


 

 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
 
 
 

Religion and WoRldvieWs 

Religion and Worldviews: The Triumph of the Secular in Religious Education 
provides the frst serious analysis and review of the Commission on 
Religious Education’s proposed worldviews framework for the subject. 
It argues that religious education has an important contribution to make to 
the aims of liberal education and examines whether the shift to a worldview 
framework is capable of overcoming current weaknesses and initiating a new 
positive direction for the future. Chapters explore the role of worldviews in 
Religious Education, covering key debates including: 

•	 Whether there is need for new legislation on RE 
•	 The nature of professionalism and the role of ‘experts’ 
•	 The extent to which there is educational value in study of the personal 

worldviews of students 
•	 The role of the religious voice in RE 
•	 The relation of religions to religious worldviews 
•	 The aims of RE 
•	 The relationship between the state and religion 
•	 Consideration of the nature of a worldview 
•	 The personal reflections of a member of the Commission on its proposals. 

The chapters provide all that is necessary to understand and to evaluate the 
current debate on the appropriateness of a worldviews approach to RE. 

Bringing together leading names in the feld, this is essential reading for 
trainee and practising teachers of Religious Education, RE advisers and 
schools’ leaders responsible for curriculum development. 

L. Philip Barnes is Emeritus Reader in Religious and Theological 
Education, King’s College London. He is the author of Education, Religion 
and Diversity: Developing a New Model of Religious Education (2014) and of 
Crisis, Controversy and the Future of Religious Education (2020), both published 
by Routledge. 
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PRefaCe 

As editor of Religion and Worldviews: The triumph of the secular in religious 
education I am delighted that so many prominent religious educators agreed 
to contribute essays: all invited were happy to contribute. This makes me 
think that there is a substantial body of opinion that does not agree with 
the current ‘direction of travel’ pursued by the Commission on Religious 
Education (CoRE) and the Religious Education Council of England and 
Wales. A well-funded ‘charm offensive’ by supporters of CoRE and the 
readiness of sympathetic grant-awarding charities, journal editors and offi-
cial spokespersons for organisations concerned with religious education 
to commend (or possibly thwart criticism of) a worldviews approach to 
teachers is well under way and pressure to endorse the proposals of CoRE 
will no doubt grow. One can appreciate the readiness of some teachers to 
embrace CoRE, for how can so many ‘experts’ be wrong? Furthermore, 
repeating the rhetoric of CoRE that its proposals represent a new direction 
raises the possibility that the status of religious education among educators 
and the wider public will be raised and perhaps the perennial epithet of 
religious education as the ‘Cinderella subject’ of the curriculum will finally 
be overcome. But the ‘crisis’ in religious education and a longing for its 
resolution can precipitate lack of critical reflection and a rush to espouse 
ideas and solutions that will in time show themselves to further deepen the 
crisis rather than overcome it. 

Ultimately, trust must be placed in Standing Advisory Councils on Reli-
gious Education and in classroom teachers to decide the direction religious 
education should take. There is much excellent teaching of religious educa-
tion in schools; often by those who are prepared to develop their own ideas 



 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	

viii Preface 

and implement their own strategies in contradiction of what is prescribed 
by ‘experts’. Not infrequently those charged with the training of teachers 
inculcate ideas, pedagogies and even disciplinary frameworks (paradigms), 
ostensibly advanced in the cause of inclusion and of challenging bigotry, 
but which ultimately erase difference and misrepresent diversity; instead a 
secularist agenda is advanced where inclusion means ‘all religions are equally 
true’ or ‘all are equally false’ and where bigotry means the failure to accept 
the deliverances of the ‘experts’ and their ideological mentors. Opposing 
such powerful educational currents requires courage and determination, 
and an independent mind. 

Finally, thanks again to my wife Sandra, who has supported me and (in 
her words) ‘been my carer’ for the last three years. It is thanks to her (and 
others) that I remain enthusiastic about life and work, and marital love. 

St Andrew’s Day, 2021 
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INTRODUCTION 

From religions to worldviews 

L. Philip Barnes 

Early in 2012 the Religious Education Council of England and Wales 
announced that it intended to conduct a review of religious education to 
complement the government’s review of the National Curriculum, which 
was initially planned in 2010. The government’s rationale for not including 
religious education in its review is because there is local determination of 
its content, unlike other subjects whose content is nationally determined 
(as the name National Curriculum indicates). On this basis the distinction is 
often made between the ‘basic’ curriculum, which includes religious educa-
tion, and the ‘national’ curriculum, which does not. In addition, although 
religious education is a statutory subject, parents enjoy a ‘right’ to withdraw 
their child from it, a right denied in the case of other subjects.1 The gov-
ernment neither invited the RE Council, which is a charitable organisation 
representing groups concerned with religious education, to review the sub-
ject of religious education in school nor appointed offcial representatives 
to participate in or ‘observe’ the review process. 

A review of religious education in England 

The chief fndings of the RE Council Review, which were published on 
23 October 2013, were presented in two separate sections of the doc-
ument: ‘RE: A national curriculum framework’ (11–28) and ‘RE: The 
wider context’ (29–46). The Review (2013: 8) acknowledged that there 
was a ‘crisis’ in the subject: ‘The RE community has felt a sense of crisis 
despite government assurance’ – which was only admitting what others 
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2 L. Philip Barnes 

had been saying, for example, Mark Chater, a year earlier.2 The Review 
proposed (and set out the main features of ) a new non-statutory national 
framework to replace the existing 2004 (non-statutory) framework, which 
has been widely used as a template by Standing Advisory Councils on Reli-
gious Education (SACREs) in their production of local agreed syllabuses. 
The Review also recommended that its proposed ‘National Curriculum 
Framework for RE’ should provide a new template for religious education 
in all schools, not just local authority schools, which are under a statutory 
obligation to follow an agreed syllabus (though legally they are not obliged 
to follow the recommendations of non-statutory documents), but also faith 
schools, academies and free schools. The fact that the proposed new frame-
work intended to provide a curriculum model for all schools revealed the 
presumption of the RE Council to set the agenda for ‘reform’ and to con-
trol the subject in schools. 

The fndings of the Review proved controversial and were not well 
received. Prominent members of organisations and bodies that are affli-
ated to the RE Council claimed that their group did not have access to 
the document before publication and consequently could not endorse its 
recommendations and proposals; for example, this criticism was voiced 
by the then chair of the National Association of SACREs (see Barnes 
and Felderhof 2014). Criticism also focused on the new aims that were 
proposed. The Review abandoned the two attainment targets of ‘learning 
about’ and ‘learning from’, which are widely used in earlier documents 
and in curricular resources, in favour of three new aims (see below for 
discussion). The original distinction between ‘learning about’ and ‘learn-
ing from’ in attainment targets had been introduced to make it clear that 
religious education is not just a matter of transmitting information about 
the different religious traditions but also that pupils should be encouraged 
to engage with religious beliefs and values and to consider their personal 
relevance. 

Three new aims were put forward: for pupils to (i) ‘Know about and 
understand a range of religions and worldviews . . .’; for them to (ii) ‘Express 
ideas and insights about the nature, signifcance and impact of religions and 
worldviews . . .’; and for them to (iii) ‘Gain and deploy the skills needed to 
engage seriously with religions and worldviews . . .’ (2013: 14–15). These 
new aims are puzzling. One might have thought that ‘expressing ideas and 
insights’ was an intellectual skill already covered by ‘gaining knowledge 
and understanding of religions’. It is also diffcult to know how to interpret 
the further demand that ideas and insights should be expressed ‘reasonably’ 
and with ‘increasing discernment’: how does one express how religious 
‘ideas . . . infuence individuals and communities’ reasonably? Is it that 



 

 

 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

Introduction: From religions to worldviews 3 

religious believers express some of their beliefs and ideas unreasonably and 
pupils should revise originally unreasonable beliefs and make them reason-
able for educational purposes or is reasonableness a synonym for inoffen-
siveness?! The second aim, in turn, is not readily differentiated from the 
third, just as ‘expressing ideas’ cannot be easily separated from the supposed 
skill of ‘articulating beliefs’, a phrase that is used to expand the third aim. 
It is also diffcult to grasp how ‘knowing about and understanding’ can be 
achieved or demonstrated separately from ‘expressing ideas’ or thoughts. 
A response may be that the three aims cannot in practice be separated from 
each other. The diffculty is that such abstract aims provide no clear direc-
tion for teaching and learning: they fail to make clear that pupil learning 
in religious education involves not just knowledge and understanding of 
religions but how religions relate to human experience, in particular to the 
‘lifeworld’ (Lebenswelt) of pupils. Without this orientation, from the per-
spective of pupils, the subject is of limited relevance and value. 

The failure to relate aims to educational outcomes is further illustrated 
by attending to some of the things that are said about the purpose of 
religious education (which in the Review is distinguished from aims). 
Religious education is said to contribute to education by ‘provoking 
challenging questions about meaning and purpose in life, beliefs about 
God, ultimate reality, and these questions in turn ‘develop in pupils an 
aptitude for dialogue’ (2013: 14). But how does raising questions develop 
dialogue? Students might as easily develop an aptitude for nihilism, cyni-
cism, and relativism unless one can be more positive about the value of 
studying religion. In ‘enabling pupils to develop their ideas, values and 
identities’, which is listed as a further purpose of religious education, can 
religious educators be indifferent as to which ideas, values and identi-
ties are formed by individual pupils? It appears that the perception of 
England as a plural and secular society has had the effect on those who 
drafted the Review document from being unable to identify how a stu-
dent might develop or what personal qualities ultimately lead to an open, 
cohesive, tolerant and democratic society. If religious education is to 
contribute to the development of students and of society as the over-
arching aim of education demands, one must specify what bearing these 
religious matters should have for students’ lives and their contribution to 
communities. 

Finally, the Review was criticised for laying too much stress on students’ 
developing and expressing their own views and not enough on acquainting 
them with the beliefs and practices of religion and with bringing pupils’ 
views into dialogue with religion and allowing them to be challenged by 
the beliefs, values and commitments of religion. There was an all-pervasive 
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individualism in the proposed new framework which meant that the focus 
of religious education was being shifted from religious content to that of the 
experiencing individual ‘self ’ (see Taylor 1997). Simply put, religion was 
presented as extrinsic to the aim of pupils’ self-development. Religious edu-
cation is not chiefy about religion but about the autonomous, disengaged 
self that expands its horizons through being exposed to a range of viewpoints 
(in the hope that this, in itself, will challenge intolerance and prejudice). 
The word ‘own’ was used 72 times in the Review: ‘own ideas’, (2013:13); 
‘own feelings and experiences’ (16), ‘own narratives’ (16), ‘own . . . 
behaviour’ (16), ‘own needs’ (16); ‘own cultures’ (16); ‘own views’ (18), 
etc. The intrusion of the word ‘own’ in contexts, where it would be more 
natural to state simply that pupils learn to express their views, their needs, 
and so on, suggests that everyone has his or her own view on things. What 
matters is that you have your own view and have the opportunity to express 
it. The implicit message is that religious truth is a subjective matter. The 
idea is not countenanced that there is objective truth in religion, things 
that are true for everyone, irresponsive of particular responses, and that 
viewpoints may be expanded, complemented or challenged by refecting 
on religious beliefs, values and practices. These are some of the reasons why 
the Review was not well received by religious educators. 

The Commission on Religious Education 

Probably on account of criticism, within a few years of the publication of 
the original Review, the RE Council established a Commission on Reli-
gious Education (CoRE) and embarked on what was effectively a second 
‘review’; something not anticipated in the original Review. Why write a 
new National Framework and then immediately seek through a further 
review to ‘overhaul religious education in schools’ (quoting from CoRE’s 
press release)?3 The hope was presumably entertained that a revised panel 
of ‘experts’ (again solely appointed by the RE Council) would produce 
proposals that would attract more attention and have greater infuence 
than the frst set of proposals. We are told that the CoRE was ‘estab-
lished to review the legal, education, and policy frameworks for religious 
education (RE). . . . [The] review will be a wide-ranging, inclusive and 
evidence-based process designed to inform policy makers’.4 (The reference 
to ‘evidence-based process’ is interesting because it is precisely the lack of 
engagement with research and the omission of reference to the research 
that infuenced the decisions of the commissioners that have attracted criti-
cism; see Schweitzer 2018.) An interim report, entitled Religious Education 
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for All, was published in September 2017 and the fnal report, Religion and 
Worldviews: The way forward, was published in September 2018, with much 
‘pomp and ceremony’, alongside the claim that it provided ‘a new vision for 
the subject’.5 Much remains of the original Review in the fnal Commis-
sion Report, for example, the expansion of religious education to include 
a study of secular worldviews at all key stages and the emphasis on the 
personal views and values of students, which is further expanded by CoRE 
into ‘personal worldviews’ and given even greater emphasis. Much, how-
ever, is also changed; for example, the Review presents itself as bringing 
forward proposals to enhance the work of SACREs in their production of 
local agreed syllabuses, whereas CoRE effectively ‘disbands’ SACREs, by 
relieving them of the production of agreed syllabuses; instead ‘local advi-
sory networks for religion and worldviews’ are to be established with the 
purpose of ‘providing information about sources of support’ for religious 
education and with ‘connect[ing] schools with local faith and belief com-
munities and other groups that support the study of Religion and World-
views in schools’ (CoRE 2018: 16). It would be an illuminating exercise 
to trace the similarities and differences between the original Review, the 
interim report of CoRE and its fnal report, though this is not a matter that 
will be pursued here. 

A number of organisations have thrown their weight behind the latest 
review and the RE Council has embarked on a well-funded (private) cam-
paign to convince the ‘religious education community’, particularly reli-
gious education teachers, of the strength of CoRE’s suggested ‘reforms’. 
Gaining the support of teachers is crucially important, for although the 
central plank in the strategy of the RE Council was originally to convince 
the government that a new legal settlement is required to give statutory 
force to its proposed reforms (thus ensuring implementation in all main-
tained schools), the government has already indicated that new legislation 
on religious education is not on its parliamentary educational agenda. In 
an ‘open’ letter to The Very Reverend Dr John Hall, Chair of the Com-
mission on Religious Education, the Secretary of State for Education, 
Damian Hinds MP, concluded that ‘now is not the time to begin these 
reforms’. 

This would commit the government to radical changes which requires 
primary legislation; requires the development of new programmes of 
study for ‘RE and Worldviews’; and leads to all schools having to 
implement a long-standing subject in our schools in a new way.6 

(letter dated 6 December 2018) 
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Two weeks later in the House of Lords, Lord Agnew, the Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State for the School System, reaffrmed the govern-
ment’s position ‘not to make further changes to the curriculum’. He added, 
‘we must decline to take forward the commission’s vision for the future of 
RE in England’ (Hansard, 17 December 2018).7 At this stage it was clear 
that legislation along the lines CoRE proposed was not going to be intro-
duced and that alternative strategies would have to be employed. 

Interestingly, in his letter Damian Hinds MP referred to media cover-
age and correspondence that ‘make it clear . . . that some stakeholders have 
concerns that making statutory the inclusion of “worldviews” risks diluting 
the teaching of RE. . .’.8 There is no doubt that this statement refected 
infuential opinion, for example, that of the Board of [Jewish] Deputies 
and that of the Catholic Education Service. The Board of Deputies spoke 
of the Report as ‘fundamentally fawed’; stating that it ‘might be seen as 
an attempt by those hostile to faith to push their agenda of undermining 
rigour in religious education at a time when faith literacy could not be 
more important’.9 The Catholic Education Service agrees and concludes 
that the quality of religious education is not improved by teaching less 
religion. It states that ‘the scope of the subject’ will become ‘so wide and 
nondescript’ that it will ‘potentially lose all academic value and integrity’.10 

In quoting this extract from the Catholic Education Service, Lord Alton of 
Liverpool in the House of Lords debate on the Commission Report added 
that the proposed changes will also ‘potentially depress religious literacy 
and understanding at a time when persecution of religious freedom has 
increased globally’ (Hansard, 17 December 2018).11 Few would deny this 
last point, for example, in all probability about 10,000 Christians worldwide 
are killed each year as a result of persecution and the number is increasing12; 
adherents of other religions and religious traditions are similarly persecuted, 
albeit not to the same extent. 

The failure of CoRE to have its ‘reforms’ forced on schools through 
legislation is probably a good thing, both politically and educationally. If 
the reforms had been enacted, it would have been the frst time in the 
history of education in England that one particular form of religious edu-
cation would be given statutory force for all pupils, i.e. pupils in all types 
of schools. The law on religious education traditionally has allowed some 
degree of diversity of provision in religious education, for example, vol-
untary aided schools, which are mainly Catholic, and academies with a 
religious designation have at present the right to provide religious educa-
tion in accordance with the provisions of the trust deed relating to the 
school or, where there is no provision in the trust deed, with the religion 
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or denomination mentioned in the order designating the school as having 
a religious character. The concession is granted by CoRE (2018: 11) that 
alongside the proposed religion and worldviews curriculum schools can 
also satisfy the requirements of their trust deed, though given what CoRE 
requires to be covered, most commentators regard this as unrealistic, given 
the limited time usually allocated to religious education. 

