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The ISRSA is a member of the Religious Education Council, the leading body representing Religious Education in England and Wales. 

A bumper edition of the newsletter this time, containing write-ups from our conference earlier this term, as well as a report from the RE 
Community Weekend, suggested resources, and lots of other news about the Association. If any members have any news stories they would 
like to appear in the next newsletter then please email them to adamkendry@hotmail.com. 

 

PROCEEDINGS OF THE 2011 CONFERENCE 

 
 
Our 2011 conference was held at the Manor Road Building in Oxford, with lunch at St Catz, and was a 
huge success with over one hundred members attending. We were fortunate in being able to assemble 
a wide array of excellent seminar speakers in addition to the keynote speaker, Professor Trevor Cooling. 
We were also able to assemble a large number of publishers and resource producers and the 
opportunity to directly meet and talk to these, in addition to ordering material, is a considerable 
advantage that membership of the ISRSA brings. Members of the Council attended each seminar to act 
as scribes and have produced short accounts of the proceedings that are reproduced below. 
 

Professor Trevor Cooling’s Keynote Address 

‘Doing God’ in Education 

Professor Cooling started by rejecting the secularising agenda of Paul Hirst, whose educational theories were very influential forty years ago 
when Professor Cooling trained. A ‘Christian Education’ is not nonsense and a faith in God can inform education: ‘God’ is not a redundant 
concept. Quoting John Hull, he said that theology illuminates and inspires how one works educationally, for education is not a neutral activity 
devoid of theoretical interpretation. He gave the differences between Richard Dawkins and Francis Collins here in illustration: one interprets 
genetics atheistically, the other theistically, but both are looking at the same data. 

So one’s prior philosophical position will influence one’s learning and teaching. He reported a survey undertaken at Canterbury wherein the 
poll found that atheistic teacher training students felt freer to share their beliefs with pupils than did religious ones, who were very aware of 
the danger of influencing young minds.  That somehow atheism is OK to share but religion is not, came out at the RSA debate on the Theos 
report that Professor Cooling recently presented: there was genuine anger that God should have anything o do with education except as an 
historical topic linked to religions.  Even Mark Chater, when at QCA, had stated that he would be ‘embarrassed’ if RE in schools relied on the 
support of churches. In other words the secularizing lobby has pushed for RE to be respected as an academic subject by the same canons of 
judgement as all other subjects, to put God in a box. 

This has led to phenomenology, the approach by which religion is treated as a discreet area of learning, in which ‘God’ is one of the beliefs of 
religion, alongside life after death, saying prayers, eating special foods, etc. Quoting Terence Copley, he said God should be ‘in there and 
talked about’, not sanitised out. In a vivid phrase, he said the ‘any dream will do’ approach to multi-religious education was fatally flawed as 
it ignores issues around truth, and the implications for us all if there is a God. 

Turning to Humanism, he rejected the description of  religious belief as ‘clutter’ outlined by Richard Norman, who went on to say that shared 
human values transcend religious beliefs and differences: they are objective and rational. Professor Cooling showed the unreality of this 
claim by reference to the dismissal of Michael Reiss from the Royal Society for daring to suggest that science teachers needed to tackle 
creationism in the classroom and not ignore it. The secular agenda and its proponents could not accept that religion might even have that 
small place on the agenda. Perhaps equally worrying has been the inability of church schools, seeking to appoint religiously literate Heads, to 
find candidates who can explain what a Christian education actually is, apart from a secular one with a bit more RE. 

‘Reasonable Initial Bets’, or ‘RIBS’, are those features of a Christian education which underpin the educational programme. What is this 
education for? What should the end products look like? What values should be espoused and promoted? It is not a different curriculum, it is 
a different way of doing the curriculum. Professor Cooling gave an example from modern languages: we are preparing our pupils to be 
consumers and tourists who treat foreigners as service providers. Is that a Christian approach to the stranger and foreigner? He also cited a 
rather more extreme Taliban example of how their mathematics books were preparing jihadists!  He secular agenda as promoted by the 
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National Secular Society actually wants Church of England schools to be ‘uniquely’ religious schools, but only so that religion can be taken out 
of all other schools! 

