The contribution of religious education and collective worship to promoting community cohesion - guidance from Hertfordshire SACRE

'Every school - whatever its intake and wherever it is located - is responsible for educating children and young people who will live and work in a country which is diverse in terms of cultures, religions or beliefs, ethnicities and social backgrounds.' (DCSF Guidance on the duty to promote community cohesion July 2007 DCSF-00598-2007)

In July 2007 the DCSF published its guidance on the duty to promote community cohesion in regard to the statutory requirement to promote community cohesion. This guidance states the following:

· Opportunities across the curriculum to promote shared values and help pupils to value differences and to challenge prejudice, discrimination and stereotyping. As well as the opportunities in citizenship described above, there are opportunities across the curriculum and in the new programmes of study for Religious Education (RE) and Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE).

· A programme of curriculum based activities whereby pupils’ understanding of community and diversity is enriched through fieldwork, visits, for example to places of worship, and meetings with members of different communities.

· Assemblies which involve members of the local and wider community and promote the engagement of learners and shared understanding, as well as a school’s ethos and values.

· Encouragement for learners to value diversity and develop a better understanding of UK society, for example by challenging assumptions and creating an open climate to address sensitive and controversial issues. 

This may present more of a problem for some schools in Hertfordshire than for others, based on local demography. This guidance aims to help schools in Hertfordshire to further the work of community cohesion in their school through using the Agreed Syllabus and in their provision for a daily act of collective worship.  It is intended for use by headteachers, Heads of RE and RE Coordinators and governors with a responsibility for community cohesion.

What do we mean by Community Cohesion?

The idea of community cohesion works at a number of different levels. 

By community cohesion, we mean working towards a society in which there is a common vision and sense of belonging by all communities; 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; and a society in which strong and positive relationships exist and continue to be developed in the workplace, in schools and in the wider community
. 
Community might be seen as the place where an individual can be valued for who and what they are and the contribution they make to the lives of others. Where there is no sense that I as an individual can make a contribution, or that I am valued, then there is no community for me. Community, too, is about how we are in public space. Whether or not I am accepted for whom and what I am in public space tells me whether or not I am part of a community. Reflecting on the communities in which we live would this be true for all those who live there or just some?

The DCSF’s guidance recognises that community works in different ways in terms of a school’s duty:

For schools, the term ‘community’ has a number of dimensions including:

· the school community – the children and young people it serves, their parents, carers and families, the school’s staff and governing body, and community users of the school’s facilities and services;

· the community within which the school is located – the school in its geographical community and the people who live or work in that area. This applies not just to the immediate neighbourhood but also to the city or local authority area within which a school is located;

· the UK community;

· the global community.

Religious Education 

RE in the curriculum has an obvious role to play in terms of enabling young people to recognise the diversity within our communities at a number of levels. 

The school community in which a pupil spends time reflects the diversity of the surrounding community and there is clear diversity of belief and practise among our pupils and their families. In some areas of Hertfordshire there will be more diversity of belief evident than in others.  However, often even where most families in a school community might identify themselves as belonging to a particular faith tradition, there may be a  need to be explored further.  In terms of RE it is possible to explore the diversity which pupils experience and to teach them the skill of ‘disagreeing respectfully’

The community in which the school is located  is often, quite rightly, a focus for RE.  The opportunity to investigate the patterns of diversity of religions and non-religious belief within the local area provides an important context through which links can be forged with different faith communities within the local community.

Pupils might also be interested in the contribution that faith communities make to the local community, especially as a focus for community activities such as retired peoples groups, parent and child groups or hosting organisations such as Guides and Scouts.  Here SACRE can assist schools through the publication of the Faith Communities Directory.

When looking at different religious traditions locally it would also be good to look at how they work together through local inter-faith groups or through informal cooperation.

The UK community is significant for religious education too.  Many of our pupils will have increasing awareness that they are a part of a greater whole which helps to define who and what we are and enable us to see our unique contribution to that whole. It is significant that religious education is in the main about Christianity in statute but it is also about the other major religious traditions represented in Great Britain. Hence, RE is about us as British people not about ‘foreigners’. The major religious traditions other than Christianity are represented in the Agreed Syllabus and are spread out across the Key Stages but it is important that teachers enable pupils to recognise these religious traditions as being British. So it would be wrong for a pupil to emerge from KS2 believing that Jews came from and lived in Israel or that Sikhs came from the Punjab. Whilst this may be true for some Jews and Sikhs for the vast majority of these people living in Britain this would not be true at all. 

The global community is often well represented in RE when it comes to the major religious traditions other than Christianity. Here we need some clear balance. In one way all the major religious traditions in the UK have come from somewhere else. Christianity, Islam and Judaism came from the Middle East and Buddhism, Hinduism and Sikhism have come from the Indian sub-continent and Asia. Many believers still have strong attachments to places to which they have never visited and are never likely to visit. Christians look to the Holy Land and the places where Jesus lived and worked, Jews still face Jerusalem when they pray and Muslims hope to go on the Hajj at least once in their lifetime whilst praying in the direction of Mecca sometimes as many as five times a day. Buddhists tell stories of the Buddha in India and sometimes those of buddhas/bodhisattvas in other places, such as Tibet, China or Japan. Hindus retain their attachment to India and the Ganges in particular and Sikhs look to HaMandir Sahib in Amritsar. 