CoRE’s proposals, if legally required, would also have had major implica-
tions for the role of representatives of local religious groups on Agreed Syl-
labuses Committees, which gives their members the opportunity to shape 
religious education according to local traditions and religious constituencies 
through the production processes. CoRE (2018: 11) called for Section 375 
of the 1996 Education Act to be amended to remove the requirement for 
local authorities to follow their locally agreed syllabus and to remove the 
requirement for them to appoint Agreed Syllabus Conferences. Current 
syllabus conferences would then have been reconstituted as ‘Local Advisory 
Networks for Religion and Worldviews’, tasked with servicing the new 
centrally imposed curriculum (‘National Entitlement’). The Networks will 
‘facilitate the implementation of the National Entitlement to the study of 
Religion and Worldviews in all schools within the local authority boundar-
ies by providing information about sources of support available, and must 
connect schools with local faith and belief communities and other groups 
that support the study of Religion and Worldviews in schools’ (2018: 
55). The requirement that the Local Advisory Networks must limit their 
‘connection’ to groups that support the new ‘national entitlement’ seems 
unnecessarily defensive and exclusionary. What does connection mean here 
and with which specifc groups does CoRE believe Local Advisory Net-
works should not make connections? These collective measures would have 
undermined one element of local democracy, which is expressed through 
the formal challenge of bringing representatives of different religious groups 
and individuals together to negotiate and fnally to produce an ‘agreed’ syl-
labus. There are political advantages in members of different religious and 
non-religious groups meeting together and then agreeing upon the form 
of religious education to be followed by schools in the local authority area. 
As was acknowledged in the original Review (2013: 35): ‘There is a strongly 
held view [among ‘contributors’ to the Review] that local determination is 
good in principle. SACREs and agreed syllabus conferences (ASCs) con-
tinue to provide unique opportunities for local stakeholders, from many 
walks of life, to become actively involved in RE’. The occasion is poten-
tially created for positive inter-religious encounters that may encourage 
wider encounters between ‘ordinary’ members of religious communities. 
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A serious educational disadvantage of removing the local production 
of syllabuses and appointing a small select body of national ‘experts’, pro-
posed by CoRE (2018: 14), to determine the form and content of religious 
education would have been that the most important historical ‘engine’ of 
reform in the last 50 years would be lost. The transition from confessional 
to non-confessional, multifaith religious education was effected through 
the innovative work of Agreed Syllabus Conferences and teachers that 
took advantage of the freedom provided by legislation to introduce new 
ideas and innovative practices. Other examples could be cited – the City 
of Birmingham’s innovative syllabuses of 2007 and 2021 that aligned reli-
gious education more closely with values and the moral development of 
pupils (see Barnes 2008). Imposed ‘top-down’ uniformity, however well-
intentioned by its supporters, stifes innovation and ultimately compromises 
quality. The thrust of CoRE’s proposed nationally mandated ‘Entitlement’, 
even if allowing for a degree of curriculum diversity, would still impose 
strict limits on innovation, as CoRE maintains that only what is consistent 
with its proposals and vision are appropriate for religious education in all 
schools. Syllabus diversity and diversity of provision have historically been 
shown to be the chief sources of positive reform and renewal in religious 
education. 

The Worldviews Project 

The only response available to CoRE, once it became clear that the gov-
ernment would not act to give statutory form to its proposals, is to con-
vince ‘the religious education community’ that their adoption will improve 
the status and quality of religious education. Since its publication in 2018, 
CoRE, supported by the RE Council, has embarked on a well-funded 
campaign through meetings with interested bodies, training events, confer-
ences, reporting survey results, commissioning research, and the produc-
tion of classroom materials to win over the ‘hearts and minds’ of religious 
educators and those concerned with religious education. The RE Council 
(in part, in conjunction with TRS-UK, the ‘professional association for 
Departments, Units and Subject Associations for the Study of Religion and 
Theology in the UK’) has also initiated ‘The Worldview Project’, which 
is ‘to support conversations in the RE community exploring the concepts 
of Worldviews in religious education’.13 Phase one of the Worldview Proj-
ect was to commission an independent academic literature review on the 
concept of ‘worldview’ in Religious Studies, Theology and cognate disci-
plines (Benoit et al. 2020). Phase two was a series of fve online conversa-
tions in which religious education advisors, experts in religious education 



 

 

Introduction: From religions to worldviews 9 

and academics from other relevant disciplines refected on the academic 
international literature on worldviews. These conversations were writ-
ten up by Amira Tharani as four short discussion papers (Tharani 2020). 
Phase three, which is now under way, will see the production of support 
materials for those responsible for writing religious education syllabuses. 
According to Professor Cooling ‘[t]hese materials will exemplify how dif-
ferent approaches to the worldview idea generate different types of syllabus 
appropriate for different contexts’ (Cooling in Tharani 2020: 4). 

This last comment by Cooling is noteworthy for it draws attention to 
what he regards as the ‘open-ended’ nature of CoRE’s proposals for the 
curriculum. The root idea is that CoRE’s vision can be instantiated in dif-
ferent ways – CoRE does not aim to establish a prescriptive curriculum (it 
even refuses to speak of its proposals as a ‘framework’):14 it may talk of a 
National Entitlement, but this entitlement is open to different interpretations. 
The comment by Cooling draws attention to the diversity of provision that 
is consistent, he believes, with the proposals of CoRE: different approaches 
(unspecifed by Cooling), different interpretations of the meaning of world-
view, generating different types of syllabuses, which are appropriate for dif-
ferent contexts. At this point he may claim support from CoRE’s statement 
(2018: 32) that it provides ‘a set of organising principles which form (sic) 
the basis for developing programmes of study’. CoRE also makes proposals 
about content. It provides a list of worldviews that are appropriate for study 
in schools though it excludes what some regard as worldviews that should 
be included on the list for possible study – global capitalism, communism 
and nationalism (2018: 75), for example. In other words, CoRE is not 
solely concerned with curriculum principles. 

Leaving this aside, there are issues raised by the open-ended interpre-
tation of what CoRE proposes for schools, and which Cooling expands 
upon. There is the matter of content and coherence. There isn’t any speci-
fed common content or requirement for there to be common content: the 
programmes of study that make up a syllabus can differ (entirely) from other 
syllabuses; and according to Cooling the approaches to representing world-
views within programmes of study and syllabuses can also differ. But what 
then of coherence and progression? The frst RE Council Review (2013: 
37, 45) made much of ‘securing coherence and progression’: ‘lack of coher-
ence’ is linked to ‘confusion’ and ‘a lack of coherence’ between agreed syl-
labuses is listed as one of the ‘key issues that face[s] RE’ (2013: 31 and 32). 
The Review praises the 2004 Non-statutory National Framework for its 
‘attempt to provide coherence for the subject at a national level’ (2013: 49). 
Why has the principle of coherence been jettisoned and is this a positive 
educational development? By providing an extensive list of worldviews 
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that may be studied (while acknowledged that the list is not exhaustive), 
CoRE has effectively evaded and neglected to answer one of the most diff-
cult and controversial questions in religious education, that of the selection 
of content: do all worldviews have equal educational value and relevance? 
Of course CoRE’s decision not to prescribe content beyond its support for 
a study of worldviews has apologetic appeal for its supporters: if it were to 
prescribe content or particular worldviews to be studied, contrary voices 
would be raised, better to abdicate responsibility for content selection to 
others (or as I anticipate, in the third phase of ‘The Worldviews Project’ to 
produce illustrative material only, again by-passing diffcult questions about 
the relation of content to educational relevance). 

Recently, Emma Salter (2021: 4) has attempted to defend CoRE from 
criticism, or more accurately, she believes criticism should be held in abey-
ance until we see the ways in which CoRE’s ‘National Entitlement infu-
ences curriculum design’. In her view to criticise at this point is to ‘put 
the cart before the horse’: the criticism is directed to Friedrich Schweitzer 
(2018) and myself (Barnes 2021). According to her, we do not yet know 
what a ‘curriculum’ (her term) faithful to CoRE’s vision will look like; it 
is premature to criticise. Criticism at this juncture is inappropriate. This is 
because 

The National Entitlement as set out in the report is not a prescrip-
tive curriculum framework or list of topics to be included, but rather 
‘a set of organising principles which form the basis for developing 
programmes of study’. 

(Salter 2021; incorporating quotation from CoRE 2018: 32) 

But we do know a lot about the proposed content that the National Enti-
tlement envisages. It is pedantic to say we do not know ‘the topics’, for 
we do know the religious and non-religious worldviews that are believed 
to be appropriate for study. CoRE lists 24 of them; and if we know the 
worldviews, we can with little imagination identify essential topics within 
particular worldviews, though no topic (or worldview) is prescribed. We 
do know that CoRE’s ‘set of organising principles’, for example, justi-
fes the study of paganism, existentialism and secularism (which is dis-
tinguished from agnosticism and atheism), alongside familiar and more 
numerically larger religions such as Christianity, Islam and Hinduism. We 
also know how these ‘traditions’ will be conceptualised and represented 
to pupils – they will be confgured according to a worldview matrix, for 
this is what CoRE tells us is one of its central organising and innovative 
principles. 
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We also have a broad understanding of what a religion conceptualised 
as a worldview will look like, for the idea of a religion as a worldview has 
been around for a long time (see Naugle 2002) – it has particular appeal 
for philosophically inclined evangelicals (often following Bavinck 2019 
[1904]), and it appeals to recent educators that want to include Humanism 
in the religious education curriculum. 

worldview refers to the cluster of beliefs a person holds about the 
most signifcant issues of life, such as God, the cosmos, knowledge, 
values, humanity, and history. . . . thinking of a worldview in terms 
of a basic conceptual system is critical. 

(Samples 2017: 688) 

The literature on worldviews typically focuses on propositional beliefs 
‘about the nature of reality (metaphysics), the nature of knowledge and the 
method of attaining it (epistemology), and the nature of goodness and of a 
good life (ethics)’ (Peterson et al. 2009: 64). The doxastic focus of world-
views is somewhat lost in CoRE’s (2018: 4) defnition. 

A worldview is a person’s way of understanding, experiencing and 
responding to the world. It can be described as a philosophy of life 
or an approach to life. This includes how a person understands the 
nature of reality and their own place in the world. 

It is further stated that institutional worldviews (in contrast to personal 
worldviews) are 

complex and dynamic. They may refer back to sacred texts or found-
ing narratives and at the same time be fuid, adapting to new times 
and cultures. They are made up of practices, rituals, narratives, expe-
riences, interactions, social norms, doctrines, artistic expressions 
and other forms of cultural expression, and should not be reduced 
simply to belief and practice but understood in all their complex-
ity. Sometimes these may be expressed through complex institutional 
structures, while in other cases there may be much looser forms of 
identifcation.15 

(CoRE 2018: 72, my emphasis) 

The description of what formal worldviews ‘are made up of ’, while correct, 
does not fully capture what the study of worldview means and requires, 
which in educational terms is study of the central beliefs and values that give 
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meaning to ‘practices, rituals, narratives, experiences’, and so on. Doctrines, 
as beliefs, are foundational to a worldview (or religion), unless CoRE has 
adopted an idiosyncratic interpretation of a worldview that excludes doc-
trines from being beliefs or that denies them the status of propositional 
attitudes. Consequently, it would be more accurate to say that the rituals, 
practices, narratives, and experiences of lived religions or of non-religious 
worldviews express their beliefs and doctrines. A worldviews approach to 
religious education, if it is to be faithful to its usual interpretation, should 
focus on the beliefs and the doctrines that give meaning and signifcance to 
the non-doctrinal aspects of a religion and consequently it is most naturally 
described as exemplifying an intellectual, philosophical approach (which 
is indicated by the title of some studies concerned with worldviews, for 
example, Hendrik M. Vroom’s A Spectrum of Worldviews: An introduction to 
philosophy of religion in a pluralistic world, 2006). 

CoRE and Cooling are acutely aware that a worldviews approach, with 
its inherent philosophical orientation, may not have wide educational 
appeal and it is not an approach well suited to religious education in primary 
schools (and probably beyond). Both therefore also urge giving attention to 
‘the lived experiences of adherents’ (CoRE 2018: 76; Cooling 2020: 407), 
to ‘the role of religious and non-religious ritual and practices, foundational 
texts, and of religious media, in both the formation and communication of 
experience, beliefs, values, identities and commitments. . . .’ (CoRE 2018: 
34). Such requirements, however, detract from (undermine even) CoRE’s 
stated position that its proposals constitute a new worldviews approach to 
religious education. The study of worldviews, as currently practised, is not 
the study of ‘everyday’ lived religion or of religious texts, or of rituals and 
practices or of the infuence of religions on the arts, and so on. CoRE could 
conceivably respond along with Lewis Carroll’s Humpty Dumpty: ‘When 
I use a word it means just what I choose it to mean – neither more nor less’. 
At the very least there is a tension between a worldviews approach and giv-
ing attention to ‘lived religion’ and the wider range of subjects that CoRE 
expects to be studied. Challenges emerge: too much focus on worldviews’ 
beliefs and doctrines threaten to over-intellectualise religious education and 
make the subject uninteresting and inaccessible to the young; too little 
focus on worldviews compromises any suggestion of newness, which one 
of CoRe’s central claims. 

A further problem is that if emphasis is placed on ‘non-doctrinal’ aspects 
of worldviews, as is inappropriate to a worldviews approach, alongside the 
doctrinal, conceptual aspects, say the ritual, the experiential, or the social, 
this will effectively reinstate Ninian Smart’s (1966 and 1968) seven-fold 
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(originally six-fold) dimensional account of religion, which enjoyed sig-
nifcant infuence in the 1970s and 1980s, to centre stage again in religious 
education (see Barnes 2000 and 2014: 65–78). Support for this interpreta-
tion is also found in CoRE’s (2018: 37) claim that ‘[a]t school level, the 
study of worldviews is inherently multidisciplinary and should draw from as 
many of the . . . disciplines as possible’; in the same paragraph the disciplines 
relevant to religious education are identifed as anthropology, area studies, 
hermeneutics, history, other human and social sciences, philosophy, reli-
gious studies and theology (it is doubtful whether all of these are strictly 
disciplines). Smart (1968) always insisted that the study of religion/religious 
studies was not a discipline, rather it was a ‘feld of study’ that draws on 
different disciplines; he carried this conviction over into religious educa-
tion. A good case can be made for the conclusion that CoRE is re-framing 
religious education according to the original vision of Ninian Smart. This 
prompts the question: how much is original in CoRE’s proposals? 

One fnal comment to add to these observations. We will have to wait 
to see the support materials produced for schools under Phase three of 
‘The Worldviews Project’ before we can ascertain if it provides further 
evidence for interpreting CoRE’s central commitments as representing a 
retrieval of the position of Ninian Smart. Nevertheless, in Mark Chater’s 
edited collection, Reforming RE: Power and knowledge in a worldviews curricu-
lum (2020), there is evidence to support this contention. Under Chater’s 
direction some religious educators have anticipated the form of curriculum 
design and classroom material that they believe exemplifes what CoRE 
requires. Topics that are mentioned as appropriate for students to study 
include creation, reincarnation, sacred space (as refected in sacred texts or 
teaching), prayer, fasting and Hajj in Islam (in the last case attention is to be 
given to the distinction between ‘mythical and historical thinking’, clearly 
echoing two of Smart’s dimensions). There are some excellent suggestions 
for lessons and some insightful comments. It is almost impossible, how-
ever, to fnd any content or perspective that is novel and follows uniquely 
from a worldviews approach or any content that cannot be conceptualised 
using Ninian Smart’s dimensional account of religion and its use to frame 
and plan lessons. Furthermore, there is a critical, philosophical element in 
many of the suggestions; again this refects the position of Smart, at least in 
his early writings on religious education. In Secular Education and the Logic 
of Religion (1968), he argued that descriptive, historical studies of religion 
require to be supplemented by ‘parahistorical’ studies that focus upon the 
truth asserting nature of religion and provide students with opportunities to 
develop the necessary skills to evaluate religious beliefs and practices. It is 
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acknowledged that the suggestions for classroom lessons in Chater’s edited 
collection were not produced or endorsed by CoRE, though it does show 
what supporters of CoRE take to be required by materials to instantiate its 
proposals in the classroom, and again underlines the challenge CoRE faces 
in fulflling its claims to newness. 