In many respects the battle is not for time for RE but for the RIBS of a Christian education, so that God is on the curriculum across the board, 
not just in the ‘God’ slot. 

 

Professor Trevor Cooling seminar following the keynote address 

A lively discussion was held among about thirty attendees on the theme of RIBS. Several schools discussed their own distinctive underlying 
philosophies and axiologies, as did one county advisor.  Discussion focussed on revelation, on truth, on the difficulties of finding trained RE 
practitioners especially in the primary sector.  We were urged to re-consider ‘confessional’ RE, not as religious instruction but as working 
within the open discussion of fundamental Christian values – for too long the liberal confessional approach has actually held sway: we have 
presumed liberal and secular canons of judgement when approaching religious understandings, and not Christian ones.  As in the keynote 
lecture, God must be on the cross-curricular agenda. This is not indoctrination – it is very hard these days to indoctrinate better than the 
media already do – but the exposing of RIBS. 

 

Judith Gardom  

RE and the values of the state 

Judith’s Farmington fellowship project focussed on Turkey’s debates over religious education, as contrasted with the UK and other models, 
such as France and the USA, both of whom are looking to the UK model as a possible way forward.  In Turkey the national curriculum shows 
the historic ambiguity between two of its formative influences, albeit several centuries apart – Rumi and Ataturk. RE is treated as the means 
whereby a good Turkish citizen can be moulded, with a knowledge of the world’s faiths (from a Muslim perspective) but a secularising 
agenda. The Department for Religious Affairs overtly has this goal. The syllabus fails to recognise diversity within Turkey because it focuses 
on a presumed (and imaginary) unity. A Turkish school should produce rational and loyal citizens (over against the demands of Islamic 
extremism and those of ethnic and other faith groups). Turkey is likely to maintain or increase its secular education, whilst finding a place for 
modern Islam – and as a potential EU member this has importance for all of us. 

 

Lesley Pollard  

Doing God creatively at KS2  

Lesley shared a number of ideas with the group to help us teach KS2 pupils in a creative way, although the ideas could equally be applied to 
older pupils. Her first example was ‘Snowballs’, where a subject is discussed in groups, ideas are jotted on a piece of paper and after a minute 
the paper is screwed up and thrown to the next group. They then circle things they disagree with in one colour, things they want to discuss in 
another, and add their own thoughts. This paper is then screwed up and thrown on again etc. The result is a discussion prompted by what 
the pupils have written. The use of art in religion was demonstrated by Botticelli’s “Mystic Nativity”, where we were encouraged to say how 
the picture made us feel, what Christian concepts were demonstrated, what the artist was trying to say etc. Lesley then used some pupils’ 
artwork (examples can be found on www.retoday.org.uk following the link to the NATRE project ‘spirited arts’) to stimulate discussion on our 
views of God using cards with ‘I agree’, ‘I strongly agree’, ‘I disagree’ etc which each pupil lays on the table and then challenges those with a 
different viewpoint.  All of us came away from the seminar inspired by her original and manageable ideas, and many thanks to Lesley for 
leading such a fascinating workshop.  

 

Stephen Bovey 

Leading a Successful RS/RE Department 

Delegates at this year’s ISRSA conference found Stephen Bovey to be more than qualified to speak on this subject.  Currently Head of 
Philosophy and Religious Education at Highgate School, Stephen set up the department from scratch five years ago.  He now boasts a 
department that has two GCSE Religious Studies sets, two Religious Studies A Level sets, and two Philosophy A Level sets: no mean feat. 

