith programme itself is
based on a view of ‘interreligious learning’ from Hermans (2003) and Robert Jackson’s 2004
presentation of how young people learn through dialogue (Jackson, 2004), and in 2016 has
been taken by approximately 250 Year 10 and 11 students from 23 schools in Melbourne.
McCowan’s methodology compares several rounds of interviews with 84 young people from
Roman Catholic, Protestant, Jewish and Islamic non-faith schools to the theory underpinning
the programme. McCowan identifies an increased positivity towards other faiths and members
of other faiths through this process. Here then is one small-scale study representing an
attempt to assess the impact of learning about other groups on young peoples’ attitudes
towards those groups. This paper presents not just the thinking behind the interfaith
programme, but the theoretical underpinnings and research methodology in assessing the

success of the programme, none of which are present in the Westminster hearings.

Systematic attempts to discover whether contact with and learning about another group
reduces prejudice can be found in social psychology in a field loosely termed intergroup
contact or contact theory, whose focus is on ‘intergroup relations and interaction between
people within a social context’ (Pettigrew et al, 2011: p. 272). Orchard considers RE’s capacity

to improve social relations in her 2015 paper and has continued to explore this capacity,
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working with social psychologists and RE practitioners (Williams, McKeown, Orchard and
Wright, 2018). However Sally Elton-Chalcraft, in a study of how far children’s attitudes towards
diversity are constructed by the school curriculum, warns that to simply ‘mix children up in a
multi-ethnic school” will not in itself reduce prejudice and discrimination if the hidden and
implicit assumptions in the curriculum are not addressed (Elton-Chalcraft, 2009: 82). Pettigrew
and Tropp’s 2008 meta-analysis of 515 individual studies demonstrates statistically that
contact between groups improves social relations in three ways; in that knowledge of the
‘outgroup’ is improved, anxiety and fear with regards to members of the ‘outgroup’ is reduced
and empathy is enhanced (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2008: p. 922). In a later paper Pettigrew,
Tropp et al revisit literature going back to the 1940s, showing how a ‘modest’ hypothesis by
Allport that the presence of certain factors in social relations reduce prejudice, has become ‘a
full-blown theory of considerable complexity’ (Pettigrew, Tropp et al, 2011: p. 272, citing
Allport, 1954). After Detroit’s 1943 race riots, social psychologists began to examine conditions
surrounding both violence and conflict as well as friendship and cooperation between groups
perceived to be different, such as black and white Americans. Research focused on such
conditions as public housing policy, exposure to other groups through employment and the
significance of gender. Allport’s 1954 The Nature of Prejudice hypothesised that not all types of
intergroup contact reduces prejudice, but when the groups are of similar status, are working
towards shared aims, when there is cooperation between groups and when larger social
elements such as ‘authorities, law or custom’ endorse positive contact and cooperation, a
reduction in prejudice occurs (Tropp et al, 2011: p. 273, citing Allport, 1954). As Tropp et al
note in 2011, this field is now large and diverse. Although | am not able to spend any more
time on these interesting findings, | offer them to highlight the extremely weak justification of
claims that learning about others improves social relations on display at the APPG hearing. |
have argued that community cohesion is not an educational agenda, it seems it is a rather

weak social justice agenda as well.

However empirical work does not always support the hypothesis that exposure to religious or
cultural diversity engenders more positive attitudes, as Elton-Chalcraft (2009) suggests. Audrey
Bryan’s 2012 argument that Ireland’s ‘formal education system reinforces, rather than
challenges, popular theories of racism’ (Bryan, 2012: p. 603) is tested with reference to ‘in-
depth and small group interviews’ with 35 students aged 12-16, and a critical analysis of 20
textbooks produced for this age range covering English, History, RE, Geography and Civic,
Social and Political Education (pp. 605-606). Bryan finds the textbooks are ‘saturated with

