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Open letter from over 30 Parliamentarians

An Open Letter was published on the 18" September by the Daily Telegraph. More than 30 MPs
and peers have written to the Education Secretary, highlighting that school pupils receive tokenistic
religious education or none. The MPs are blaming this on a lack of trained teachers and funding for
the poor quality of religious education. They argue that this lack of education leaves children ill-
prepared to understand their own and others' worldviews, hindering their ability to participate in
society. Link to the letter

DfE Guidance on the place of Humanists on SACREs

The DFE have produced guidance which has now been sent to local authorities. It makes clear
that, in relation to committee A, it is the Local Authority who select which groups can be
represented on the local SACRE and on the Agreed Syllabus Conference (ASC) and that this
selection may include representatives from non-religious belief systems.

See DFE guidance below:

Guidance for local authorities about membership of Standing Advisory Councils for
Religious Education (SACRES)

This note provides information on a recent court ruling and shares the Department for Education’s
(the Department) view that representatives from non-religious belief systems may be
appointed to Group A of a SACRE and/or to an Agreed Syllabus Conference (ASC).

Background
SACREs are established by local authorities, as required by legislation[1], and their membership

must consist of the following groups:

-Group A: members that represent Christian denominations and other religions and their
denominations who will appropriately reflect the principal religious traditions in the area;

-Group B: members that represent the Church of England;

-Group C: members that represent the teaching profession or other relevant associations that, in
the opinion of the authority, ought to be represented; and

-Group D: members that represent the [local] authority.

The recent legal case of Bowen v Kent County Council [2] (more details in the Annex) clarified that
applications for Group A membership from persons who represent holders of non-religious beliefs
should be considered in the same way as applications from those who represent holders of
religious beliefs.

In the Department’s view, the non-religious beliefs adhered to by the person to be appointed must
be analogous to a religious belief. To be “analogous”, the non-religious beliefs must, in accordance
with case law under the European Convention of Human Rights and the Human Rights Act 1998,
attain the necessary level of cogency, seriousness, cohesion, and importance to attract protection
under the Convention Rights. [3]

The final decision on appointment of persons to a SACRE or ASC is a matter for local authorities.
This may include consideration of whether such a representative would help ensure that the
relevant traditions and beliefs in the local authority’s area are appropriately reflected in Group A.

[1] Section 390(4)(a) of the Education Act 1996
2 www.balilii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/Admin/2023/1261.html
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3 This aligns with the policy in Wales, where a non-religious belief for the purposes of education is
aligned with those philosophical beliefs that are protected following European Convention of
Human Rights caselaw.

Recruitment crisis in teaching and especially in secondary RE
A campaign to attract a new generation of RE teachers has been instigated with teaching groups,
religious organisations and parliamentarians stressing the importance of the subject for preparing
students for life in modern Britain. As of January, UCAS data show that teacher recruitment for all
subjects is down 22% from last year. However RE stands out, being down a third of applicants
from the last recruitment cycle. The shortage of religious education (RE) teachers has been
highlighted in a Religion Media Centre briefing. Link to webinar below:

Shortage of RE teachers “dangerous cycle” within religious education (natre.org.uk)

The recruitment campaign — entitled ‘Beyond the Ordinary’ - draws attention to the academic and
knowledge rich approach of the subject to life’s big questions, and will seek to attract a set of
talented graduates up to the task of getting young people to grips with the complex nature of
modern belief.

Anyone looking for more information about training to be a RE teacher should
visit https://www.cstg.org.uk/campaigns/teacher-recruitment/becoming-a-teacher

The RE council is campaigning for the government to create a national plan to support high standards
in RE provision and bursaries to encourage new teachers.

Question for SACRE: Do we know what this problem is like in our Secondary schools? How
can we find out more?

NATRE analysis of GCSE and A level Religious Studies data:

National and regional variations

The reports linked to below cover GCSE and A level RS in both England and Wales and reveal many
similarities and some differences between the two nations in relation to trends over time. It is clear
that the removal of the short course from performance tables has had a devastating impact on the
number of children leaving school with a qualification in Religious Studies. In many cases, the loss
of the short course has coincided with an increase in the number of schools reporting zero hours of
timetable time for RE in year 11 in the school workforce data. At A level, entries have remained fairly
stable over recent years in England but in Wales, there is a step decline, of around 33% since 2020.
The reasons for this need further investigation.