All major faith traditions have an international focus and are present across the world. India has more Christians than Sikhs and there has been a Christian presence in India from the early centuries of Christian history. Africa also has large Christian and Muslim populations. What is interesting for RE is the way in which religious people often feel a part of trans-national communities and sometimes closer to those abroad than the people who live next door to them. On the world stage, too, religion can be a major force for good and evil, as can philosophy and politics. The media tends to pick up on the conflict between religions but much good work goes on between religious traditions, especially when it comes to international aide in times of crisis. Enabling pupils to see how religions can work together to build a better world might be seen as a good outcome for RE in a school.

The role of RE in promoting community cohesion was a major focus of Ofsted's subject survey inspections during 2007/8.  In most schools pupils were clear that RE was one of the main contexts in which to develop their understanding of diversity and the importance of respect towards others.

Examples of good practice seen in schools include:

· providing opportunities to explore controversial issues related to religion and belief in the modern world - including misrepresentations of religion in the media

· providing opportunities for representatives of 'hard to reach' religious communities to work with the school and develop confidence that their traditions were respected

· providing opportunities for pupils with strong religious and belief commitments to share their experience in a safe context and see that their faith is valued and respected

· providing enrichment activities, including fieldwork and visitors, designed as opportunities for first hand engagement with diversity of religion and belief in the local area.

Successful approaches linking RE to community cohesion include:

· 'Off-timetable' theme days or assemblies related to, for example, Holocaust Memorial Day, often working in partnership with other subjects, most notably, citizenship. In one school the headteacher had used RE as a context for analysing patterns of religious/cultural diversity in the area, forging links with local mosques and between mosques and local churches, using these links to develop extended school and family learning opportunities.

· A school with a white mono-cultural intake had twinned with a school with a high percentage of pupils from the Muslim tradition to extend the curriculum enrichment opportunities for RE.

· Using focussed RE theme days to extend opportunities for pupils to explore cultural diversity in more depth, using visitors.

· A school in another white mono-cultural area which had investigated the range of parents with 'global' experience and invited them to contribute to RE and beyond. Another had built links through a local interfaith network project.

Collective worship 
In the same way that RE can contribute to community cohesion so can collective worship. A good programme of collective worship can strengthen the school community whilst enabling pupils to have insights into the local, national and international communities. 

When it comes to the latter this is also true for Christianity. Schools will celebrate Christmas in some way every year. Looking at how Christians across the world celebrate it differently might be a real starting point. Lots of schools already participate in schemes which distribute Christmas presents across the globe; does this help them to see themselves as part of a global community? Probably only if it is made explicit to them. Likewise the riches of the local community can be shared with the school community in terms of resources and resources such as the Shap Calendar, sent to all schools annually by SACRE, can be used to show what people different from themselves but still British citizens are celebrating and why.

What are the next steps?

In terms of reviewing RE and collective worship a governing body should be asking the following questions:

· How do these two aspects of school life contribute to community cohesion?

· What differences do RE and collective worship make to a pupil's sense of self and sense of others?

· Does the school know enough about the diversity of religions and non-religious beliefs within the local community and does it explore ways of making links with those communities?

· How is the local community reflected in the scheme of work and the programme for collective worship?

· To what extent does RE and collective worship reflect wider British society?

· Is Christianity ever looked at in terms of its global presence and contribution?

· Is there an opportunity for positive encounters with people of faith in terms of the requirements of the Hertfordshire Agreed Syllabus?

· Does RE provide a context to build relationships with the communities in the local area and particularly those groups who might be hard to reach?

· Do pupils value the subject and do they recognise the contribution it makes to their understanding of different communities and ways of life?

· Do pupils have real opportunities to explore and gain first-hand experience of diversity of religion, belief and culture?

· Does RE and collective worship provide a voice for minority groups within the school, developing a culture of mutual respect and harmony?

· Does the school treat religions and non-religious beliefs seriously and model ways of building respect?

· If the school is mono-cultural, how well is RE working to foster a broader awareness of cultural and religious diversity?

Conclusion

Whilst RE and Collective Worship are obvious places to start, other areas of the curriculum also have their part to play in promoting community cohesion.   Perhaps, by reviewing RE and collective worship in the light of the DCSF guidance a process might be started whereby schools start to think differently about their responsibilities in creating citizens of the future.

Alan Johnson, Secretary of State for Education and Skills, speaking in Parliament on 2 November 2006. Based on the Government and the Local Government Association’s definition first published in Guidance on Community Cohesion, LGA, 2002 and resulting from the Cantle Report in 2001.


� Disagreeing respectfully is a concept that has been developed by Lat Blaylock at RE Today


� Alan Brine 2008