The essays that follow consider different aspects of CoRE’s proposed 
worldviews approach to religious education, offering analysis and criti-
cism. Chapter 1 by Anthony Towey provides an ‘insider’s’ account of the 
work of the Commission and why it ‘may be that the subject [of reli-
gious education after CoRE] occupies a more contested space than ever’. 
Chapter 2 by Marius Felderhof challenges the idea that legislative change 
can ‘fx’ the problems of religious education. He argues that the existing 
1944 Settlement is much more liberal and suitable for our secular, reli-
giously plural society than the various proposals that have been forthcom-
ing in recent reports, including that of the CoRE Report. Chapter 3, by 
Penny Thompson, considers how CoRE uses the word ‘professional’ and 
its proposal that nine professionals appointed by the Religious Education 
Council should oversee and determine the structure and content of the 
proposed new ‘National Entitlement’. In Chapter 4 Philip Barnes chal-
lenges the apologetic refrain by supporters of CoRE (and Trevor Cooling) 
that it provides a new paradigm for religious education – a worldviews 
approach is neither new nor should be regarded as a paradigm, and as such 
offers limited prospects of overcoming the systemic weaknesses of English 
religious education. In Chapter 5 Gert Biesta and Patricia Hannam iden-
tify philosophical, theological and educational objections to a wordviews 
approach to religious education and develop an alternative proposal that 
seeks to take religion seriously in relation to itself and to the aims of educa-
tion. Chapter 6, by Roger Trigg, traces the effect of prevailing philosophi-
cal assumptions on religious education since the 1950s, which has resulted 
in CoRE ‘reducing’ religion to a worldview that is indeterminate, fuid 
and highly personal. In Chapter 7 Daniel Moulin-Stożek considers the sub-
ject of pedagogy, setting his observations in the context of theoretical and 
empirical inquiries about religious education pedagogy stretching back to 
the 1960s. His critical analysis suggests that rather than solving pedagogical 
problems, CoRE’s proposed new paradigm offers little in the way of new 
solutions to familiar challenges, while potentially putting the coherence and 
integrity of the subject at risk. Chapter 8, by Michael Reiss, reviews the 
role of worldviews in science education, and while not uncritical, takes a 
more sanguine view of the role of worldviews in religious education. The 
fnal essay, Chapter 9, brings a German perspective to bear on CoRE’s 
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proposals. Friedrich Schweitzer questions the shift in focus of religious edu-
cation from religions to worldviews. Two main critical questions are raised, 
the frst concerns the concept of worldviews, the second concerns the rela-
tionship between the state and religion. 

Notes 

1 A similar right of withdrawal applies to the Sex Education component within 
the broader subject of Relationship and Sex Education (DfE 2019: 11–12), 
though this is not taken as compromising the basic/national distinction which 
underlines the unique position of religious education in the school curriculum. 

2 Originally available at www.reonline.org.uk/news/whats-worth-fghting-for-
in-re. 

3 www.commissiononre.org.uk/commission-on-re-press-release/ (accessed 2 
December 2021). 

4 www.commissiononre.org.uk/about-the-commission-on-religious-education/ 
(accessed 2 December 2021). 

5 www.commissiononre.org.uk/commission-on-re-press-release/ (accessed 2 
December 2021). 

6 www.religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ 
Letter-to-The-Very-Reverend-Doctor-John-Hall-from-Rt-Hon-Damian-
Hinds-MP . . . -2.jpg (accessed 2 December 2021). 

7 https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2018-12-17/debates/A497B8C8-9BE9-
4975-95E3-91F4748A98AC/ReligiousEducation (accessed 2 December 2021). 

8 www.religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ 
Letter-to-The-Very-Reverend-Doctor-John-Hall-from-Rt-Hon-Damian-
Hinds-MP...-1.jpg (accessed 2 December 2021). 

9 www.bod.org.uk/bod-news/commission-on-re-report-is-fundamentally-
fawed/ (accessed 2 December 2021). 

10 www.catholiceducation.org.uk/component/k2/item/1003658-catholic-edu 
cation-service-response-to-the-commission-on-religious-education-report 
(accessed 2 December 2021). 

11 https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2018-12-17/debates/A497B8C8-9BE9-
4975-95E3-91F4748A98AC/ReligiousEducation (accessed 2 December 2021). 

12 Christian History Institute, ‘Persecuted Christians today’, christianhistoryinsti 
tute.org/magazine/article/persecuted-christians-today; see also The APPG for 
International Freedom of Religion or Belief, ‘How many Christians are killed 
each year because of their faith?’,appgfreedomofreligionorbelief.org/how-many-
christians-are-killed-each-year-because-of-their-faith/ (both accessed 2 Decem-
ber 2021). 

13 www.religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/projects/rec-discussion-papers-on-
worldviews/ (accessed 2 December 2021). 

14 The term ‘framework’ is used but only to refer to the principles governing 
religious education. CoRE (2018: 35) and Cooling confne the term curricu-
lum to the collective subjects taught in schools; in their terminology the new 
subject of ‘Religion and Worldview’ is a core component of the broader cur-
riculum. There are no compelling reasons for others to adopt this narrowing 
of usage: the term ‘curriculum’ can be properly used with different meanings 
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in different contexts; the context should make clear the range of its applica-
tion. Other writers have happily used the term ‘curriculum’ in supporting the 
proposals of CoRE (see Chater 2020). 

15 This account would serve better as a description of a religion rather than a 
worldview (see what follows below). 
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1 
THE RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 
COMMISSION 2016–18 

A view from the inside 

Anthony Towey 

Introduction: owning an error 

Although ‘auto-ethnography’ would not normally be my preferred meth-
odology for academic discourse, it does seem the most obvious way for 
me to contribute to a volume dedicated to ongoing debates in religious 
education (Jackson 2016). As a member of the Commission on Religious 
Education convened by the RE Council 2016–2018, I participated fully in 
the discussions which led to the eventual report, Religion and Worldviews: 
The way forward – A national plan for religious education. And while I wouldn’t 
go as far as to privilege auto-ethnography as an ontology of becoming, 
I think there is value in attempting an answer to the question ‘what hap-
pened?’ even if it entails ‘writing dangerously’ (Yoo 2019; cf. Gale and 
Wyatt 2019). My view on the Commission’s work now is that it was more 
because of our ambitions rather than despite them that the Final Report 
had a mixed reception. Essentially, I think as Commissioners we gradu-
ally went beyond the evidence we gathered in an attempt to engineer a 
paradigm shift and present a ‘game-changing’ vision of the subject. In turn 
this undermined our ambition to build an ‘irresistible coalition’ of subject 
stakeholders without which it has proved diffcult to present a coherent 
case for change to policy makers either at national or local level. 

Although the religious education classroom has been famously described 
as ‘a safe place to discuss difference’, at the time of writing, entering the 
fourth year of post-Commission deliberation, it may be that the subject 
occupies a more contested space than ever. There is a sense of jeopardy 
as partisan positions are taken around the nature of the subject, pedagogy, 
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its predominant methodologies, its relation to faith sector stakeholders and 
its own designation. In what follows, I hope to explain why the Com-
mission came to certain conclusions and, while ‘owning’ some of those 
consequences, make a number of irenic suggestions as to how the religious 
education community might fnd common cause once more. 

Compromised consultation – in my end is my beginning 

As the Commissioners gathered at High Leigh on 3rd November 2016 for 
the frst of a scheduled six overnight plenary meetings, I was reminded of 
Eliot’s famous phrase from Four Quartets, ‘In my end is my beginning’. After 
the initial introductory session, we broke for coffee and in the fragmented 
way of such circumstances, I formed part of a random huddle where a del-
egate was already ascertaining from the Chair ‘what they would say yes to’. 
Prescient readers may realise, ‘they’ referred not to fellow Commissioners but 
to Her Majesty’s Government. In other words, already in the minds of more 
politically astute members of the group, a key consideration for the Commis-
sion was the extent to which the Department for Education (DfE) might be 
open to change. This was also, at least in part, in the minds of the secretariat 
who had already expressed a hope that the Commission would have the same 
effect as the Schools’ Council Working Paper of 1971 which had given a new 
vigour and energy to both the profession and the subject at that time. The 
two audiences identifed by the then Chair of the RE Council were to be: 

Teachers in need of a new, renewed and visionary sense of direction, 
and policymakers who understand the signifcance of the subject in Brit-
ish society and therefore can legislate and design policy on the basis of it.1 

On refection, I think this presented Commissioners with a problem, ab 
initio. On the one hand we were being tasked to consult widely and hon-
estly with practitioners in the feld and numerous stakeholders, but on the 
other hand we were being tasked to be visionary and offer a new direction 
for the subject. Essentially this risked a bias towards the novel and a bias 
against the current state of affairs, ultimately giving the Commission the 
disposition of a ‘think tank’ exploring ideas rather than a body driven either 
by research or by the schedule of consultation.2 

For readers unfamiliar with the modus operandi of the Commission, ‘con-
sultation’ took four main forms: 

(a) Public Evidence Sessions held at various venues around the country. 
At these, practitioners, theorists and stakeholders usually made oral 
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presentations to a selection of Commissioners. Sometimes includ-
ing question and answer sessions and interaction between delegates, 
reports were compiled and circulated to all Commissioners. That said, 
it was never entirely clear what status such encounters enjoyed since 
they rarely seemed to set the tone or content of plenary Commission 
gatherings. 

(b) Expert Invitees to Commission Gatherings by contrast did set particu-
lar agendas at particular points in the proceedings. Examples ranged 
from policy makers such as personnel from the Department for Educa-
tion, researchers such as Adam Dinham and Martha Shaw from Gold-
smiths (University of London) and stakeholders such as Nigel Genders 
and Derek Holloway from the Church of England education offce. 
Presentations were normally followed by question and answer sessions 
with Commission delegates but often also fed forward into further dis-
cussions among the group itself.3 

(c) The written call for evidence and the National Survey conducted in 
response to the Interim Report towards the end of 2017, together com-
posed a third element in the Consultation (CoRE 2018: 81–97). There 
was vast interest from the religious education community with submis-
sions to the survey alone numbering well in excess of 1,000 responses. 
Of these, over 600 replies were fully completed, collated and fed back 
to a plenary gathering of the Commission on 15th January 2018 by an 
independent researcher, Frances Lane, appointed for that purpose.4 

(d) Visits to groups and organizations made by individual Commissioners 
to SACREs, schools and conferences offered a fourth somewhat eclec-
tic element to the evidence which are listed on page 97 of the Final 
Report (2018). 

If the methodology so described perhaps raises an initial question about 
how such a vast quantity of evidence range might be appropriately clas-
sifed, calibrated and digested, a second arose from the make-up of the 
Commission itself. A nagging concern throughout our proceedings was 
that for all the theoretical and policy making expertise of the delegates, by 
the time the Commission completed its work there was only one member 
who was still actually teaching the subject to school age pupils. Moreover, 
given that the age-profle of the Commission was markedly older than the 
average age of religious education teachers, this risked both a professional 
and a generational bias in the reception of information by the Commission 
which was never entirely addressed.5 

A possible way of rebalancing such asymmetry might have been to 
lay more emphasis on the evidence sessions and the questionnaire which 
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attracted a healthy response among teachers across the country. Yet taking 
just three Commission conclusions (the National Entitlement, the role of 
stakeholders and the name of the subject), critics might conclude that the 
modus operandi of our Commission decision making ultimately served con-
troversy rather than the cause of consensus building. 

The national entitlement and ‘the complex turn’ 

One of the clearest mandates supported by the survey evidence base and 
indeed all the forms of consultation was the widespread agreement that 
there should be a National Entitlement to a baseline curriculum in religious 
education for every pupil in every school between ages 5–16. At the public 
and expert consultations, this was either explicitly or implicitly affrmed, 
and in the survey there was strong affrmation that this should form a cen-
trepiece of Commission recommendations. Some 72% of respondents sup-
ported the proposal outlined in the Interim Report (2017) and given that 
a further 13% thought it too detailed and 11% insuffciently so, it might be 
argued that this was something the Commission got just about right. 

Underneath the surface, however, things are perhaps not so straightfor-
ward in terms neither of the provenance of the National Entitlement nor 
its reception. The idea of proposing a National Entitlement arose early in 
Commission discussions and had suffciently taken shape to be ‘trialled’ 
by inclusion in the Interim Report released in Summer 2017. No other 
options were given – hence survey responders keen on a National Entitle-
ment were somewhat bridled to that particular cart which itself had distinct 
corrective tendencies. 

Perhaps best characterized as ‘complexity over clarity’, the new pro-
posed patterning of religious education ran counter to pedagogical and pol-
icy shifts instigated by the Government in the 2016 Examination Reforms 
at Key Stage 4 and 5 (16+ and 18+ respectively) (see McGrail and Towey 
2019). Based on theories of Powerful Knowledge associated with the work 
of Michael Young (2011), the DfE had argued that social mobility was best 
fostered in schools by information-heavy curricula as opposed to heuristic 
‘discover for yourself’ approaches. In this way, pupils of whatever back-
ground could be enabled to go beyond the limitations of their own experi-
ence and lay hold of the great storehouse of human knowledge (Muller and 
Young 2019). Instead of trying ‘to eat soup with a fork’6 or in the case of 
religious education succumb to ‘possibilitarianism’ and risk merely ‘hav-
ing a chat’ (Morgan 2015: 10), there would now be a chance for pupils to 
engage with great traditions while having the added bonus of custodians of 
those same traditions as their guide. 
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Although this latter aspect of the 2016 reform was an attempt to give 
credence to ‘insider’ views rather than privileging a theoretical ‘outsider/ 
phenomenological’ view of religion associated with the work of Ninian 
Smart, for some Commissioners this was a misguided direction of travel. 
The 2016 reforms risked in this view not only the alienation of non-
academically minded pupils but also the alienation of pupils not affliated to 
the major faith traditions as well as ‘nones’ – those not linked to any faith 
position at all. Moreover, the ‘insider methodology’ was failing to acknowl-
edge the complexity of the religious landscape and making an ‘essential-
ist error’ – reifying the doctrinal positions of religions while ignoring the 
infnitely complex ways in which religious identity and individuality were 
manifest ‘in reality’ (see Dinham and Shaw 2015; Smith et al. 2018). 

By contrast, if the religious education classroom is primarily a place of 
self-discovery, a place where the formation of a personal weltenschauung 
(‘worldview’) in preparation for life should be the priority rather than 
preparation for any particular examination, then pedagogies serving that 
end should inevitably be profled. At this point, in a somewhat ex machina 
move, three distinct patterns for the subject were set before the Commis-
sion. Of these, the frst and third seemed obviously artifcial confections 
but the middle did at least have the merit of an interior consistency and 
was readily identifable with the Big Ideas project being developed by Bar-
bara Wintersgill (2017) from the University of Exeter. Re-envisioning the 
entire subject, instead of a focus on ‘the Big Six’ religions, six ‘Big Ideas’ 
were to take centre stage, retaining its relevance to pupils precisely because 
its critical locus is the pupil. 

Schools should, through their RE programmes, aim systematically to 
prepare students for the spiritual and intellectual challenges of living 
in a world with diverse religions and beliefs as well as non-belief. 

(Wintersgill 2017: 1) 

To underline the central importance this document had, Barbara Win-
tersgill was invited to present in person to the Commission in July 2017, 
but in terms of transparency and objectivity, circumstances were not ideal. 
The frst two consultants acknowledged in the Wintersgill ‘Big Ideas’ proj-
ect were in fact key protagonists of the Commission and were present 
throughout the discussion thereof. Moreover, it was impossible to drain 
the event of pedagogical polemic. We not only risked dissonance between 
heuristic curricula in KS1–3 and powerful knowledge curricula at KS4, 
we also risked policy ire on the part of the DfE, neither of which would 
prove entirely helpful in terms of consensus building.7 Furthermore, as a 
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Commissioner not particularly wedded to the Big Ideas project, for me 
it did feel that we were needlessly limiting our understanding of the sub-
ject. Like a pre-prepared cricket pitch fown in and laid especially for a 
test match, this patterning of the subject was the wicket on which the 
Commission were being asked to play, with little proof outside a limited 
time-bound sample in the South West that it actually worked at all. The 
sub-structure of the National Entitlement was set in place and the ‘game-
changing’ had begun with complexity rather than content as its refrain 
(see Cooling 2020: 411). 

If one looks at the eventual proposed national entitlement it is hard not 
to notice the emphasis on difference, diversity and mutability which are 
mentioned explicitly in eight of the nine elements of the eventual national 
entitlement (my italics): 

(1) Matters of central importance are interpreted in different times, 
cultures and places. (2) That worldviews are complex, diverse and 
plural. (3) [beliefs] may change across and within worldviews (4) 
[and] people may draw upon more than one tradition. (6) Worldviews 
have different roles in making sense of lives and have (7) different 
roles infuencing moral behaviour by appeal to (8) various sources 
of authority and must be analysed (9) in different ways through a 
wide range of academic disciplines. 

Indeed, the only element of the national entitlement which doesn’t explic-
itly advert to difference is (5) which nonetheless models complexity by 
clustering religious and non-religious ritual practices with texts and experi-
ence, beliefs, values, identities and commitments. 

While at one level, the desire to emphasize complexity has its place in 
any subject discipline, that level tends to be at an advanced rather than at 
an introductory stage. Although Commission debates around positionality, 
how personal and group identity emerges in a societal/cultural milieu and 
the mutability of religious expression have perennial validity, a case could 
be made that they should be the omega point for the subject rather than its 
alpha. It left the Commission with four problems in terms of policy makers 
and practitioners. 