For example:

A level West Midlands % A*-C 2023 76.7 % (Nat 79%)

Uptake in West Midlands 2.4% (Nat 1.88%)

GCSE West Midlands % Grade 9-4 2023 69.9% (Nat 72.2%)
GCSE Uptake West Midlands 27.2% (National Average 25.7%)

NATRE analysis of GCSE and A level examination data for Religious Studies reveals interesting
variations between nations and regions

NATRE provide evidence at Education Select committee
enquiry session
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NATRE, along with 3 other subject associations, were invited to speak to a session of the
Education Select Committee to support their enquiry into Recruitment and retention of teachers.
Deborah Weston, NATRE Research Officer and Chair of the RE policy unit (Joint group made up
of NATRE, REC, RE Today), gave evidence in the two hour session.

The session can be viewed here

The TES wrote about the session in which D&T teachers 'rummage in skips' for materials, MPs told
| Tes

Deborah Weston is quoted:

‘Deborah Weston, research officer at the National Association of Teachers of Religious Education,
told MPs that “schools are very inflexible places”. She said that the “pressures on headteachers
are so significant in terms of accountability...that there’s a nervousness about taking people on part
time”. Ms Weston also argued for an increase in the provision of part-time training to become a
teacher, arguing that this could boost recruitment and retention.’

RE at the Party Political conferences

In late September and Early October, teams of teachers from NATRE joined representatives from
the Religious Education Council of England and Wales (REC), Culham St Gabriel's and RE Today
to attend the Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat party conferences.

At the party conferences, they shared the importance of high-quality RE for all pupils in all schools,
talking about the need for a national standard in the subject, sharing constituency data related to RE
with MPs, SACRE members, local councillors and party members and talking about what high-quality
RE looks like in Primary and Secondary classrooms.

Global Neighbours: school awards from Christian Aid

The Global Neighbours accreditation scheme is an award scheme for schools run by the charity
Christian Aid, in partnership with the Church of England Education Office. It is open to all primary
schools and has recently expanded into secondary schools too. The scheme has been has been
running for five years and celebrates the development of global citizenship and courageous
advocacy in schools. Its aim is to encourage a deeper understanding of the world and for young
people to be empowered to engage with and respond to global issues.

Schools can apply for a bronze, silver or gold award. To achieve accreditation, schools must
demonstrate how they are fulfilling criteria relating to:

e Leadership, vision and values

e Teaching and learning

e Collective worship and spiritual development

e Pupil participation in active global citizenship

e Community engagement
For more information please contact Alison Brown (Global Neighbours Schools Programme
Officer): abrown@christian-aid.org

RE Connect Teacher Fellowship Programme

This programme is designed to help deepen teachers’ understanding and confidence for exploring
the environmental crisis through the lens of religions and worldviews in RE. The programme is not
just about getting ideas, but also enhancing your teaching practice and professional network
around this theme.
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After a successful pilot of the programme in 2021-22, RE:Connect will be running again from
September 2023, thanks to a grant from the Culham St Gabriel's Trust. There are places for up to
10 teachers of RE (primary and secondary) on the 6 month teacher fellowship programme.

The initiative is run by Dr Jeremy Kidwell, Associate Professor in Theological Ethics at the
University of Birmingham and Dr lan Jones of St Peter’s Saltley Trust, with input from experienced
primary and secondary specialists, environmental scientists, climate activists and academic
researchers in religion and environment.

The programme offers opportunities to:

o Deepen subject knowledge on the intersection of religion and ecology

e Work with cutting-edge subject specialists on religious ethics/practice, ecology, and climate
change policy

o Work as part of a supportive and dynamic team to create and trial new approaches and
resources for teaching on this theme

e Become a champion for teaching and learning on religion and environmental crisis

The Teacher Fellowship Programme involves monthly workshops from Autumn 2023 to Spring
2024, with tasks to undertake between workshops. Programme sessions will include one fully-
funded weekend residential and 6-8 online evening sessions (roughly one per month). There is no
cost of participation to the teacher or their school and Fellows receive a bursary of £500 to cover
costs of participation plus travel expenses to enable attendance at in-person sessions.

Interested? Please contact lan Jones (director@saltleytrust.org.uk) to register your interest.
Selection for the programme is by a formal application process.

RE Hubs — Website now livel

RE Hubs website (www.re-hubs.uk) is growing. This project aims to create one
m platform to equip, enable and signpost everyone within the RE community.

RE H UBS Places of interest for RE and speakers can sign up to training and appear on the site
\O_/d so that schools can book.

How can we encourage speakers and places of worship to sign up to
the training and appear on the site? What links do you have where you
can share this?
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