racialized discourses which individualise and deny racism, falsely attribute racism to cultural
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difference and reify “race”’ (p. 601). The textbooks present racism as a failure of individual
imagination and ignore ‘the social and systematic nature of racism’ and ‘the structured nature
of white advantage’ (p. 607). Pupils, Bryan observes, ‘typically attributed racism in society to
individual ignorance, a lack of appreciation or awareness of other cultures, or as a natural
response to perceived or inherent difference’ (p. 607). The textbooks ‘reify’ (p. 600) race by
assuming it as a plausible way of categorising humans, without considering that the notion of
race itself may be an unsound construct. Solutions given in textbooks, along the lines that
people of different races should be nice to one another, assume that the problem is
interpersonal and that there are innate differences between people to be overcome. A
suggestion that due to a small Jewish population Ireland is untroubled by anti-Semitism is
shown to be dishonest and misleading; the small numbers of Jews in Ireland is the direct result
of the post-war government’s disinclination to accommodate them, including 100 ‘orphaned
Jewish children’, survivors of Bergen Belsen (pp. 616-617). Bryan argues that textbooks do not
allow the intellectual stances possible to understand racism, such as how white-dominated
institutions perpetuate racist notions, meaning that the individualised and uncritical views
found in the textbooks are echoed in her interviews with children. | conduct my own analysis
of RE textbooks in a further chapter and find something similar in English RE. Daniel Moulin, in
conducting 54 ‘qualitative interviews’ (Moulin, 2015: p. 489) with 99 Jewish, Muslim and
Christian young people, reports that some perceived their religious traditions to be distorted,
inaccurately or unfairly represented in some lessons. Moulin’s main focus is the formation of
religious identities and he does not give any specific examples of this perception, however his
comment underlines the point that learning in RE can reinforce prejudiced thinking as well as
disrupt it. Research such as this calls seriously into question the idea that RE can contribute to
warmer social relations, yet this is a question rarely asked within RE. The claim is rarely put to

the test.

| have noted Miller’s dismissal of the idea that learning about Muslims can ameliorate
Islamophobia as ‘naive and simplifying’. Revell draws together research tracing the process by
which Muslims in Britain are constructed as ‘others’ and Islam as terminally incompatible with
the West. She suggests the community cohesion agenda, if seen as directed solely at Britain’s
Muslims, is revealed as a desire for a ‘distinct, apparently cohesive and vibrant community
with its own values’ (Revell, 2012: p. 36) to integrate into white British society. Ultimately
signifiers of British Islam ‘are all understood to be not merely cultural differences but
differences in values’ (p. 37), reflecting the othering of Islam and Muslims. Citing Panjwani’s

(2005) ‘devastating’ analysis of textbooks which present Islam and Muslims as ‘ahistorical,
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culturally homogenous and religiously monolithic’ (Revell, 2012: p. 44), Revell suggests that RE
in its current form offers nothing more than a superficial understanding of Islam, and
moreover, that community cohesion expectations in their current form, focused on Muslims
themselves rather than a context in which Muslim values are constructed as inherently alien to
British values, offers nothing but empty rhetoric. A critical and contextual analysis such as this

has no presence at the Westminster hearings.

Data gathered between 2009 and 2011 by the Young Peoples’ Attitudes to Religious Diversity
Project, part of wider research into religion and society, is analysed by Leslie Francis et al. Their
analysis seeks a connection between learning about religious diversity in the form it is
presented at GCSE, and young people’s attitudes towards diversity (Francis et al, 2016). The
researchers choose a representative mix of religious and non-religious schools and apply an
analytic tool capable of triangulating students’ attitudes towards diversity, students’ basic
personality type (from a choice of four), students’ own religious commitments and beliefs and
the religious traditions studied in RE. Results are rich and barely analysed in this short paper,
offering results such as ‘belief in God exerts the largest positive effect on attitude towards
religious diversity’ (p. 10) and ‘taking religious education as an examination subject exerts a
small (but statistically significant) effect’ (p. 10). The authors state that this study builds on ‘the
provocative and challenging work of Jim Conroy’ (p. 11). Conroy et al (2013) make two points
with regards to the subject matter of this paper, firstly that the RE curriculum, in an effort to
justify its existence, bears multiculturalist or antiracist aims that do not support development
in RE, and secondly that there appears to be ‘no self-evident correlation in the literature
between “knowing about” other people’s unfamiliar religious beliefs and practices and the
embrace of antiracist or multicultural values’ (Conroy, 2013: p. 104). Thus Francis et al provide
something like evidence in the basic statistical connections offered, although they are not

unpacked at all in this paper.

| have presented some empirical and theoretical work on the impact of encountering diversity
on social attitudes, simply to make the point that it exists but it is not habitually or even
sporadically referred to in Agreed Syllabuses, textbooks or RE policy in schools or at
government level. What scholars find does not seem to filter to the level of the classroom and
it is clear that those involved in shaping and creating classroom RE do not test assumptions

about the impact the RE curriculum can have on social and moral development.
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iiii) Community Cohesion in Pupils’ RE Work

In this section | will explore what knowledge, skills and capacities pupils acquire and develop as
a result of a community cohesion focus in the classroom. | can offer this analysis through
access to a unique and valuable resource; a nationwide spread of students’ work in response

to one idea. | am able to suggest what is taught by looking at the outcome in students’ work.