Bovey began by discussing the importance of a mission statement.  He feels it is vital that any RS/RE department knows its purpose, and that 
once it is clear on this the Head of Department has a responsibility to share it with both the school and with the parents.  Delegates in 
attendance agreed that in a discipline where there are many threads, and which often gets accused of being irrelevant, it is essential that the 
Head of Department takes seriously its duty to promote RE/RS.  (In the Keynote Seminar Professor Trevor Cooling referred to the need to 
create RE/RS classrooms without walls.  Clearly Bovey agrees that, rather than shutting ourselves away as a defence mechanism, Heads of 
Department need to advertise the virtues of the subject and the possibilities of cross-curricular links.) 

http://www.retoday.org.uk/
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Bovey’s second point of focus was what he described as ‘the power of numbers’.  He was not referring to the number of pupils a Head of 
Department can sign up to their subject, but rather the numbers that the pupils achieve, and that they need.  His feeling is that because we 
are actually dealing with relatively few pupils in our subject there is certain data that we must have to hand.  For example, at AS a pupils’ AS 
scores and what they need at A2 to achieve a certain grade.  In this sense the numbers give you power, Bovey says.  The numbers can be 
used as a bargaining tool; “you need this to get an A Grade… you were predicted an A Grade… you want an A Grade… therefore do that piece 
of work again and turn it in to an A Grade.”  For some this may sound like a fairly punchy (even bullish) approach, however, his point is not 
complicated, and provides the Head of Department  with a straight forward way to raise standards. 

Finally, Bovey discussed ‘working with what you’ve got’.  By this he meant managing the personnel in your department.  He emphasized that 
whilst it is not possible to change the teaching styles of the teachers in your department it is possible to build everyone into your team by 
focusing on their strengths.  Since the key to leading a successful department is understanding your personnel and getting the most out of 
them, communication is vital. 

Bovey is without doubt an inspirational Head of Department and his pearls of wisdom were much appreciated by all.  To summarize: 1) Be 
clear about your vision 2) Utilize the power of numbers 3) Learn how to manage your personnel. 

 

Michael Wilcockson  

Teaching Contemporary Issues – the new part of the Common Entrance Exam 

Michael’s talk was, as usual, both interesting and informative. He outlined the rationale behind the new contemporary issues section of the 
CE paper. He explained the importance of knowing facts about key issues and being able to explain them clearly. He emphasised that no 
evaluation was required. Michael explained that ethics don’t just come from anywhere; they arise from the Judaeo/Christian tradition which 
is why it is necessary to study the Old and New Testaments. However, he said that schools were free to choose what to include from outside 
this tradition.  

He went on to show how the course could be delivered both as coursework and as study alongside the Old and New Testament sections. He 
suggested that teachers contact Independent schools and ask what their criteria are for this section and for feedback after the exam. Michael 
outlined very usefully how contemporary issues could be formed into a scheme of work either discreetly as a two-tier year 7 and 8 
programme, or as an integrated approach. A two-tier scheme would take into account the suitability of issues for particular age groups, 
putting prejudice and discrimination into Year 7 for example, but leaving attitudes to death until Year 8. He produced useful schemes of work 
for both approaches.  

Michael then went on to talk about answering exam questions. He gave some examples of what will become typical CE questions in 
contemporary issues. For example: ‘Outline what Richard Dawkins says about religion.’ ‘Outline Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount 
on treatment of enemies.’ ‘Explain how Dietrich Bonhoeffer showed Christian leadership.’ ‘What makes a just war?’  

Finally, he explained how to relate contemporary issues with the d questions in sections 1 and 2 and concluded with some advice to 
scholarship candidates: they should not try to be too clever, their essays should be well structured, unimpeded by too much descriptive 
narrative and include convincing examples.  