(a) Whatever the merits of the National Entitlement idea, by deliberately 
adopting such an anti-essentialist stance, as Commissioners we were 
laying ourselves open to the charge that we were politically as well as 
pedagogically motivated, thus making it problematic for the legislature 
to accept, still less to impose on all schools. 



 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

24 Anthony Towey 

(b) Moreover, such a move ran counter to ‘cognitive load’ theory which 
argues that when teaching new content and skills, explicit guidance, 
practice and feedback are more effective than requiring students to 
discover for themselves (Enser 2018). 

(c) Since concerns about the subject expertise of teachers were a major 
talking point for the Commission, even making the subject appear 
more complex risked causing as many problems as it hoped to solve. 

(d) In an anxiety to express complexity, the National Entitlement had man-
aged to forget such notions as mystery, transcendence and paradox – all 
features that are part of the allure of religious traditions which even 
secular protagonists acknowledge. 

Withal, the turn to complexity was not universally welcomed. It led one 
seasoned observer to remark that the step back from content in pursuit 
of objectivity risked ‘losing sight of the subject altogether’ and another 
describing the National Entitlement as an attractive proposition ‘for Mas-
ter’s students’.8 

Complexity and the othering of faith 

As soon as the principle of a National Entitlement was agreed, the possibility 
of establishing an expert group funded by the DfE that would act as guardians 
of the subject was on the table. The argument was that religious education 
had academic credibility issues precisely because it was linked to confes-
sional traditions rather than critical standpoints. Akin to bodies governing 
other National Curriculum subjects, the ambition was that this expert group 
would feed directly into Government via policy involvement in one direc-
tion while via curriculum design and resourcing facilitate practitioners in the 
other. Unfortunately, while such bodies are so constituted, say, in Sweden,9 

by opting to go down this route as Commissioners we risked alienating three 
constituencies naturally committed to the prosperity of religious education: 

•	 First, national faith stakeholders such as the Board of Deputies, who, 
with the byline ‘We are the Voice of the UK Jewish Community’, had 
contributed resources for the 2016 GCSE Reform (Lawton 2016). 

•	 Second, local faith bodies such as Statutory Advisory Councils for 
Religious Education (SACREs) whose unsung work supporting RE 
was a constant refrain during the evidence sessions. 

•	 Third, believers themselves, who could be forgiven for thinking that 
faith itself was becoming a problem for the Commission. 
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Looking back, the day this latter question took centre stage at a Commis-
sion gathering proved particularly vivid.10 It had just been announced that 
Damien Hinds, a practising Roman Catholic, had been appointed as Edu-
cation Secretary. My recollection is that there was a perceptibly gloomy 
mood in the room, largely because it was presumed that the new Secretary 
of State would be a defender of the privileges of Faith Sector schools which 
applied not just to religious education curricula but also to vexed questions 
such as faith-based admissions criteria for new Free School foundations. 
Although I aired the possibility that it might be a case of ‘Nixon goes 
to China’ (whereby only someone with unimpeachable credentials in one 
camp can make concessions to the other side), discussions were somewhat 
stilted.11 

In the afternoon, the refrain that faith schools were obsessed with indoc-
trination and produced narrow minded and intolerant pupils was voiced 
by two Commissioners. Mindful that nursery children at the local Catholic 
pre-school had recently enjoyed a series of lessons on Eid, Diwali, Hanu-
kah, Christmas and Chinese New Year, I raised doubts that such claims 
were researched. I also remarked that references to ‘the whiff of confession-
alism’ in religious education and aired the view that ‘faith was the problem’ 
on social media, was unhelpful. With mild astonishment I listened as evi-
dence to the contrary was offered by one of my interlocutors who replied 
that they knew this to be true ‘because I went to a Catholic school and 
I sent my children to one’. Moreover, the coffee break saw my other inter-
locutor circling all the way around the table to tell me to ‘F**k off’ and 
threaten that if I didn’t stop quoting him he ‘would knock [my] block off.’ 

By way of reassurance, it needs to be said this exchange was the antithesis 
of the conviviality which typifed the work of the Commission. However, 
it did cause me to absent myself from the rest of the day’s proceedings and 
was in itself somewhat revealing of a latent hostility towards faith positions 
which does need some contextualization (see Gearon 2014: 111–131). 
Although it might seem far-fetched to outsiders that religious belief would 
somehow be perceived as the enemy of religious education, the argument 
was put forward that the very existence of the faith sector and its advantages 
in terms of resourcing and training was leading to an asymmetric provision 
which was rendering community school religious education a wasteland 
which only the direct intervention of the Commission could cure. 

The problem with such a standpoint was that this view few in the face 
of the evidence gathered by the Commission from around the country. 
For example, the Anglican programme ‘Understanding Christianity’ was 
repeatedly mentioned as a brilliant resource which could be successfully 
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adapted at local level to help deliver religious education. Elsewhere, the fact 
that Catholic schools were allocating 10% of curriculum time to the subject 
meant that the Catholic Education Service were willing and confdent they 
could deliver any eventual National Entitlement with the proviso that they 
weren’t forced to! 

Yet both deliberately and inadvertently, slowly, but inexorably, the 
Commission found itself extending the purview of its ambition. Hitherto 
the religious education in exempt faith schools would now come under the 
direction of the National Body of Religious Education Experts, account-
able to Ofsted for the delivery of the Entitlement (CoRE 2018: 38–40). 
Likewise, the role of SACREs – Standing Advisory Councils for Religious 
Education made up of local faith groups – would be affected. They had 
been much discussed throughout the two years of Commission meetings 
and it was proving diffcult to fnd consensus, one commissioner suggesting 
we should ‘kill the dog’ while others offered impassioned defence of their 
role. Ultimately, as deadlines for a Commission fnal draft hove into view, a 
somewhat immature proposal that they be reorganized and renamed Local 
Advisory Networks for Religion and Worldviews was sanctioned. Despite 
the quite remarkable work of SACREs in Birmingham and Leicester, they 
would no longer be required to convene Agreed Syllabus Conferences but 
the larger SACREs could offer resourcing aligned the National Entitlement 
(CoRE 2018: 52–57). As one delegate remarked, the journey from pupil 
National Entitlement to school national imposition was complete. 

Ironically, this diminishing of stakeholder approved faith-based content 
had the effect of weakening one of the key attractions religious education 
had always enjoyed in the eyes of both parents and the DfE. Even if one 
doesn’t subscribe to the view, that ‘Modern Politics is a chapter in the 
History of Religions’ (Gray 2008: 1), enhancing understanding of others 
through improving religious literacy has long been perceived as one of 
the most obvious benefcial side effects of the subject and had been given 
policy endorsement by the DfE reforms of 2016 which insisted that at least 
two religions be studied to examination standard.12 Exemplifying its poten-
tial as a ‘safe place to discuss difference’, the Commission heard moving 
evidence from a pupil in Manchester that the subject had helped him be a 
better friend to a classmate during repercussions following the bombing at 
the Ariana Grande concert there.13 

Linked to this helpful ‘side-effect’ of classroom religious education, it was 
not entirely clear that draining the subject of its religious content would 
increase its relevance to ‘nones’. Relevance is surely in the eye of the 
beholder and even if there were no religious people in the UK, it might still 
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be important to study faith as a global phenomenon – even more so in the 
20 years since 9/11. War in the Middle East and Afghanistan, confict in Africa 
and Myanmar need some knowledge of religion to foster understanding. 
Likewise, socio-sexual controversies in the West whereby faith has somewhat 
lazily been confated with intolerance might demand some specifc schooling 
in religious anthropology. Yet instead of engaging seriously with insider dis-
course, our de facto response as a Commission risked a marginalization of faith 
standpoints and an unwarranted diminution of the role of theology. 

Mentioned last in the list of approaches applicable to the subject (CoRE 
2018: 37), a number of Commissioners were uneasy about the criticality of 
theology despite the fact that the scholarly rigour of the subject has been the 
womb which birthed the Western University system itself. There was mild 
consternation when a representative of Ofsted giving evidence to the Com-
mission opined that just as Geography should produce geographers, so Reli-
gious Education might be expected to produce theologians,14 since for some 
delegates, such a thought was antithetical to the provision of a ‘neutral reli-
gious education’. Although this de facto privileging of the agnostic position 
is philosophically untenable since everyone has a standpoint, a side-effect 
of such discussions was to return the nomenclature of the subject to centre 
stage and lead ultimately to a third radical suggestion by the Commission. 

Complexity and the name change 

Changing the name of the subject was a matter which accompanied the 
deliberations of the Commission throughout the two years of our meeting. 
When frst discussed ‘in house’ the most popular option was ‘Religion and 
Ethics’ since not only does the acronym remain the same . . . 

•	 it stakes a claim (which no other subject has formally done) for ethics. 
•	 it is already a substantial and stimulating part of the current delivery via 

‘Big Questions’ 
•	 it is an aspect of RE that is always in the news 
•	 it has traction with extra-mural agendas 
•	 it is of interest to pupils of ‘all faiths and none’ 
•	 it is a natural ‘halakah’/‘noble path’ corrective to any (Western?) 

emphasis of doctrine over praxis 
•	 it reflects the fact that ethical customs were connected to religion long 

before they are identifable as a sub-set of Philosophy – a develop-
ment Cicero accredits to Socrates in moving Greek thinking beyond 
epistemology. 
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So went the argument voiced by protagonists such as myself! However, far 
from being included in the next phase of discussions, a move towards ‘Reli-
gion and Belief’ appeared somewhat out of the ether and dominated Com-
missioner emails for a period of time across the autumn of 2017. At this stage 
‘worldviews’ was not particularly on the horizon (sic) though a fellow Com-
missioner did acknowledge that ‘this was what he was working towards’. 

While intriguing suggestions such as ‘Sophology’ continued to be 
aired,15 the most comprehensive sounding undertaken on nomenclature 
was the survey conducted the autumn of 2017. Here, for the record, is the 
breakdown: 

Religious Education 30.39% 193 

Religion and Ethics 2.05% 13 

Religions and Ethics 1.89% 12 

Religions and Worldviews 12.60% 80 

Religion, Philosophy and Ethics 17.48% 111 

Philosophy, Religion and Ethics 13.54% 86 

Other 22.05% 140 

It can be seen from the above that whatever our original affnity for it, 
‘Religion and Ethics’ was not popular at all. ‘Religious Education’ arguably 
had the most support (30.39%) but not if one were to combine the sugges-
tions of ‘Religion, Philosophy and Ethics’ with ‘Philosophy, Religion and 
Ethics’ (31.02%) edging towards a third of respondents. By contrast ‘Reli-
gion and Worldviews’ found favour with just one in eight. 

So how did ‘Religion and Worldviews’ come to be anointed by we 
Commissioners as the chosen name for a revived subject? In my view it 
came about because of both pragmatism and an alignment of Humanist 
and Evangelical argumentation. In terms of practicalities, the secretariat 
rather than the delegates were bearing the pressure of expectation from the 
six-fgure funding granted by bodies such as Culham St. Gabriel and the 
Hockerill Trust. Signifcant outcomes were expected and a name change 
could symbolize that. In terms of argumentation, while Humanists could 
align with ‘worldviews’ as a way of de-throning religion, for evangelical 
thinkers the idea that everyone has a worldview might de-throne the idea 
that agnosticism was an unbiased viewpoint. For both sides it cured the 
problem of relevance since life-choice was at the heart of the subject drama 
for everyone with the bonus that it would attract attention to the Final 
Report, ‘be a game-changer’ in the sector and help to justify the effort and 
expense of the Commission. 
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Hence even though it wasn’t mentioned in the minutes of the Commis-
sion Meeting in late April 2018 and didn’t appear in the draft of the Final 
Document circulated on 15th June, by the time the group met on 25th and 
26th of that month, Commissioners were being asked to vote on a name 
change with ‘Religion and Worldviews’ one of two options on the table, 
the other being ‘Religion and Belief’. Keeping the same name – despite 
that being the preference of a third of practitioners – did not appear to be 
an option. ‘Religion and Worldviews’ won the day – by two votes. The 
only serving teacher on the Commission was absent. 

It was immediately predictable that this would garner headlines, which 
for some was seen as an advantage and for others a potential distraction. 
I think as a Commission we have to own the fact that we had struggled 
throughout for clarity on a defnition for worldviews. It is not ideal when 
you need to explain what you mean with a special box, but that was where 
we found ourselves. Part of the problem for the Commissioners was that 
as the timeline demonstrates, ‘worldviews’ were inadequately discussed and 
submitted to insuffcient scrutiny in terms of possible problems that might 
arise around pedagogy or assessment. Even such a basic distinction between 
personal and institutional worldviews invited complexity. While at one level 
it might help to classify their relative signifcance, it was an unstable dis-
tinction both for those whose institutional and personal self-understanding 
were closely identifed and for those inclined to bound their personal 
autonomy contra any perceived institutional system. Time was running 
out; was there one last chance to change the game? 

Eleventh hour plea – Cassandra speaks? 

I was becoming increasingly concerned. By now on holiday in France, as a 
fnal appeal to colleagues on the Commission meeting for the last time on 
7 July 2018, I penned the following. Better than any Bowdlerized sum-
mary, it captures my thinking in real time: 

Dear Colleagues, 

Aim and Purpose (Othering) 
My frst concern is best illustrated by a remark made towards the end 
of the last meeting. It went unchallenged when a senior Commissioner 
commented that our task was ‘to wrest control’ of the subject away 
from religious groups. While I am not particularly against a body of folk 
mapping how an NE might be taught, the idea that faith sector stake-
holders should be excluded from how their tradition be taught is akin 
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to a body promoting foreign languages while banning native speak-
ers. To me the most serious intellectual error implied by the Commis-
sion is that we believe (sic) in a mythical ‘neutral position’ which ‘RE 
professionals’ somehow occupy whereas avowedly religious people do 
not. Worse still, in this view, confessional stakeholders are suspected 
of working against the laudable aims of religious tolerance/commu-
nity cohesion. The problem with this view is it ignores the fact that 
SACREs, faith schools and national stakeholder bodies demonstrate 
profound mutual commitment to differing religious traditions on a daily 
basis. This should be no surprise. People who love languages are likely 
to appreciate the subtleties, colour and expressions of other tongues. 

Practicality (National Entitlement) 
How has this affected our report? I think the upshot is that what we 
have gestated is a prolix/at times repetitive NE not primarily shaped 
by what should be our key area of concern (Community Multi-
Academy Trusts), but which seems to have the long term aim of ‘cor-
recting’ what some fear is happening in faith schools. From an ‘end 
user’ point of view, therefore, it worries me that our endeavour has 
quickly become impractical. A busy secondary Academy Head is being 
asked to allocate more time and fnd expert teachers to deliver a subject 
which is so variegated only faith schools would have time to master it. 
To boot, by deliberately not aligning the NE with the linear ‘power-
ful knowledge’ agenda behind the reform of public examinations at 
KS4 & 5, the Head teacher has to make a choice whether to shape KS3 
to enable pupils’ exam success or to serve a Commission ideal. 

It is fanciful to think that the situation in Primary will be any bet-
ter. We did not assay the situation at KS1 & 2 as we intended. Instead, 
as Commissioners who have spent a lifetime in the feld, our one 
non-negotiable has been to emphasise the complexity of the subject 
from Day 1 in KS1. This confuses our arrival point with their start 
point and fies in the face of what we know to be widespread practi-
tioner knowledge defcit. 

Moreover, we have to embrace the fact that for many schools it 
might only be possible to deliver through the agency of peripatetic 
teams timetabled in drop down days etc. Hence whatever our aspira-
tions for a National plan and reshaped SACREs, it might be advisable 
to include the funding of such teams as part of it. 

Worldviews 
Now at one level all the above already presents an issue before our 
attempt to rename the subject. Pace Trevor Cooling – a name change 
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is not a game change unless it has credibility – and I fear ‘worldview’ 
is not going to do what we want it to. Like ‘meta-narratives’ it might 
work among specialists as a theoretical term but if my unscientifc 
canvas of national RE fgures at the Clarke-Woodhead launch (2018) 
is anything to go by, it is going to fall fat. 

I accept that the plural of anecdote is not data, but what makes 
us even more vulnerable in this regard is our repeated ill-considered 
binary of ‘religious/non-religious’ which bizarrely implies the deci-
sion for faith or otherwise is the central distinguishing feature of the 
subject. While this has a certain appeal to my inner Luther, I think 
it is astonishing in a document which purports to foster inclusivity. 

In this regard I am genuinely baffed as to why some are reluctant 
to advert to extremely infuential ‘approaches to life’ such as Marxism, 
Existentialism and Utilitarianism on the grounds that they may be 
unfashionable or have valency with religious positions. Almost any-
thing would soften the binary which despite its good intent, Religion 
and Worldviews as a title doesn’t quite manage. 

