Frequently Asked Questions about 

Religious Education and the Right of  Withdrawal

The following information is issued as guidance from the advisory service to teachers, head teachers and governors who are responding to the request for a pupil to be wholly or partly excused from attending any RE at the school.  The most frequent requests are those which can be summarised by the following two broad categories, namely: -

1. A parent who is an adherent to a particular faith group wishes their child to be withdrawn from: - 

· The whole Religious Education curriculum

· Specific elements of Religious Education 

2. A parent who is from no faith background, wishes their child to be withdrawn from the RE curriculum because they:-

· Disagree with this subject forming part of their child’s curriculum

· Have strongly held beliefs against certain faith groups or cultures

Your legal position as a school 

The Hertfordshire Agreed Syllabus for Religious Education 2006-2011 states that 

‘All parents have the right to withdraw their children from receiving RE.  No teacher can be required to teach RE if he/s does not wish to do so. (page 9)

This summary can be found in detail in DfE Circular 1/94 para 44-49, many of these points are outlined below.

Nothing in the Education Act 1993 affects parents’ rights, as established in the 1944 Act and re-enacted in the 1988 Act, to withdraw their children from RE if they wish.  To summarise:

(Education Reform Act 1988, s.9(3))

· If the parent asks that a pupil should be wholly or partly excused from attending any RE at the school, then the school must comply:

(Education Reform Act 1988, s.9 (3))
· a pupil may, if the parent requests this, be withdrawn from the school premises to receive RE elsewhere, so long as the LEA, or in the case of a grant-maintained school, the governing body, is satisfied that this will not interfere with the child’s attendance at school other than at the beginning or end of any school session;

(Education Reform Act 1988, s.9(4 and 6))
A school continues to be responsible for the supervision of any child withdrawn by its parent from RE, unless the child is lawfully receiving religious education elsewhere. (Education Reform Act 1988, s9(4))
Exercise of right of withdrawal
The parental right to withdraw a child from receiving RE should be freely exercisable and a school must give effect to any such request.  Parents are not obliged to state their reasons for seeking withdrawal.

The law does not prescribe how religious education should be taught or organised in schools.  LEAs and schools should bear in mind, however that the way in which RE is organised must reflect the duty to teach the agreed syllabus or what is provided according to a trust deed, and that parents must be enabled to exercise their rights to request that their child should be excused from RE.  This should not cause problems if RE is taught as a separate subject; but particular care will be needed to ensure that parents are able to exercise this right where schools, including primary schools, teach RE in an integrated form along with National Curriculum subjects (from which there is no right of withdrawal). 

(Education Reform Act 1988, s.9(4))
There will be occasions when spontaneous enquiries made by pupils on religious matters arise in other areas of the curriculum.  Circumstances will vary, but responses to such enquiries are unlikely to constitute RE within the meaning of the legislation and a parent would not be able to insist on a child being withdrawn every time issues relating to religion and spiritual values were raised.

The response of the Hertfordshire SACRE

The Standing Advisory Council for Religious Education meets regularly to discuss issues such as these frequently raised questions.  We recognise that head teachers and governors of schools are from time to time called upon to help parents to exercise their right of withdrawal. The SACRE recommends that the following strategies should form part of an individual school’s response to such a request. The withdrawal of a pupil from RE should be seen as a final option if all other procedures have failed to ensure that pupil’s inclusion.

Suggested strategies following a request for the right of withdrawal 

· The teacher should talk to the child to establish the nature of the concern (most suitable for upper primary/ secondary pupils)

· The parent/ guardian should be invited to visit the school and meet with the class/ subject teacher and/or Head of Department

· The Agreed Syllabus and Schemes of Work should be made available for the parent/ guardian to read

· If appropriate the parent/ guardian might be invited to observe a lesson, visiting speaker or visit

· Finally, the parent/ guardian should be invited to meet with the Head Teacher

Experience suggests that, to avoid misunderstanding, a head teacher will find it helpful to establish with any parent wanting to exercise the right of withdrawal:

· the religious issues about which the parent would object to his or her child being taught;

· the practical implications of withdrawal;

· the circumstances in which the school can reasonably be expected to accommodate parental wishes; and

· whether the parent will require any advanced notice of such RE, and if so, how much.

The response of a school will be based on local views according to local circumstances. On occasion some head teachers need to respond to parents who have strongly held beliefs against certain faith groups or cultures.  As a SACRE we urge those who are organising provision for Religious Education and Collective Worship to avoid the creation of a ‘pick and mix’ culture in which such parents determine which faiths their children may learn about and which areas they must be withdrawn from.  Through open and honest discussion about the aims of the curriculum, the content of the scheme of work and the learning intentions of individual class teachers, we feel that it is possible to overcome some elements of these inherently negative attitudes.  If a parent is not open to such discussion then, complete withdrawal of the child from such work might be seen as the most practicable solution.  Parents do have a legal right to withdrawal if the suggested strategies do not result in pupil inclusion then the decision for total withdrawal or partial participation should be at the discretion of the head teacher. 

Some practical suggestions if a pupil is withdrawn from RE

If a parent does wish to exercise the right of withdrawal what are the school obliged to provide as an alternative?

Unless the child is being provided with a religious education away from the school premises the school continues to be responsible for the supervision of any child withdrawn by its parent from RE,

· This may mean that the child takes work to another class, or joins a parallel class who is working on a different area of the curriculum.

· A pupil may sit in an area away from the classroom where another adult is supervising a small group of pupils.

· A teacher may withdraw the pupil within the classroom where the RE is taking place.

· Where possible alternative curriculum planning for one pupil should be avoided, class teachers may draw on, play areas, listening stations, libraries, topic books, computers and extension or support activities to provide natural alternatives to the RE.

· It may be possible for the parents to send their child some alternative work/ reading.

· Withdrawal should not be seen as a chance for pupils to ‘catch up’ with homework.

