Whatever Happened to Religious Education?
Religious education is in need of a new direction, argues Penny Thompson, in a perceptive survey of developments related to this key subject of the school curriculum. Starting with the 1960s, she evaluates the ebb and flow of ideas in RE teaching up to the present day, providing a fascinating and coherent overview of the period.

Thompson focuses initially on the seminal research of Harold Loukes in Teenage Religion (1961), which argued that young people would engage with life’s moral questions if ideas were presented in a relevant way. However, the potential difficulties of distinguishing teaching from preaching in the context of the classroom emerged early on as, increasingly, the influences of Hirst’s ‘areas of knowledge’ and Ninian Smart’s insights into world religions came to the fore in educational circles.

In 1963, John Robinson’s Honest to God thrust religion into the limelight of public debate, but questioned the validity of the traditional concept of a ‘supernatural deity’ Meanwhile Ronald Goldman’s research suggested that introducing young children to the idea of God or the supernatural at too early an age meant that they failed to develop a more adult view of Biblical imagery and abstract theology. An increasingly secular society influenced by humanism was beginning to argue that Christianity should no longer be taught in schools as true; the emphasis on an individual ‘personal search’ for faith and the need for greater openness in RE were gaining momentum. Tracing these developments, particularly through contem​porary articles published in the journal for RE teachers Learning for Living, Thompson provides a useful analysis of these trends and their impact on children’s learning.

She moves on to assess these trends from the viewpoint of committed RE professionals, who argued that the ‘open-ended’ approach, i.e. ‘the critical, intelligent and informal presentation of biblical and doctrinal material by the teacher’ was what was already accepted good practice in the classroom. ‘Openness’, however, should not be mistaken for ‘neutrality’ where ‘anything goes’, but rather the RE teacher should be clear where religious commitment can be distinguished from indoctrination and be able to guide pupils into an understanding of religious ideas and their significance for themselves.

The 1970 Durham Report The Fourth R probably the most comprehensive survey of RE undertaken in the second half of the 20th Century, acknowledged that RE should continue to be based on Christianity for most pupils, whilst recognising RE’s ‘contribution to each pupil’s search for a faith by which to live’. In 1971, this latter theme was taken up by the influential School’s Council Working Paper 36, from which Ninian Smart’s ideas of phenomenological, multi-dimensional RE were later developed, particularly through the Shap conferences and publications, seeing the teaching of Christianity as only one among other world religions. While welcoming the new perspectives such ideas contributed, Thompson feels this left unanswered the critical question about the truth of any particular religion.

Meanwhile in the 1970s, these views were introduced into teacher training colleges; new text books were produced, purporting to eschew the ‘confessional’ approaches to RE; and examination sylla​buses were broadened to include religions other than Christianity. Nevertheless, the LEA agreed syllabuses (legally required after 1944) were still predominantly Christian in approach, reflecting the significant influence of the churches’ representatives in the local statutory conferences and Thompson devotes a whole chapter to the struggle by the professional RE teachers to wrest ‘control of RE from the Churches’. The inclusion of communism and humanism in the 1975 Birmingham Syllabus tested the legal boundaries of the approach which seemed to accept that no religion had a greater grasp on truth than any other. Despite some attempts, for example in Parliament in 1977, to restate the important and distinctive place of Chnstianity in Britain, ‘agnosticism’ had seemingly replaced it as the prevailing orthodoxy in RE.

However, Thatcher’s attempt. through the 1988 Education Reform Act, to regain control of education from the teaching  profession, brought RE back into the headlines when the predominance of Christianity was hotly debated both in Parliament and the media. The DES failed to clarify what was meant by RE being ‘mainly Christian’ until Circular 1/94, by which time most agreed syllabuses had incorporated the teaching of six world religions, only one of which was Christianity. Thompson perceptively draws attention to the confusion m the DfES’ 1994 advice that, while no particular religion should be ‘urged upon pupils’, such a prohibition is not actually enshrined in the 1944 legislation.

The subsequent developments by government curriculum bodies (SCAA and later QCA) offered model RE syllabuses which focused on both ‘learning about religion’ and ‘learning from religion’. In relation to ‘learning about religion’, Thompson criticises particularly the work of Grimmitt and the Errickers and goes further:  “the element of self-absorption, of self-generated values, of being in control by choosing and creating meaning for oneself, all point to a form of self-deification” (p 130). In relation to ‘learning from religion’, she values the work of Jackson, Watson, Wright and Cooling in their attempts to avoid relativism and ensure religious traditions are treated seriously in their own right, but again is critical of their stance that RE should not be based on one particular religion.

In the final part of the book, Thompson advocates her own approach, drawing on her experiences as an RE teacher since the mid 1970s: “the task of RE is one of careful introduction to a particular religion, best carried out by those who have both insight into and a degree of devotion to the faith” (p151). While she recognises that ‘denominational formularies’ in the classroom are prohibited by law, she highlights the recommendation of the 1970 Durham Report that the teacher ‘could commend his own option’. ‘Openness’ should not mean being afraid to take a position:

‘mishmash’ RE after all merely favours the ‘secularist’. Even pupils of different religious traditions, are more likely to respect a teacher who holds particular religious beliefs of her own: “if she starts from a position of commitment to  one religion, then other religions will be taken seriously, since they challenge that commitment” Church schools which teach explicit Christianity remain popular and Christianity underlies both British culture and our moral attitudes of tolerance or equal opportunity; but more important, she argues, is that no religion “would seem to offer the objectivity and intellectual structure that may be found in Christianity and which undergirds our national life?”
This book offers a well presented overview and useful analysis of the educational, political, ecclesiastical and theological developments in RE over the past half century. RE professionals and historians will find it a thoughtful read, particularly as the current government moves towards developing a national framework for RE.  Whether you agree with Thompson’s provocative conclusions or not, this book will encourage professional debate and that can only be good for pupils in our RE classrooms.
Priscilla Chadwick, Principal, Berkhamsted Collegiate School. 