Furthermore, as I have been at pains to point out, our almost 
unique non-religious exemplar, Humanism, means something very 
different on the continent of Europe and I’m not sure any of us would 
want to be party to an unqualifed ‘Brexit’ defnition. 

The Danger of the Change 
I am sympathetic that the move towards Worldviews is partly driven 
by the (unproven) idea it would be more attractive to “nones” but 
surely any perceived de-emphasis of the importance of religions will 
invite the question – why teach them at all? To be honest, this is my 
major concern, that the use of Worldviews will lead to either the DfE 
or busy Heads bundling this subject in with Citizenship or Relation-
ships and Sex Education to be delivered through non-examined cur-
ricula during form sessions. The subject as we currently understand it 
would disappear. 

Hence I’m not sure what colleagues think of the Clarke Woodhead 
suggestion, but if two reports opted for Religion, Beliefs and Values, 
that might have traction and preserve the best characteristics of the 
subject as it is currently understood. Our suggestion is fraught with 
far more risk. 

Alas it was too late. The Commission met for the last time in the hal-
lowed environs of the Jerusalem Chamber deep in the bowels of the Palace 
of Westminster. There was no intention to revise the key proposals of the 
draft. And in any case, there was no WiFi. 
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The report was launched on 12th September at Westminster. I remem-
ber being pleased to see colleagues and I was impressed, too, by the Dean’s 
speech. John Hall had chaired all the proceedings with considerable élan 
and commendable patience. However, it may be of interest that in pre-
senting the report, Dean Hall did not use the term ‘irresistible coalition’ 
even though I have reason to believe the phrase was in his script. In that 
moment, I concluded the Dean already knew, that despite the ambitions of 
the document, the eventual report would be incapable of constructing such 
or maintaining such an alliance, with all the risks that entailed. 

Aftermath 

‘In the end is my beginning. . . .’ After two months of false dawns, a letter 
was received from the DfE on 6th December 2018 and circulated to Com-
missioners a week later on the 15th. The ambition to infuence the DfE 
had foundered on issues which mirrored salient concerns articulated above: 

First – in terms of the name change, while acknowledging that the 
Commission had worked hard, the frst thing the Minister specifcally 
pointed out was that he had essentially accepted that changing the name 
to ‘worldviews’ risked diluting the teaching of Religious Education. 

Second – in terms of othering the Minister deftly reaffrmed the 
statutory nature of the discipline but specifcally argued that any dimi-
nution of the religious content of the subject would be undesirable 
since it ‘fosters mutual respect and tolerance of those of different faiths 
and beliefs’. 

Third – in terms of National Entitlement. While addressing some 
of the recruitment and training needs through bursaries for training 
and specifc funding of Subject Knowledge Enhancement, the Minis-
ter was not minded to revolutionize the subject along the lines of the 
National Entitlement at this time on the very practical grounds that 
teacher workloads were already under strain from the 2016 KS4 and 
KS5 reforms.16 

As might be expected, the Commissioners were disappointed, as was the 
Secretariat anchored by Rudi Lockyer, to whom I wrote: 

This is very disappointing but was always a risk. 
As a Commissioner, my experience was that whereas back in Janu-

ary we were talking about an ‘Irresistible Coalition’, by Spring there 
was a perceptible change in direction that was looking for the report 



The Religious Education Commission 2016–18 33  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

frst and foremost to ‘be a game changer’ and far less concerned about 
the potential reaction of NASACRE, CES, Board of Deputies. I still 
don’t quite know why that happened. As I remarked on 20th July, 
thereafter I had a sense it was the correction of the perceived short-
comings of faith school approaches rather than the absence of RE in 
state schools that had become the salient concern. 

I think your response is understandably robust, but it might be that 
we need to do more to plot a way forward. We don’t have to regard 
the Report as the fnal word and it could be that with the right her-
meneutic, it could still have immense traction. 

Now certainly the question of hermeneutics has remained high on the 
agenda and as I write seems to be fulflling a role in consensus building 
among the religious education community both at theoretical and practitio-
ner levels. Trevor Cooling is a major protagonist in the debate using (what 
seems to me) Thiselton’s re-presentation of Gadamer’s original ‘horizon’ 
theory. Cooling sees hermeneutics as a way forward since it synthesizes 
both the knowledge and developmental aspirations of the subject (Cooling 
2020: 411). Always thoughtful, I’m still inclined to think that the extent to 
which Trevor has continued to write about worldviews while claiming he 
had no infuence on the deliberations of the Commission has the ring of the 
‘lady doth protest too much’ (Cooling 2020: 409). 

Meanwhile, the urge for implementation of the National Entitlement is 
being led by essentially the self-same Secretariat of the Commission17 but 
by securing Templeton funding and engaging Stephen Pett as a resource 
writer, it has augmented its chances of success in two ways. First with 
regard to the National Entitlement, a new, less prolix version is in the 
pipeline and second, a subtle change in emphasis may prove salvifc since it 
is likely to emphasize a ‘worldviews approach’ rather than be distracted by 
a renaming of the subject.18 

This is to be welcomed since a focus on approaches resonates with the 
work of Gillian Georgiou and Kathryn Wright (2020) and Richard Kueh 
(2018). Ostensibly it solves the problem of managing an infnite range of 
content by marrying fexible methodology with powerful knowledge the-
ory, so it could be said to have more political possibilities. It also reduces 
the risk of Cognitive Load which as noted above, is considered inimical to 
pupil learning. That said, in the simplifed current tripartite lens form being 
proposed for schools, theology becomes understood as ‘thinking through 
believing’ while ‘thinking through thinking’ and ‘thinking through living’ 
are apportioned to philosophy and social science respectively.19 This not only 
leads to specifc problems with the notion of revelation and religious truth 
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claims, it more generally opens up questions about curriculum identity and 
therefore the future prospects of the subject itself (Hannam and Biesta 2019). 

In terms of othering, though the numbers attempting an examination 
award in the subject has continued to decline since the heights reached 
in 2010, it remains fashionable in some quarters to hold faith schools 
responsible. 

The faith sector infuences R.E. in two ways: politically and econom-
ically. It has up until now had an effective veto over any attempts to 
reform R.E. nationally although this may be changing. And though 
far from monolithic, the faith sector is a solid market for the produc-
tion and sale of resources, services training and qualifcations. This 
power and infuence has started to impact widely on the non-faith 
sector. Organisationally, R.E. is in the hands of producer communi-
ties, some of which are led and funded by faith-based organisations. 

(Brine and Chater 2020) 

Cast as exemplars of economic and political control from which the subject 
needs to be liberated, faith groups constitute ‘a mortal threat to religious 
education’, a position which could also be both implicitly and explicitly 
deduced from reports published either side of the Commission’s work 
(Clarke and Woodhead 2018; Clayton et al. 2018). In my view, such opin-
ions are counter-factual and indeed are counter-productive. Energy should 
be expended instead on facilitating the delivery of religious education in 
places where it is currently not delivered rather than on unresearched 
assumptions that faith schools are fomenting rather than reducing prejudice 
and are harmful to community cohesion. 

Meanwhile, despite the RE Council remaining four-square behind the 
name change, the inability of various reports and think tanks to fnd an 
agreed nomenclature has hampered its adoption. In this context, the rela-
tively recent proposal by the Welsh Government to relaunch the subject 
as ‘Religion Values and Ethics’ risks upsetting everyone. Not only does it 
eschew the term Religion and Worldviews which the RE Council would 
prefer, it rejects the evidence of its own survey which suggested the sub-
ject should retain its name and removes the right of pupil withdrawal from 
parents – a rubicon which even the Commission did not dare to cross. All 
the while signifcant associations of religious education teachers in England 
(e.g. NATRE and ATCRE) have retained their pre-Commission designa-
tion20 and my summary would be that despite its continuing prominence in 
the discussions of the RE Council, there is little evidence that schools see 
the incorporation of Worldviews into the subject name as a priority. 
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Concluding remarks 

Rehearsing the journey made by the RE Commission, as delegates, it may 
be both salutary and timely to accept criticisms that we did not adequately: 

Represent practitioners 
Link our consultation with our conclusions 
Incorporate positive aspects of Government policy 
Make common cause with well-disposed protagonists 
Represent the breadth of current educational theory 

The upshot was that our Commission report failed to build the ‘irre-
sistible coalition’ necessary to effect policy change. This is something of a 
shame, since the very frst evidence session saw Anglicans, Catholics and 
Humanists agree on a fundamental point central to the concerns of schools 
and practitioners – viz. religious education must be properly academic and 
taught in every school.21 I think this is a unifying principle which can help 
rebuild consensus. The subject itself is demanding and credible, and while 
every discipline has to confront the issue of classroom relevance, the reli-
gious wisdom of the world is at least as applicable to the everyday as the 
broad shores of science and the arts. In an epoch when it would appear that 
more young folk pray than their elders, we must be careful not to project 
our own diffdence onto others.22 

Moving forward, to enable policy makers to take advantage of such basic 
principles of agreement, it would be wise to simplify the proposed National 
Entitlement, cease the ‘othering of faith’ and ease off lobbying for a name 
change. In terms of a benchmark Entitlement matrix, I think practitioners 
should be trusted to apply their knowledge attentive to 

•	 Matters of central importance to a variety of religious and philosophical 
beliefs studied in their complexity, diversity and plurality. (Doctrines) 

•	 Ways in which religious and secular rituals, festivals and artistic 
expression communicate identity, culture, mystery, transcendence and 
paradox. (Practices) 

•	 How foundational texts and the ways in which they are interpreted can 
shape minds and lives. (Hermeneutics) 

•	 The ways in which worldviews may inform moral behaviour and social 
norms. (Ethics) 

Even if one can assume that there is rarely, if ever, only one expression of 
any given standpoint, far from marginalizing and even othering faith-based 
stakeholders, their role as ‘native speakers’ should be affrmed. I share some 
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of the concerns about a content heavy curricula at KS4, but the ‘insider 
turn’ fostered by the 2016 reforms was a positive move which as Sushma 
Sahajpal remarked, has at last enabled her to speak about an elephant on 
its own terms rather than conceiving of it as a defective horse.23 While the 
impact of SACREs is variegated and the importance of local ASCs differs 
from place to place, stakeholder groups are key to community cohesion 
and should be encouraged, not alienated. Better funding rather than their 
replacement would be a more collaborative path to pursue and foster the 
kind of outcomes which both policy makers and practitioners desire. 

As regards ‘Religion and Worldviews’, at a time of acute vulnerability 
for the subject, it seems an unnecessary risk to impose a change in its name 
unless there is overwhelming support from schools and practitioners. ‘Reli-
gious Education’ is not perfect but may at least protect the subject from 
disappearing into a subset either of Well-being or of Critical Thinking.24 

Worldviews as an approach has merit but like current proposals around 
‘Lens Disciplinarity’ and ‘Big Ideas’, any pedagogical methodologies should 
take root naturally rather than do violence to the mixed ecology of the 
subject by being made compulsory. 

Last but not least, I would make a plea for Theology to be understood in 
its etymological sense, as thoughtful conversation about God, rather than a 
discipline that presupposes faith (Towey 2020).25 I weary of pointing out 
that Richard Dawkins has made more money as a published theologian 
than as a published scientist: 

The word ‘God’ is a Theology in itself, indivisibly one, inexhaustibly 
various, from the vastness and the simplicity of its meaning . . . How 
can we investigate any part of any order of Knowledge, and stop short 
of that which enters into every order? All true principles run over 
with it, all phenomena converge to it; it is truly the First and the Last. 

(Newman 1927 [1865]: 43) 

Far from bracketing out religious belief, the question of God is inclusive. 
It merits centre stage in the intellectual adventure requiring a fortiori a place 
on our school curricula, whatever we call the subject. 

Notes 

1 Trevor Cooling at the frst session of CoRE, 3 November 2016, as recorded 
by Amira Tharani (2020: 39–40). It brought to mind a protest I once made at 
a Higher Education Change Academy meeting where it was presumed that as 
managers, our frst step was to identify colleagues open to change. My own 
view was that the frst step for a manager should be to ascertain whether the 
change in view was a good idea! 
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2 For the record I only missed one of these (York) and managed to attend gath-
erings in Exeter, Manchester and Birmingham as well events in London which 
included a ‘plenary’ style consultation event on 06/12/17. 

3 Other expert presentations included Barbara Wintersgill (see below), Ofsted, 
Charles Clarke and Linda Woodhead, a Plymouth Teacher Network and the 
Catholic Education Service. Commissioners also attended and felded ques-
tions at gatherings of the REC (Religious Education Council) and NASACRE 
(National Association of Statutory Councils on Religious Education). 

4 It might be noted in passing that although there was money set aside for the 
Commission for research, to my knowledge, the survey was the only signif-
cant expenditure in this regard. 

5 In retrospect, for example, it might have been wise to draft in two more teach-
ers to the group during Year 2. 

6 Head of Ofsted, Professor Daniel Muijs, at ResearchEd Conference, Dur-
rington High School, 28/04/2018. 

7 When asked whether her work might be construed as pedagogically opposed 
to the 2016 KS4 and KS5 reforms, with refreshing if astringent honesty, Bar-
bara responded: ‘Hell yes!’ 

8 Professor John Sullivan and Rev. Dr Duncan MacPherson respectively, quoted 
by Towey 2020: 143. 

9 For further international comparisons see ‘Toledo Guiding Principles on 
Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in Public Schools’. Available online: 
www.osce.org/odihr/29154?download=true. 

10 15 January 2018. 
11 Hinds would confrm Government control of Free Faith Schools admissions 

criteria on 11 May, 2018. 
12 www.gov.uk/government/speeches/qualifcations-and-curriculum-reform 

(accessed 5 December 2021). 
13 The Manchester evidence session took place on 14 July 2017 at Trinity School, 

Hulme. 
14 Mark Evans, 2 September 2017. 
15 Dave Francis, reonline.org.uk/2013/12/16/time-to-ditch-religious-education-

and-religious-studies-dave-francis/ (accessed 5 December 2021). 
16 The correspondence is accessible here: www.commissiononre.org.uk/ 

commission-chair-responds-to-secretary-of-state/. 
17 Trevor Cooling, Rudi Lockyer and Amira Chilvers-Tharani constituted the 

Secretariat to the Commission of which Denise Cush was a key protagonist. 
18 This was confrmed most recently by evidence shared by Cooling and Pett at 

an RE Council meeting on 16 November 2021. 
19 See www.schools.norfolk.gov.uk/-/media/schools/fles/teaching-and-learn 

ing/religious-education-agreed-syllabus/norfolk-religious-education-agreed-
syllabus-2019.pdf (accessed 5 December 2021). 

20 National Association of Teachers of R.E. and Association of Teachers of Cath-
olic R.E. respectively. 

21 Derek Holloway, Philip Robinson and Andrew Copson on 23 February 2016 
at Grey Coat Hospital School, Westminster. They likewise agreed that any 
formative dimensions of the subject were to be regarded as secondary. 

22 See www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-58681075. 
23 Giving evidence to the All Party Parliamentary Group on Religious Education, 

April 2016. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk
https://www.schools.norfolk.gov.uk
https://www.schools.norfolk.gov.uk
https://www.schools.norfolk.gov.uk
https://www.commissiononre.org.uk
https://www.commissiononre.org.uk
https://www.reonline.org.uk
https://www.reonline.org.uk
https://www.gov.uk
https://www.osce.org
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24 I do have a fear that we will make it too dangerous to teach and end up with 
Theology in faith schools and a form of Mindfulness and Citizenship elsewhere. 

25 In one sense it can be argued that faith rather than theology needs re-imagining. 
Newman long ago pointed out that ‘faith’ (or ‘trust’ if you prefer), is an episte-
mological fundament – e.g. ‘I haven’t been to Paris recently, but I know (trust) 
it is still there.’ As contemporary theories of ‘Fuzzy Epistemology’ confrm, a 
form of faith grounds common discourse and is part of what Newman describes 
as a Grammar of Assent. 
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2 
A NEW SETTLEMENT? 

A defence of the 1944 Act 

Marius Felderhof 

Of late, talk of a ‘new legal settlement’ for religious education has been 
raised in various circles, virtually exclusively, it must be said, amongst 
members of the education profession and academics. For example, the 
‘Westminster Faith Debates’ included a pamphlet entitled, ‘A New Settle-
ment: Religion and Belief in Schools’ (2015), now more recently reissued 
as ‘A New Settlement Revised: Religion and Belief in Schools’ (Clarke 
and Woodhead 2018). Other studies have come up with remarkably similar 
suggestions (Dinham and Shaw 2015: 1; Butler-Sloss 2015: 37). A few years 
earlier the second recommendation of the Religious Education Council’s 
Review of Religious Education in England (2013: 32) was to ‘pursue with 
policy makers the challenges around the existing “settlement” for RE’. Not 
surprisingly the Commission on Religious Education (CoRE), one of two 
successor reports of the original Review, duly recommended changes to 
the legislation on religious education (2018, Recommendations 2, 4 and 8). 
The outstanding question is whether a ‘new legal settlement’ would address 
the weaknesses of religious education or do these weaknesses stem from 
elsewhere that have little to do with the original settlement? Indeed, closer 
attention to the original settlement would show it to be best ftted for our 
secular and religiously plural society. This is the position defended here. 