In the summer of 2014 | had the opportunity to judge a national RE art prize. This annual prize
has been consistently popular for more than two decades, attracting thousands of entries from
schools in England, Wales and further afield. Each year 5 themes are given covering religious,
ethical and social topics such as life after death, the soul, places of worship, ‘the good life’,
happiness, love and marriage, etc. Students write a few words, a sentence or a paragraph,
depending on their age and ability, to accompany the artwork. The teacher sends the 10 best
pieces for judging. | was given the ethical theme to judge, which in 2014 was ‘The Golden
Rule’, and sat in a small room sifting through the many entries for two days. Accompanying
guidance suggests teachers present the idea of a ‘Golden Rule’; a universal moral rule, and

explore examples of universal moral rules in religious and ethical traditions.

| looked at every picture and read every single word. As | looked and read, | realised what a
unique resource these pieces of work represented; as a snapshot of what is deemed good RE
in the schools which take part. Between 2012 and 2018 a mean average of 87 Primary schools
and 110 Secondary schools have entered, the vast majority of which are state-funded. Of both
Primary and Secondary phases 65 are church schools, whether Roman Catholic (RC) or Church
of England (CE). While this is a self-selecting group, the range of private, state-funded, church-
funded, Primary and Secondary phase schools is broad and covers England and Wales. Every
year entries are also made from international schools or special schools. Further details are
given in Table | (page 100). Due to the locally determined nature of the RE curriculum as well
as the increasing numbers of academies who do not have to use the local RE syllabus at all®, it
is extremely difficult to know what schools up and down the country are teaching over a year.
One might locate an agreed syllabus for a Local Authority, yet there is no guarantee that
schools are following it closely, if at all. Yet in judging this art prize | was able to analyse how
Primary, Secondary and SEND school teachers from Cumbria to Cornwall approach the same
subject, what content they teach and what they think the best pieces of work are, offering a

glimpse of pupils’ work across England, Wales and more widely on a common theme strongly

5> Academies must teach RE according to the terms of their funding agreement but do not have to use
their local Agreed Syllabus. They may use it if they wish, or commission an RE curriculum of their own.
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related to issues of social cohesion. As | sat with these many pieces of work | began to detect a

strikingly uniform approach; the use of a few images and symbols and common parameters of

thought about the subject from children across the age ranges, in all school types, all over the

country. Teachers have picked the 10 pictures they think are the best, and they are remarkably

similar. This is interesting in itself. The uniformity tells me that input from classroom teachers

is extremely similar, as well as media and cultural influences on students themselves. What

follows is a series of representative images and text by students, then my analysis.

Table |

Entries to RE art competition

YEAR PRIMARY SECONDARY CHURCH SCHOOLS | OTHER SCHOOLS
(Primary & Secondary)
2012 50 87 36 Home school 1
SEND school 1
2013 123 133 99 Cyprus 1
Medical Unit 1
SEND schools 4
2014 95 106 75 Indonesia 6
SEND schools 4
2015 105 133 67 SEND school 1
India 1
Indonesia 3
2016 77 89 56 Indonesia 6
Australia 2
2017 69 113 58 Indonesia 1
Jersey 2
Guernsey 2
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thing that matters is who you
are inside
‘My work shows that different
coloured skin does not matter.
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age 8,
Love thy neighbour

‘We always try to love one another
despite our cultures, race or gender’
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age 11, Respect,
‘this picture is all
about respecting
other people no
matter what their
religion, skin colour
or gender.

C ageny,

We’re all the Same,
‘...everybody should be
treated the same way as
you would want to be
treated- no matter what
colour skin they have, {reak oS how You Wwom to e HHeatod,
different colour hair to

you or wear glasses.’
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5 E 'age 12, Equality in Individuality

My work, | feel, shows a lot of common issues from the modern day, for example racism and
bullying. | used a copy of the same person because it shows that everyone is the same inside
and then | painted everyone in different colours to show that everyone looks different,
because of their race, their sex, their personality and that everyone has a different opinion
from anyone else. | also painted some people without arms or legs, as 15% of us are
disabled, yet they are also the same on the inside.

| feel that these issues are extremely important and should be sorted out quickly because
you cannot get through life judging people on what they look like. An inspiring quote from
Shami Chakrabarti, from Liberty, “You are everyone’s equal and no-one is superior”
illustrates this point.

Nelson Mandela inspired me because he treated everyone equally from when he was in
prison on Robben Island to when he was President of South Africa. Another act of equality
was the one of Rosa Parks, she 