 

Dr David Leal 

Current Developments in Philosophy of Religion and Ethics 

We were extremely fortunate in having Dr David Leal, Fellow in Philosophy at Brasenose College, offer to give not just one, but two seminars 

in which he outlined current developments in Philosophy of Religion and Ethics respectively. This provided a welcome opportunity for 

members – especially those involved in teaching A-Level – to refresh their subject knowledge and gain valuable new insights into these fields 

from an expert. In both seminars Dr Leal took the same approach in presenting to the group a small number of recently published academic 

works that he believed had changed the conversation and were of enduring significance.  

In his Philosophy of Religion session Dr Leal began by rejecting the common approach that sees the field as a series of discrete topics, and 

instead educated us on the rise of theo-philosophical questions being addressed by mainstream philosophers and the consequent huge 

increase in published works in the field. In particular the issue of ‘reformed epistemology ‘ has acted as a general challenge to all 

philosophical discussion of all types of warranted belief and justification. Secondly, the revisiting of religious experience has raised a large 

number of metaphysical questions as to what constitutes ‘reality’ – an issue that has received a lot of attention from quantum physicists as 

well. Dr Leal concluded his extremely erudite and challenging talk by suggesting that philosophy has become, at least in the universities, far 

more accepting and engaged with theology and that the notion of ‘forbidden beliefs’ had all but disappeared. Amongst the recommended 

books, he particularly drew attention to Everything Must Go by James Ladyman, Don Ross and with David Spurrett and John Collier as a 

starting point for further reading. 
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In his Ethics session, Dr Leal took a slightly different approach and invited us as a group to answer an A-Level past paper question on 

Aristotelian ethics. Unfortunately we discovered that our ‘model’ answer (including Dr Leal’s input) was at considerable variance from the 

mark scheme’s. This led to a discussion about the need for greater input from university faculties into examination setting at A-Level. Turning 

to his survey of the current literature, he pointed out particularly Derek Parfitt’s two-volume On What Matters which attempts to 

rehabilitate a Kantian epistemology – a work that he considered to be the most significant philosophical text of the decade. Dr Leal also 

introduced many of us to a view of ethics known as Particularism, associated with Jonathan Dancy. He then expertly linked this back to our 

Aristotle question, leaving those present both impressed and a little bewildered! As an experiment in a pure academic provision at the 

conference these seminars have to be considered an unqualified success and all those present were extremely grateful to Dr Leal for his 

erudite and fascinating talks. 

The next ISRSA Conference will be held on aƻƴŘŀȅ нпǘƘ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмн ŀǘ YƛƴƎΩǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ΨDoing Theology 
in the 21st CenturyΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅƴƻǘŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 5ŀǾƛŘ CƻǊŘΦ CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ L{w{! ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ 

 

THE RE COMMUNITY WEEKEND 

Chairman Richard Coupe and Secretary Adam Kendry represented the ISRSA at the Religious Education Council Conference in October 2011, 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ǘ DŀōǊƛŜƭΩǎ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ and the Culham Institute. Below Richard sets out the purpose and results of the two-day 
conference. 

This momentous conference of 200 delegates from all the REC member organisations addressed one great issue: where does RE go from 
here? John Keast, the new chair, spelt out where ‘here’ is: 

¶ E-Bacc exclusion 

¶ New models of RE in free schools and academies 

¶ Reductions in RE teacher training places 

¶ Local Authorities and SACREs diminishing in importance 

¶ Ofsted no longer routinely to check RE 

¶ National Curriculum Review has ignored RE 

¶ There is no National Advisor on the subject 

¶ The Government has been impervious to criticism regarding RE 

¶ There is talk of state funding being removed from short course GCSEs 
 

However, he was able to point to some positives: 

¶ The law on RE is still in place  
¶ The quality of resources is now very good 

¶ Our unique contribution to education is recognised internationally 

¶ Ours has become a central examination subject in national statistics 

¶ RE teaching quality is recognised to be at an all-time high 
 

So we were urged to look forward confidently and in a united way – hence the conference. We spent the weekend in mixed discussion 
groups covering all aspects of the provision for RE and how we can ‘go it alone’ to develop the subject without the Government’s help, 
whether in CPD, secondary-primary liaison, syllabuses, finances, positioning, examinations, the attainment targets, public awareness, a 
national guarantee of standards, and the co-operation of organisations committed to the same task. 