To those who are less familiar with current educational rumblings, the 
‘settlement’ refers to an agreement in 1944 between the government and 
some of the historic providers of schooling, namely, the Church of England 
and other (mainly, but not exclusively, religious) bodies, about the fund-
ing, provision and character of schooling. The agreement was expressed in 
the 1944 Education Act, sometimes known as the Butler Act. It is this Act 
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which is now seen, by some, to be an obstacle to a deeper change in the 
character of religious education and, importantly, to an alternative philo-
sophical basis for schooling1 as a whole in England. 

It is interesting to note that neither of the original parties to the set-
tlement (whether it is the government or the main historic providers of 
schools),2 appear to have called for the revision of legislation, or for re-
visiting the original settlement. The discontent with the original settlement 
does not issue from them. This lack of interest can be attributed to the fact 
that the main elements of the original settlement have suited them all. The 
key provisions have therefore remained in place despite the many vicissi-
tudes in education. For example, the governments of both persuasions have 
accepted rather than challenged a continuing role for the historic providers, 
even within the creation of whole new categories of schools; academies, 
free schools, and studio schools. They have also retained the important 
features of requiring a provision for religious education and collective wor-
ship in schools. Admittedly the precise funding arrangements, curricular 
prescriptions and freedoms with respect to admissions, together with the 
role played by local authorities, have changed over time. These changes, 
however, did not affect the more foundational provision for faith schools 
(properly speaking ‘schools with a religious character’) nor the overall legal 
requirement for religious education and collective worship3 in schools. 

Admittedly, there have been practical infuences on the provision of 
religious education and collective worship in schools, (especially on those 
without a religious foundation), since educational changes in 1944. There 
has certainly been a signifcant impact on the perception of the place and 
role of religious education and collective worship with the introduction 
of a national curriculum, the EBacc and the provision of free schools and 
academies. The introduction of a national curriculum gave the impression 
that the religious education determined locally was less signifcant. The 
exclusion of religious education from the EBacc gave the impression that 
the subject did not really matter. Academies and free schools were offered 
greater freedom to devise their own school curriculum, including the cur-
riculum for religious education and thus the opportunity to digress from the 
local agreed syllabus. The loss of local authority control over schools made 
the work of local Standing Advisory Councils on Religious Education 
(SACREs) and local Agreed Syllabus Conferences increasingly irrelevant. 
It is this changing situation in the provision of educational institutions, in 
the criteria for judging schools, in the curriculum, in the governance and 
control of schools and in admissions that has given wider credence to the 
appeal made to lawmakers to revisit ‘the settlement’. 
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However, it is important to differentiate the minor adjustments (those 
that might usefully be made on the order of the Secretary of State for Edu-
cation to render the original legal settlement more effective, e.g. the inclu-
sion of religious education in the EBacc, additional support for the training 
of religious education teachers, etc., from those more radical, foundational 
changes that are sought by means of a change in education law. The envis-
aged more radical, foundational changes could in effect alter the place of 
religious life in the public square and the co-operation of religious institu-
tions with government for the common good. It will be maintained here 
that with minor adjustments reforms could be addressed fairly easily with-
out the upheaval of altering the foundational settlement and the need for a 
change in the law. 

Those protagonists, who nevertheless persist in calling for the more 
foundational change requiring a change in the law, are driven not so much 
by institutional changes in education as the perception of changes in society 
(see Butler-Sloss 2015: 15ff) and, much more importantly, their perception 
of the ideal of what constitutes religious education in a secular context. 
The secularisation of society, it is suggested, requires religious education to 
change from its interest in developing the character of young people, draw-
ing on and using the resources of religious faith (as in the 2007 Birming-
ham Agreed Syllabus), to one that focuses increasingly on secular ideologies 
under the supervision of a select, centralised professional body. In brief, the 
critics’ goal is primarily to change religious education into the secular study 
of religions and additionally into the study of those ideologies that vaguely 
resemble religions. Secondarily, they wish to wrest the control of religious 
education away from local authorities and communities and to locate it in 
the religious education profession. In their eyes the legal nomenclature, 
‘religious instruction’ in the 1944 Act and ‘religious education’ in the 1988 
Education Reform Act, suggests an agenda unsuitable for a secular society. 
The obsession in various reports (Dinham and Shaw 2015: 1; Clarke and 
Woodhead 2018: 48; CoRE 2018: 11), with changing the name of the 
subject in law is at heart a desire to change the essence of the subject. Such 
change is impossible, so long as religious communities still exercise signif-
cant infuence. 

The determination to change the law may have a price. It runs the seri-
ous risk of initiating a change that cannot be controlled. Those seeking 
change are all too readily joined by the traditional antagonists to religious 
life who, overtly or covertly, resent any expression of religious faith in ‘the 
public square’, and hence in schools. These antagonists strive assiduously 
to limit, control and circumscribe religious faith and thus limit people’s 
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basic human right to express publicly their religious sensibilities and to 
transmit these sensibilities to their children. In effect, those calling for a 
change in the law may be opening the door to an intolerant secularism and 
a decisive shift away from the infuence of religiously interested people and 
institutions. 

The 1944 Act and its critics 

There must be considerable caution when unpicking a settled state of affairs 
in society. This caution might be represented dismissively as conservatism 
and fear of change, but there are more positive reasons for preferring the 
existing settlement to what is being proposed as an alternative. The reasons 
may be stated simply. Where one may fairly describe the ‘religious’ provi-
sions of the 1944 Act as: (i) responsive and religiously sensitive; (ii) permis-
sive and plural; and (iii) consensual; its critics, on the other hand, are more 
often than not: (i) reactionary and secular; (ii) illiberal and narrow; and 
(iii) complacent and paternalistic. If offered a policy choice between these 
two sets of descriptions, one suspects that most British people would prefer 
the former, the existing settlement, over that demanded by the critics. The 
question is: ‘Are these descriptions warranted?’ 

Responsive and religiously sensitive vs reactionary and secular 

In what sense is the 1944 Act ‘responsive and religiously sensitive’ whereas 
the critics are ‘reactionary and secular’? The 1944 Act was formed in a 
period of crisis. The horrors of the rise of Nazism (and communism) were 
perceived as challenging the very foundations of Western civilisation and 
its values. The legislators saw religious life as part of the solution, hence 
the early syllabi could speak of sharing the ‘best values that Christianity has 
to offer’. The teaching is not so much about Christianity; it is much more 
concerned with what Christianity is about (an important shift in focus),4 i.e. 
guiding and supporting pupils in living with integrity with the resources 
that Christian traditions have to hand. To come to understand what a reli-
gion might be about demands a profound religious sensitivity and criticism 
that takes religious understanding seriously. This does not mean that one 
must be religious to have such sensitivity or to engage in such religious 
(self)-criticism. One might follow the example of Ludwig Wittgenstein 
(1980; Malcolm 1983) who demonstrated a profound appreciation of reli-
gious ways of thinking and acting, whilst saying that he himself did not 
think or live like that. 
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It is clear that in the eyes of the critics of the 1944 Act, the challenge 
facing society and its educational institutions is a very different one. Reli-
gious life is seen to be not so much part of the solution as the source of the 
problem (see Butler-Sloss 2015: 33–35). Religions help to form and defne 
the identities of individuals and the communities they serve. Given the dif-
ferent traditions, there are going to be different identities and recognisable 
social groups. The assumption is that the differences will inevitably lead to 
confict. The fear of confict demands a reaction. The envisaged solution to 
confict is to teach about them in the hope that the more one knows about 
them the more tolerant and accepting one will be. The very different pos-
sibility that an increased knowledge about religions and beliefs may sharpen 
one’s perceptions and one’s objections to whoever happens to be ‘other’ 
or different is not considered to be a natural outcome (as recognised by 
Dinhan and Shaw 2015: 3). 

The expectation of tolerance from the study of religions appears to 
be based on a two-fold mechanism. The frst is to study religions using 
methodologies without religious presuppositions and to engage in such 
study ‘neutrally’ and ‘objectively’. In adopting a methodology outside the 
religious frame of reference one is deliberately locating the pupil within 
a secular perspective and, perhaps inadvertently, fostering a non-religious 
identity. This secularity supposedly avoids the attributed latent antipa-
thies and antagonisms within situations of religious pluralism. The sec-
ond mechanism is to blur the boundaries of the identities. This is easily 
achieved by highlighting the pluralism within a specifc religious tradition 
and by adopting secular concepts and frameworks that range across reli-
gious traditions5 and, extending the frameworks even further to include 
so-called non-religious worldviews, such that the identity differences 
between them become less signifcant, inconsequential or even some-
what arbitrary. Any religious education that takes this form of the study 
of religions is rightly considered to be reactionary in adopting a position 
which sees religions as a problem to which a reaction is required and 
promotes the solution of a secular outlook that has been prevalent for the 
last 40 to 50 years. 

If confict between communities is the primary issue, the solution may 
not be to relativise or subvert religious identities through a secular form 
of religious studies. One might instead aim to focus on what religions are 
about, viz., to understand ‘the good’ and to live with integrity. Religions 
share this interest and will readily support each other to remove injustices 
and engage in peace building and to remind communities of their religious 
commitments that exhort them to selfess service, to voluntary suffering, to 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A defence of the 1944 Act 45 

loving one’s enemies and to do good to those who hate you. A vision of a 
deeper religious life might in fact inspire confict resolution. 

Permissive and plural vs illiberal and narrow 

It is clear that those who devised the 1944 Education Act were acutely 
aware of the existence of religious pluralism and of the presence of many 
in society who did not identify with any religious tradition. Much of the 
religious pluralism at that time arose between Christian denominations and 
also between forms of Judaism. But the solutions created by the Act are 
equally applicable to the deeper pluralism and secularism of our current age. 
The on-going existence of independent schools, together with the pos-
sibility of voluntary aided and controlled schools alongside county schools 
in the maintained sector created a diversity of provision ideally suited to a 
plural democracy. It was grounded in a deep suspicion of fascist and com-
munist nation states that had used their school systems to promote a sup-
posedly unifying state ideology, not uncommonly against the wishes and 
interests of parents. 

The existence of independent schools avoided a state monopoly in 
education. On the other hand, in the maintained sector voluntary aided 
schools (and to some extent controlled schools) enabled religious com-
munities to devise their own ethos and curriculum in schools that could 
support and sustain their characteristic life at relatively modest additional 
costs6 to these communities. There was to be a more general religious 
ethos in county (community) schools through the provision of collective 
(i.e. public) worship at the start or end of the day. The religious instruction 
was to be done according to an Agreed Syllabus, an agreement based on 
negotiations in a conference between the (i) local authority, (ii) teachers, 
(iii) the Church of England and (iv) other religious denominations. Those 
parents, or groups, who were still not satisfed with the Agreed Syllabus 
would be given access to school premises to provide their own religious 
instruction (at their own cost). 

The freedom of religion, or from religion, was fully recognised by also 
granting parents the right to withdraw their children from religious instruc-
tion and from collective worship. The latter was facilitated by requiring 
collective worship to be held at the beginning or end of the day. Teachers 
were similarly granted the freedom to be excused from providing religious 
instruction or to participate in collective worship without any risk of a 
fnancial (or other) penalty. It is clear that in these provisions of the Act, 
the legislators were bending over backwards to accommodate all those of 
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any religious persuasion and of none. The Act is positively permissive by 
facilitating religious communities in education and it is openly plural by 
avoiding any whiff of religious coercion. The only complaint that may be 
laid against the 1944 Act is that it is too permissive and opens the door 
to too many possibilities, ideologically and religiously, i.e. those positions 
that might harbour an extremism that denies others equal rights to their 
way of life. 

The objection may be raised that the permissive pluralism of the 1944 
Act was rooted in an apparently unwarranted assumption, namely, that any 
serious exploration of religious life, and that any pursuit of what it might 
mean to live a truly religious life, will comport generally with the insights 
and widely held values of the Christian tradition. The later accusation that 
the religious education following the 1944 Act was ‘confessional’ (a term 
used in a pejorative way) is grounded in this assumption. And it is accu-
rate only insofar as the religious education of the post-1944 period sought 
to transmit those values to young people largely by means of the familiar 
scriptures and practices which supported them. A more practical pluralism 
would draw on a wider range of texts and practices to support the same 
values. 

The critics of the existing settlement are not content to draw on the 
permissive pluralism of the Act, instead they have systematically sought to 
narrow it. Where the Act provides scope for dissent, the critics seek to limit 
it. This they do in four ways. First, they seek to limit or preferably elimi-
nate the possibility of withdrawal from religious education (for criticism, 
see Barnes 2020: 139–163). They simply fnd it diffcult to imagine that 
there might be a good reason7 for withdrawing from their secular version 
of the ideal religious education. Second, they seek to nationalise or cen-
tralise religious education. Removing religious education from the orbit 
of local authorities is an effective way of limiting diversity and eliminating 
any dissenting views of what constitutes ‘good’ religious education. Third, 
they seek to ‘professionalise’ religious education. Where the Act envisages 
agreement between politicians, teachers and religious bodies at a local level, 
the critics seek to restrict the formation of a religious education syllabus 
to selected religious education teachers and academics in the appropriate 
felds. It is the job of politicians simply to guarantee the supply of money 
for the subject and to leave the key decisions to the ‘experts’. On the other 
hand, it is apparently the duty of leaders and representatives of religious 
bodies to acknowledge that they are tainted by self-interest and limited 
in their understanding of what is ‘educational’. Without diminishing the 
importance of experts, this planned ‘professionalisation’ (see Chapter 3 in 
this volume) is a profound narrowing of input and opinions. Fourth, the 
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critics are so convinced that they are able to defne the key features and 
‘entitlements’ of what might pass for ‘good’ religious education that they 
are happy to impose these on all schools whether they be independent, 
‘faith’ schools or academies and free schools, that is to say, any educational 
institution that might dare to differ in their understanding of education and 
its appropriate curriculum. 

The critics might have taken advantage of the liberality of the 1944 Act 
to persuade others of their vision of the ideal religious education but they 
have failed lamentably to do so. Their demand for new legislation stems 
solely from their frustration and desire to impose it on all. Having chosen 
this route as the best way of realising their aim, they show themselves to be 
fundamentally illiberal and narrow in the sense of not admitting alternative 
or wider views. 

It may be protested that the critics of the settlement in the 1944 Act are 
motivated by the goal of opening religious education to ‘other religions’, 
to ‘belief’ and to so-called ‘non-religious worldviews’ (Butler-Sloss, 2015: 
34). Hence their desire for a re-designation and re-defnition of the sub-
ject in law. In this respect, it might be claimed, the critics are much more 
open-minded than those who are content with the key features of the 
1944 Act that have been continued in current legislation. Yet this claim is 
contested. The permissiveness of the Act leaves ample scope for the con-
sideration of faiths other than the Christian faith, and much will depend on 
precisely what is meant by ‘belief’ and ‘worldview’. Any close examination 
of religious life cannot avoid, inter alia, considering loss of meaning, doubt, 
temptation, scepticism, reasonableness, prejudice, critiques and antagonists, 
so that much is already admitted as permissible material. The question is 
what is excluded in the original settlement that a redefnition of religious 
education in law would permit? 

Consensual vs complacent and paternalistic 

As regards county (community) schools, it is clear that the 1944 Act expects 
a consensual approach by prescribing a process of establishing an Agreed 
Syllabus Conference to determine the precise syllabus to be used in any 
local authority community school. Such a conference might simply adopt 
the Agreed Syllabus of another authority or exploit the ideas of others 
where it suited. Given the diversity of parties from whom agreement 
must be sought, one can expect many different voices. In addition to the 
diversely committed religious voices, one can also expect those of atheists, 
agnostics and sceptics from within the committee of local authority repre-
sentatives or from the committee of teachers, with their respective political 
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and educational interests. The entire process is quite simply designed to be 
inclusive and moderating of the more radical and extremist voices. 

Diverse local authorities have defned needs and resources in their area. 
This may ensure a degree of pedagogical rootedness without condemning 
them to being narrowly parochial. Furthermore, the process in the existing 
law is responsive by admitting requirements for revision and re-assessment. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that local authorities, which became increas-
ingly religiously plural, would design an Agreed Syllabus ft for a religiously 
plural population, such as that of Birmingham in 1975. Subsequent revi-
sions in the Syllabus in Birmingham in 1995 and 2007 sought to address 
other perceived defciencies. The current legal arrangements have, there-
fore, proved their worth and adaptability to a changing world. 