One question we struggled to resolve - and you can try this one at home - what is RE? Other subjects know what they are – do we? 

The REC clearly feels it is the body to be the voice and umbrella organisation nationally, a move we have supported at ISRSA because what 
happens in the maintained sector will always end up affecting us, and we have good practice we can share.  A serious and at times heated 
conference that achieved one main thing: we have joined forces to stand up for the subject, as the large majority vote at the end showed.  
There is a way to go on new structures, leadership, financial arrangements, monitoring of curriculum and so on, but as ISRSA we can play our 
small part in being counted. 

GOOGLESITE AND HELP@ISRSA 

 
As premiered at the conference, the Association has set up two new e-initiatives this term. Firstly, the 'Help' facility. By emailing 
help@isrsa.org.uk you can directly contact the Council. Envisaged with particular respect to seeking advice about departmental management 
or relations with senior management or clergy for those who want some sympathetic and impartial advice, a member of the Council will 
respond as soon as possible to either assist directly themselves or to suggest a better-qualified or more experienced member of the 
Association. The facility is also hoped to be of benefit for those who are new to being HoDs and who want a guiding hand or any member 
who, for whatever reason, might want a Council member to visit their school or correspond as a 'critical friend', perhaps prior to inspection. 
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All requests sent to 'Help' will be treated within the strictest confidence. 
 
The second initiative is the googlegroup that you received this newsletter via. As has already started to happen it is envisioned that this will 
become a regular tool for communication between members to share resources and to discuss issues pertinent to us as RS practitioners. Any 
problems with accessing or using the googlegroup please contact adamkendry@hotmail.com. 
 

THEOLOGY NEWS RESOURCE 

 
A year or so ago I set up a blog for a former school that was designed to get 
the students engaged with the tremendous - and often daunting - amount of 
resources available online for our subject. Updated daily, it drew together all 
the major news stories related to religion and philosophy as well as 
providing links to podcasts and TV programmes in these subjects. 
 
After moving on from the school, I relaunched the site for public access and 
continue to run it. As well as the news page, there are links to recommended 
resources, a comprehensive guide to studying Divinity and Philosophy at the 
major British universities and, coming soon, a series of revision podcasts. 
 
It is possible to 'follow' the site and receive an email with updates each day 
by signing up in the right-hand column. The site is also fully configured for 
smartphone use. What was pleasing was, in its previous incarnation, not just how many students signed up but their parents too and the site 
certainly worked on open days as a rejoinder to those parents who argued that RS was of no continuing significance in society today. 
 
As a one-man enterprise, the site is in a permanent state of construction and recommendations and links are always most welcome. To view 
the site and start using it in class or for prep go to theologynews.blogspot.com 
 

MEMBERSHIP 

As announced at the last conference, from September 2012 we will be adopting a slightly different membership model. All those attending 
the annual conference will automatically have their membership renewed and continue to be members of the googlegroup and receive all 
other members’ benefits. It will also be possible to join the Association if you are unable to make the conference for the standard fee of £10. 
Membership will run from conference to conference. Membership forms for those not attending the conference are available on the ISRSA 
website. Reviewing our lists, a number of former members have had their membership lapse. Please do encourage those you know to renew 
or join. Our success and efficacy is clearly proportional to our membership. 

COUNCIL NEWS 

There have been a couple of changes to the composition of the Council. Following Susan Grenfell’s resignation at the Conference, after long 
service to the ISRSA, Adam Kendry was appointed Secretary. Alice McNeill (Ampleforth College) was elected on to the Council at the same 
time. A list of all Council members and their positions can be found on the ISRSA. 
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