In contrast to this consensual process, critics of the settlement, who 
seek to prescribe a defned entitlement in law, will in doing so sacrifce 
the adaptability currently available. They will be imposing the rigidities 
of a defnition of religious education that happens to be in fashion in the 
‘religious education community’ at a specifc point in time. Further, the 
process of local agreement is to be abolished in favour of the decisions of 
selected professionals. Any reference to the role of other interested parties 
is couched in such a way that they are essentially powerless to have any 
real infuence on shaping the religious education curriculum. Hence the 
accusations of paternalism; it is a matter of the very few telling the many 
what is good for them. 

It may be the case that many local authorities and volunteers across the 
country will be content to hand over the responsibilities laid upon them by 
the current law to the ‘experts’ nationally if the associated fnancial respon-
sibilities are also shifted to central government. The truth is that the central 
government is unlikely to be any more generous than local authorities in 
the funding of religious education unless they are fully persuaded of the 
merit of what is proposed to be delivered in the curriculum. Excluding the 
politicians from the decision making process about the content of religious 
education is unlikely to be helpful. 

However, the critics may believe they have just such a vision of religious 
education as to convince and inspire the government into believing that 
the selected professionals have just the recipe to abolish supposed religious 
ignorance and confict, a recipe moreover that is essential to human four-
ishing, individually and communally. But this is where the complacency of 
the critics is so striking. The proposed recipe or ideal of religious education 
is not so very different from that commended by the RE Council’s Review 
(2013) or from the Non-Statutory National Framework for religious 
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education published in 2004, which was actually incorporated into most 
Agreed Syllabi. It has, in fact, failed to convince many schools and parents 
of the need for such religious education. The result is that many schools 
simply do not provide religious education and parents do not demand it. 

The recipe for religious education commended by the ‘religious educa-
tion community’ is in fact not so very different from the vast majority of 
Agreed Syllabi that had emerged since 1975. This self-acclaimed recipe has 
presided over a period of sustained secularisation in British society and may 
itself have been a major contributory factor. The subversive and secularis-
ing impact of this form of religious education is such that even the religious 
communities do not clamour for its provision in schools in places where 
it is not being delivered. Yet in letters to the Secretary of State for Educa-
tion, the RE Council on behalf of the ‘religious education community’ was 
prepared to claim that the religious education in Britain is the envy of other 
countries. It may (arguably; though see Barnes 2014: 10–24) be envied in 
other countries but not in many of our English schools it seems. 

There is an urgent need to explore what form of religious education 
will gain the support of parents, schools and religious bodies, for such sup-
port will not fail to catch the eye of politicians. As Birmingham has proved 
with its 2007 Religious Education Syllabus, the local authority will pro-
vide funding and its schools and academies will embrace it and deliver it. 
The faith leaders in the city are on record of having actively supported 
and defended the 2007 Agreed Syllabus. Teachers and schools can deliver 
religious education with confdence precisely because of the communal, 
political and religious support the Agreed Syllabus commands. To aban-
don the processes prescribed in the 1944 Act in favour of some form of 
professional paternalism is to abandon the strengths gained by a democratic 
discipline.8 It is the teaching profession that gains when it engages seriously 
with grassroots at local level and with interested parties. Giving these parties 
a real say in the curriculum through the process of agreement is both more 
testing and more rewarding. To assign the ‘non-professionals’ a consulta-
tive role without decision-making powers is a sure way of turning them 
away and isolating teachers. 

The incoherence of the critics 

The concerted efforts on the part of the critics of the original settle-
ment to defne or re-defne religious education raises many basic issues. 
The references to ‘religion and belief’ or to ‘religion and non-religious 
worldviews’ have many pitfalls. For the sake of brevity, only three will 
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be touched on here. They are identifed here as: (i) scope; (ii) judge-
ment; (iii) self-knowledge. 

Scope 

Looking at the work of one of the early scholars in the feld of compara-
tive religion, J. G. Frazer’s The Golden Bough, one notes that the 3rd edi-
tion (1906–1915) runs to 12 thick volumes. He does not claim to have 
covered the full range of human religiosity but his study is confned to 
select phenomena from the early history of humankind. Those 12 volumes 
are a reminder that there is virtually no limit to what there is to study and 
comprehend in the feld. Without willing to deny the intrinsic worth to 
be found in all such study, the ordinary teacher and lecturer in the feld 
are faced with a different problem. Given the nature of the community in 
which the school is located, the ages and aptitudes of the children in the 
class, and, most importantly, the time available for teaching, they raise the 
question what must be taught? Presented with a vast feld that embraces 
not only many religions and many disciplines, teachers may feel inadequate 
to the task. Have they mastered the feld suffciently to evaluate what it is 
important and what is secondary? Enlarging the scope to include so-called 
‘non-religious worldviews’ (and there are many) will not help without a 
clear rationale for including areas, such as environmentalism and dialectical 
materialism which are substantively different from religions or which have 
little to do with religious sensibilities. 

Education is not just about gathering together and organising the rel-
evant data in a feld of knowledge, it must also be about developing chil-
dren in a fashion that enables them to live with integrity. The children need 
information, certainly; they need to learn to make good judgements too; 
they need to able to feel appropriately and deeply; and they need to be able 
to act rightly. Education is not merely mastering felds of knowledge, but 
it is also about developing character and, besides this, education has many 
other goals and objectives. Some may dismiss these aims as instrumental-
ist, yet they are intrinsic to religious life itself, if not to the secular study of 
religion. Those, who are engaged in setting out ‘entitlements’, or in plan-
ning an examination course, or in writing a syllabus for teaching, are inevi-
tably making value judgements. These value judgements should be openly 
set out, tested and accepted widely. Claims to be promoting tolerance by 
knowing about religion and belief, or merely commending a neutral and 
objective study of ‘religion and belief’, are simply self-deluding. They may 
be promoting an intolerance of religious life or a form of individualistic 
consumerism. 
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Judgement 

One of the functions of a serious education is not only to increase one’s 
knowledge and to appreciate complexity but it is also to exercise judge-
ment. In the exercise of judgement of what is deep or shallow, true or false, 
awesome or pedestrian, reasoned or non-rational, and so forth, one may 
also create social disagreements since there is not always a clear, or agreed, 
view. Hence conficting judgements may be perceived to be subversive 
of tolerance and indicative of a failure to accept the other. The rejection 
appears to be implicit in regarding the view and opinions that another may 
have as wrong, shallow, pedestrian, wicked or irrational. 

A proffered but confusing solution may be to regard the religious edu-
cation judgements solely as one’s ‘own’ personal and private matter. And 
those who differ have their own opinions to which they are ‘entitled’. But, 
of course, if these ‘private’ judgements do not arise through, or out of, 
public conversations, e.g. between teachers and pupils in the classroom, 
but occur solely through a private, subjective exercise that is ‘wholly one’s 
own’, then they do indeed become personal and subjective, and perhaps 
as such do not need to be taken very seriously. Apart from the trivial sense 
of one’s ‘own’ opinion being simply the opinion one happens to have, the 
word, ‘own’, can be understood in two very different ways. To ‘own’ an 
opinion is to become responsible for it and to answer for it in the public 
square, i.e. one does not hold the opinion at second hand or derivatively. 
Or one can use ‘own’ in the sense of being a purely private matter. In this 
case, it creates the space for extremism to fourish since private judgements 
are, in principle, unchallenged and away from public scrutiny. This, of 
course, also includes the extremism of those who would ban religious life 
from the public sphere. 

Self-knowledge 

In schoolgirl(boy) physics one may have studied the forces exercised in the 
use of a lever and have come across the thought experiment by Archime-
des. He suggested that if only he had a standpoint far enough away from 
the world and a lever long enough, he could move the earth. This Archi-
medean standpoint has suggested an idealised model for certain forms of 
‘academic’ study, namely, that of withdrawing one’s self from the world 
to gain an objective view of the totality. It is a heuristic device for remov-
ing one’s own interests and biases from the picture one attempts to make 
of the world, in effect, to gain a ‘truer’ picture or understanding. It is 
sometimes forgotten that this ‘academic’ approach is merely a device to 
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ensure greater honesty and integrity in one’s thinking. It is also forgotten 
that the Archimedean standpoint is an idealisation that does not exist in 
reality. There is no place in space to stand, or for using a very, very long 
lever to apply to the earth. Nor is there a way of removing the thinker 
from the world in which (s)he fnds (her)himself. The eye may not be part 
of the feld of vision but the eye is nevertheless an integral part of seeing 
and what is seen. 

As living beings, humans are so to speak, thrown into the world; who 
they are and what they live for, shape what it is they think they understand. 
The goal of understanding, therefore, demands a process of self-refection 
and self-knowledge in much the same way that the aspiring psychoana-
lyst must frst submit him or herself to the process of psychoanalysis. This 
process of self-refection and self-knowledge may be encountered in 
St Augustine’s Confessions or in Leo Tolstoy’s A Confession (original 1882). 
St Anselm referred to the same process when he conceived of theology 
as ‘faith seeking understanding’, establishing or showing what it means to 
live religiously. In effect, it is coming to grips with the matter of who you 
are and what you live for and live by, and the very context in which you 
exist. Without this self-knowledge, the intellectual case that is made may 
be presented under false colours, claiming an authority and impartiality that 
is undeserved. It is essential to recognise that one cannot step outside one’s 
own ‘worldview’; this is implicit in the very meaning of the concept of 
‘worldview’ as it is all embracing. 

A serious problem in the critics’ case is the unexamined assumption that 
all the different religions are just so many species of the genus called ‘World-
view’. It is further assumed that various ideologies, such as materialism, are 
yet further species of the same genus, ‘Worldview’, only they are to be con-
sidered a ‘non-religious’ species of the same genus. The assumption ignores 
signifcant differences. These supposed ‘worldviews’ are denominated, ‘non-
religious’, one suspects, mainly, or only, because they do not draw on the 
concept of ‘God’. However, this is a rather thin understanding of religion 
or even of signifcant differences between religious traditions, e.g. between 
‘semitic’ and ‘dharmic’ faiths, as well as between these and their supposedly 
non-religious counterparts. There is no suspicion that religion might be sui 
generis. The assumption that they are all in the end nothing but so many dif-
ferent worldviews is little more than a sloppy generalisation. 

Then there is the implicit suggestion that people somehow choose 
between them (Butler-Sloss, 2015: 13–14), but this is precisely what people 
do not and cannot do with any honest defnition of ‘worldview’.9 At best, 
one can enlarge one’s understanding, perhaps by purloining concepts and 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A defence of the 1944 Act 53 

practices from others. One might try to resolve contradictions, search for 
greater coherence, look for relevance, universality and greater impressive-
ness (Brummer 1981: 139) in the account one is able to give of oneself in 
the world. One might even undergo a conversion in which one’s ‘world-
view’ undergoes a radical shift or re-organisation. What one does not do 
is step outside one’s ‘worldview’. In short, a ‘worldview’ is not one theory 
amongst others between which one might choose on the basis of indepen-
dent evidence. If the concept of ‘worldview’ means anything, it is one’s 
‘worldview’ that determines what constitutes evidence, (just as much as it 
determines what constitutes ‘education’). 

On the other hand, if one re-defnes a ‘worldview’ as something chosen 
then one can be sure it has little in common with ‘religion’. In a religion, 
it is the person who is called or ‘chosen’. For example, a religious person 
may obey or rebel against the command of God, but he or she does not 
choose for it to be a ‘command of God’.10 Nor does the ‘command of God’ 
have the status of human legislation that one may alter at will. Those who 
confate religion and ‘non-religious worldviews’ need to re-examine their 
terms and their preconceptions, i.e. embark on a diffcult exercise in self-
knowledge to appreciate where they stand. This exercise is what confession 
means in its proper sense. 

Conclusion 

The call for a change in the settlement is misguided. It fails to recognise 
the tolerant pluralism built into the 1944 Act. More often than not the 
call for a new settlement abandons the religiousness of religious educa-
tion in favour of something much more ill-defned, demanding a range 
of skills that few, if any, possess. It puts in place an incoherent concept 
of ‘worldview’ that is grounded in a secular methodology, and in a secu-
lar agenda, which subverts religious understanding. The change in the 
conception of what religious education supposedly should be, fails to 
appreciate the political rationale for including religious education in the 
school’s curriculum. Like many disciplines or felds of study, e.g. geology 
or anthropology, religious studies has intrinsic worth, but this is not yet 
an argument why all children should study religious education from the 
ages of 5 to 18. The real rationale for religious education relates to the 
essence of religious life, which is to deepen the values to be transmitted 
to the next generation, values which may save them from oppression, 
meaninglessness and isolation in some rampant anti-social individualism 
or unthinking collectivism. 
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Notes 

1 The provision of collective worship in school refects a possible conception of 
what education ultimately means and what it is for. It counters a conception 
that education is provided solely for utilitarian reasons, e.g. to prepare pupils 
for work or to help them earn a higher income in adulthood. 

2 It is important to distinguish the religious leadership of the Church of England 
from its Board of Education. 

3 It does not help the discussion if the requirements in law are misrepresented, 
e.g. para. 4.17 of Butler-Sloss (2015) where it speaks of compulsory collec-
tive worship, when in fact the compulsion is on head teachers to provide it. 
No-one is compelled to worship. 

4 The shift in focus that frequently takes place in religious education should not 
be underestimated. It is one thing to learn that Sikhism demands sewa (selfess 
service), it is another thing to ask what such service might mean to a 10 year-
old, 16 year-old or 74 year-old Sikh. Or to ask what selfessness might mean 
and how this might relate to ‘losing one’s self’ or to the self love implicit in 
summary of the Torah provided by Christ, ‘to Love God and to love one’s 
neighbour as one’s self’. In exploring what religions are about, religious educa-
tion is directly about the spiritual, moral, social, and cultural development of 
pupils and of society and only indirectly about the study of religions. 

5 Describing baptism as a rite of passage may be an example of a shift in meaning 
from the specifcs of a religion to a secular generalisation. It should be noted 
that the description of Christian baptism as a rite of passage fails utterly to cap-
ture the meaning assigned to baptism within Christian liturgy. 

6 A ‘faith’ school was never entirely free or wholly maintained at public expense. 
Contributions to the capital costs of schooling were expected, and many reli-
gious communities made considerable sacrifces to raise these costs. 

7 It is notable that in the Act the parent does not have to provide a reason for 
withdrawing their child. 

8 Note the comments of National Association of Standing Advisory Councils 
on Religious Education (2018: 2) on the CoRE Report: ‘We feel that some 
of the evidence presented has been chosen to put one view forward, that of 
a centralising curriculum narrative, without local democratic checks and bal-
ances in place.’ 

9 In relating the concept, ‘Worldview’, to the German word Weltanschauung as 
CoRE does, they should also have considered related words, such as Weltbild 
or Weltprojekt to have discerned important elements of the defnition. Weltan-
schauung is more a view of life or an attitude to life than a view of the world 
which could be taken to be a Weltbild, literally a world picture. CoRE has a 
curious understanding of a ‘worldview’. It states (2018: 24) that ‘a person’s 
worldview is likely to infuence and be infuenced by their beliefs, values, behav-
iours, experiences, identities and commitments’ as if it was a separate entity. 
It would have been better if they had said that a ‘worldview’ is one’s ‘beliefs, 
values, behaviours, experiences, identities and commitments’. 

10 In the imagery of Moses at the burning bush, either the bush is not burning 
with the Divine or one takes off one’s shoes in the presence of holiness, either 
the theophany is authoritative or there is no theophany. 
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3 
WHO ARE THE PROFESSIONALS IN 
RELIGIOUS EDUCATION? 

The Commission on Religious Education’s 
side-lining of the religious voice 

Penny Thompson 

The meaning of the word ‘professional’ 

It might be thought that the meaning of the word ‘professional’ is straight-
forward and certainly apart from one interesting paragraph in the Com-
mission on Religious Education (CoRE) Report there is no discussion or 
explanation of the way in which the term is used. Educational researchers, 
however, have pointed to different nuances that the word may convey. 
An article about music education begins: ‘The general concept of a “pro-
fession” or a “professional” is so loose and general that the idea can often 
be more confusing than helpful’ (Regelski 2008: 2). Regelski illustrates 
three different ways in which the term may be used and demonstrates some 
ambiguities. First, a professional is paid for their expertise as opposed to 
an amateur who is not. I have a friend who is a trained musician and takes 
pupils to earn a living. She does not consider herself a professional musician 
because she is not paid to play the violin. She plays happily in an amateur 
orchestra. However, she considers herself a professional teacher as she is 
paid for giving private lessons. A problem with this is that her capabilities 
as a musician are downgraded (in her own eyes too) and undervalued yet 
she is a fne musician. Second, a professional may be someone who has a 
calling or is strongly attracted to a particular occupation. It may have a reli-
gious connotation: an individual is ‘professed’ after taking vows. Still today 
one hears people talking about teaching (and other careers) as a vocation. 
On this understanding anyone who feels called to engage in teaching (for 
example) is a professional. Historically a problem with this interpretation 
has been that it has justifed low pay since a teacher is living out a vocation. 
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And to pay someone for what God (it may be) calls one to do seems to sully 
one’s calling. Religious orders have often worked in poor areas without 
asking for payment. Third, the word professional may be used to indicate 
expertise, knowledge and skill in a particular area. My husband is very 
skilled at DIY. He can do practically every job that could be required 
around the house; I sometimes tease him and suggest that we should hire a 
professional to do some job or other. To which, if he falls into the trap, he 
replies ‘but I am a professional’. 

Regelski (2008) goes on to consider how social theorists have under-
stood the term. Some theorists argue that the term professional should be 
restricted to occupations where there is a sense of calling followed by long 
and rigorous study, but not applied to manual jobs. Regelski refers to Weber 
who described the esoteric knowledge gained within the medical profession 
meant that communication between doctor and patient was not to be made 
available to lawyers or others. Here a professional is thought to belong to 
a group whose knowledge must be guarded for fear of misuse by the less 
qualifed. In the 20th century functionalism became the leading theory: 

The function of a profession was to provide a unique and specialist 
competence of practical value. The profession becomes the authori-
tative source for judgements in its particular realm. Thus only pro-
fessional peers or regulatory professional bodies that represent the 
profession can evaluate competence, not laypersons. 

(Regelski 2008: 5–6) 

Here the word professional acts to mark out those who possess a certain 
status and competence not held by non-professionals. It is a claim to terri-
tory as well as a guarantor of standards. 

Recent social theorists, according to Regelski, emphasise the way pro-
fessions may act as a special interest group, exerting power over their mem-
bers. This may lead to the subduing of conficting perspectives within a 
profession or imposing a particular ideological stance that is advanced at 
the expense of others. Internal competition for resources and recognition 
amongst professionals in a feld of study, Bourdieu (quoted in Regelski) 
argues, is natural but the danger is that professionals seek to create monopo-
lies over rival paradigms or teaching methods. 

The professional in the religious education literature 

Before going on to consider how the word professional is used by CoRE, 
I briefy survey discussions in recent religious education literature. There is 
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a considerable body of writing on the matter which may be summarised as 
covering (a) how an individual develops the qualities to become a profes-
sional religious education teacher, (b) how the collective body of teachers 
achieves and maintains the status of a profession, and (c) how teachers 
handle conficts between their personal beliefs and professional commit-
ments.1 There is a prior question as to whether it is correct to use the word 
profession at all in relation to teachers. David Carr for example (quoted 
in Conroy 2016: 165–166) has argued that at best teaching is a ‘para-
profession’ because there is no clear body of knowledge to be mastered as 
is the case of a lawyer or doctor; teachers do not have control over their 
domain but must bow to decisions that are made in the public sphere. On 
the basis of extensive discussion of professionalism in Germany, Klaus-
Peter Horn (2016: 131) concluded that teaching is a semi-profession, for 
similar reasons as those given by Carr. Horn (cf. Regelski earlier in this 
paper) begins his article by raising the question as to whether terms to 
do with professionalism ‘obfuscate more than they reveal’ (Horn 2016: 
130). James Conroy, after a section outlining cultural changes which have 
impacted the notion of teaching as a profession, points to the diffculty 
for religious education teachers in asserting a professional identity because 
of uncertainty about what constitutes professional knowledge. He writes 
of the ‘disappearance of the epistemic ground for RE’ and a ‘reduction of 
RE to opinion’ (Conroy 2016: 174). He identifes a turn to philosophy 
and ethics and away from religion. The turn to worldviews that CoRE 
proposes might be viewed as another example of a shift away from religion 
as a feld of study in its own right. 

A model for the study of the professionalisation 
of religious education 

Important work on professionalism in religious education in the UK has 
been carried out by Rob Freathy and Stephen Parker. They have developed 
a comparative model for international research into the professionalisation 
of religious education (Freathy et al. 2014, 2016, and Parker et al. 2016). 
This work does not directly question the status of religious education as 
a profession but does see the need for clarifcation. In an article entitled 
‘Towards international comparative research on the professionalisation of 
Religious Education’ (Freathy et al. 2014), the authors deplore the lack of 
conceptual clarity found in notions of the teacher as a professional and say 
that this is no less true with regard to religious education. The research 
model of Parker et al. has been applied to the history of religious educa-
tion from the early 20th century to 1973. Their articles provide a detailed 
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and fascinating account of the development of religious education over 
this period which might be equally well described as a history of religious 
education. The aim is to describe the ‘professionalisation’ of religious edu-
cation over time. Professionalisation is defned as ‘the historical and insti-
tutional processes by which teachers of RE, as a collective occupational 
body, assumed their specifc professional shape and characteristics over 
time’ (Parker et al. 2016: 201). The process of professionalisation can be 
viewed through three related concepts (Freathy et al. 2014: 228) which are: 

(1) specialist knowledge relating to religious education; 
(2) self-organisation and internal politics; 
(3) initial and continuing development of teachers. 

All three aspects are readily to be seen throughout the period under review. 
The Swanwick conference of 1934 was instrumental in setting up the Insti-
tute of Christian Education (ICE). ‘[The ICE] fulflled a role in organising 
RE professionals, and in developing and promoting what we have called 
orientative knowledge, subject-specifc content knowledge and knowledge 
of subject-specifc pedagogical methods (Parker et al. 2016: 213). One of 
the key fgures in the setting up of the ICE was Basil Yeaxlee, a Congre-
gationalist minister who became editor of Religion in Education, the journal 
published by ICE from 1934. Parker writes that the early editorials of the 
journal ‘demonstrate coverage, however unevenly, of all the constituent 
elements of professional knowledge (Parker et al. 2016: 215). The Swan-
wick conference on education was attended by around 179 university lec-
turers and college teacher trainers, head teachers, teachers, missionaries, 
clerical and lay representatives of the churches and at this period contribu-
tors to the journal represented a similarly broad constituency. All such par-
ties contributed to the professionalisation of religious education in the frst 
half of the 20th century. 

The 1944 Education Act formalised the structure of the local authority 
Agreed Syllabus Conferences (ASCs) and Standing Advisory Councils for 
Religious Education (SACREs). Parker et al.’s comment on this is largely 
positive. These bodies 

contributed to the professionalisation of RE/RI teachers by provid-
ing 1) an organisational process by which teachers, along with others 
might determine the nature and purpose of the only statutory cur-
riculum subject; 2) an institutional structure for the development and 
dissemination of advice and guidance affecting professional knowl-
edge, standards and expertise; and 3) a local forum in which collegial 
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occupational relations and mutual support might contribute to the 
development of all professionals involved. 

(Parker et al. 2016: 220) 

What is notable in the context of the present chapter is recognition 
that many different parties were involved in ‘professionalising’ religious 
education. 

However, there are some caveats. Immediately following the above 
section it is stated that SACREs and ASCs had the effect of ‘limiting 
teachers’ freedom to determine their own professional knowledge, stan-
dards and expertise’. Commenting on the West Riding syllabus of 1922 
the authors state: 

Eminent scholars from across a range of denominations flled agreed 
syllabus committees . . . . This diverse membership provides an exam-
ple of the constraints upon RI/RE teacher self-regulation and the 
limits of their autonomy to determine professional knowledge, stan-
dards and expertise in the area they profess. 

(Parker et al. 2016: 209) 

Here it is scholars who are regarded as limiting the (self-) professionalisation 
of teachers. 

A similar concern is raised in a related paper of the same year. In relation 
to Germany where religious education is largely denominationally based, it 
is reported that the law governing religious education ‘does not only limit 
the possibilities for independent professional development of teachers in 
a specifc manner but also structurally shapes initial as well as continuing 
professional development’ (Freathy et al. 2016: 118). In relation to England 
the legal arrangements mean that ‘certain questions are raised about the 
professionalism, professional identity and professionalisation of RE teachers 
that are quite unlike those asked of teachers in other subjects’ (Freathy et 
al. 2016: 119). 

To summarise: the status of religious education as a profession and there-
fore its practitioners as professionals are questioned by some scholars. Others 
argue that the concept may be clarifed and have suggested a straightfor-
ward defnition that provides a lens through which to study what is termed 
the ‘professionalisation’ of religious education. However, the process of 
‘professionalisation’ as described above presents some anomalies; the impli-
cation being that professionalisation will not be achieved until religious 
education teachers have control, free from outside infuences. If so, then 
religious education in England (and Germany) has yet to attain to the status 
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of a (fully fedged) profession. Yet these scholars are able to identify the dis-
tinguishing marks of a profession in religious education over a long period 
of time. Perhaps the word professional does obfuscate more than it reveals. 
I now turn to the use of the word professional in the CoRE report. 

How does CoRE use the word professional? 

In what sense does CoRE use the word professional? The frst of Regel-
ski’s defnitions was that someone is a professional if they are paid for their 
services. This is certainly implied in several places where, for example, 
SACREs are unable to employ professional expertise because of lack of 
funding: ‘Academisation and reductions in funding have reduced local 
authority support for RE via Standing Advisory Councils on Religious 
Education (SACREs) and professional advisers, to the point where such 
support is unsustainable in many areas and already disappearing in some’ 
(CoRE 2018: 9; see also 54 and passim). Here professionals are those who 
are paid for their advice. 

CoRE acknowledges that some professional advisers are linked with 
a particular religion or denomination: ‘Church of England and Catholic 
dioceses as well as Jewish religious authorities offer specialist professional 
advice for RE to a much greater extent than local authorities or local 
teaching school structures are able to’ (CoRE 2018: 23). Presumably such 
experts’ professionalism is due in part at least to advisers’ knowledge of and 
commitment to the particular religion or denomination appointing them. 
Others who are paid are of course teachers in school. School teachers are 
included in the list of the nine professionals to be appointed to write the 
programmes of study: ‘Programmes of study should be developed by a 
national body of nine professionals, including serving teachers’ (CoRE 
2018: 14). Serving teachers are to be included. But who are the other 
professionals? This is clarifed later as we shall see. The fact that it was 
felt necessary to specify that serving teachers were included may imply 
that there are grades of ‘professionals’ where advisers or consultants are of 
higher rank. 

The second of Regelski’s defnitions is that a professional is some-
one with a calling or attraction to the profession in question. Teaching 
as a vocation has a long history but it does not appear in CoRE. Is this 
signifcant? 

The third defnition is that a professional is someone having specialist 
knowledge and skill in their chosen profession. CoRE certainly endorses 
this and much is said about the professional development of teachers and 
the need to provide this. For example: ‘We note here that many SACREs 
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and teachers have told us that where teachers are involved in the develop-
ment of locally agreed syllabuses, this is important professional develop-
ment for them and gives them a sense of ownership of the content’ (CoRE 
2018: 43). And: 

Most SACREs analyse examination results every year, and many also 
support RE in the following ways: . . . providing continuing profes-
sional development for teachers through conferences and workshops 
or contributing to teacher network days and INSET days. Many of 
these are led by professionals such as RE advisers or external consul-
tants bought in by SACREs. 

(CoRE 2018: 52) 

Clearly the religious education advisers and consultants are those within 
the profession with a level of knowledge and expertise that others within 
the profession can learn from (and perhaps lead to teachers becoming 
consultants). 

To sum up: CORE understands a professional to be someone who earns 
their living through their knowledge and expertise, either as a classroom 
teacher or as an adviser or consultant; advisers and consultants being a notch 
higher up the religious education professional ladder. It is recognised that 
some professionals may be so because of their religious affliation and that 
SACREs have an important role in furthering professionalisation. 

Professional or religious? 

CoRE reports in detail on both the organisations and individuals who 
responded to their consultation. Organisations were grouped according to 
whether they represented professions involved in religious education or 
religious groups (the latter included non-religious groups). The writers of 
the report had some diffculty in deciding which group/s should be called 
religious. The responses received by the Commission are listed: 

Fifty-six responses were from religious groups. Defning an organisa-
tion as a ‘religious group’ can be a subjective exercise. We have taken 
any organisation that includes a specifc religious position as part of 
its identity as a ‘religious group’, e.g. the Association of Christian 
Teachers has been defned as a religious group, whereas the National 
Association of Teachers of RE (NATRE) has been defned as a pro-
fessional body. This is not to deny that members of the Association 
of Christian Teachers are not themselves professionals, nor that the 
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personal religious position of members of NATRE will not have an 
impact on their professional work. 

(CoRE 2018: 81) 

One can see the problem. By separating responses into categories of reli-
gious and professional a divide is set up. It certainly caused the writers of 
CoRE pause for thought. One wonders whether the word professional 
causes more confusion than clarity as Regelski and Horn suggest. What 
if the report omitted the word, speaking simply of advisers, consultants, 
organisations and so on? Interestingly the Durham Commission, which 
issued a major report on religious education on behalf of the Church of 
England in 1970, did not categorise respondents, listing all organisations 
who responded in alphabetical order (The Fourth R, 289). It is arguable that 
this divide creates a tension which is diffcult to resolve in the heart and 
mind of the religious education teacher. This tension is considered in some 
detail in the work of Judith Everington (2016). It is not a new problem and 
it is certainly not one solved by CoRE. 

Nevertheless, it was undoubtedly a useful exercise to report on the iden-
tity of the organisations that responded: 

Of these religious groups, 44 were Christian. There were 3 Hindu 
groups, 2 Jewish groups, 2 Jain groups, 1 Muslim group, 1 Buddhist 
group, and 1 Baha’i group. In addition, there was 1 response from 
an organisation representing nonreligious views. Nine SACREs sub-
mitted evidence, along with evidence from the National Association 
of SACREs (NASACRE). Six further professional bodies submit-
ted evidence including NATRE, NAHT and the Federation of RE 
Centres. 

(CoRE 2018: 81) 

Fifty-six religious groups, 16 professional groups and 1 non-religious organ-
isation responded to the consultation. The number of religious groups is 
remarkable, particularly the 44 Christian groups. In view of CoRE’s rec-
ommendation to include worldviews in both the title of the subject and 
the content of the curriculum it needs to be noted that no worldview 
groups are listed and only one non-religious group. Also to be noted is that 
SACREs and NASACRE are listed as professional bodies. This might have 
given pause for thought too, since SACREs, as presently constituted, are 
made up of 50% religious representatives. 

I move on now to consider the plan for developing programmes of 
study which at present in schools without a religious character (community 
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schools) is the responsibility of an Agreed Syllabus Conference. This is 
where the defnition of professional used by CoRE becomes particularly 
signifcant. 

Programmes of study 

Although Programmes of Study (PoS) will be non-statutory they are to 
mirror those developed for History and Geography in the National Cur-
riculum in both detail and in that they are to be developed at a national 
level. The local networks (see below) may develop their own PoS, which 
rather lessens the authority of the national ones. However, what concerns 
me here is the matter of who is to write them and what their qualifca-
tions are. They are to be developed by a national body of ‘a maximum of 
nine professionals, including serving teachers’ (CoRE 2018: 14). This body 
could ‘choose to take advice from other organisations as relevant’ (ibid.). 
The body is to be appointed by the Department for Education (DfE) on the 
basis of recommendations from the RE Council, following an open appli-
cation process. The professionals are to be selected on the basis of commit-
ment to the Religion and Worldviews approach and proven expertise in 
some or all of four areas. These are: 

(i) Specialist knowledge of Religion and Worldviews with both research 
and classroom experience 

(ii) Curriculum development, within or beyond Religion and Worldviews 
(iii) Initial teacher education or continuing professional development of 

teachers 
(iv) Current or recent classroom experience in either primary or secondary 

phases. 

All nine professionals are to be classroom teachers, advisers or those 
employed to teach courses of education in university. Our nine profes-
sionals may or may not be members of a religious group but if they are it 
is not why they have been selected. The body chosen may consult ‘other 
organisations as relevant’ so religious groups (and non-religious groups) 
may be invited to advise but not to determine the outcome. What this 
means is that control of the programmes of study is vested in the educa-
tional profession alone and further confrms the use of the word profes-
sional as outlined in the previous section. No places are reserved for those 
sponsoring schools with a religious character, free schools or academies 
yet these schools are to be required ‘to provide Religion and World-
views in accordance with the National Entitlement’ alongside their own 
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programmes of religious education (CoRE Recommendation 2), nor for 
theologians or members of religious groups. 

Local Advisory Networks for religion and worldviews 

Research by the Commission had shown that SACREs were often highly 
valued and performed an important role in supporting teachers. SACREs 
are to be reconstituted as Local Advisory Networks for Religion and 
Worldviews (LANs) and to be established in every local authority, funded 
through the Central Schools Services Block (CSSB) provided to local 
authorities. The LANs 

must facilitate the implementation of the National Entitlement to 
the study of Religion and Worldviews in all schools within the local 
authority boundaries by providing information about sources of sup-
port available and must connect schools with local faith and belief 
communities and other groups that support the study of Religion and 
Worldviews in schools. 

(CoRE 2018: 16) 

They must also submit an annual report to the DfE and the local author-
ity. These are their statutory duties. CoRE suggests a number of things 
that these bodies may do, such as provide CPD support, develop pro-
grammes of study in line with the National Entitlement, organise prizes 
and give advice. Interestingly all these activities apart from that related to 
the National Entitlement are already carried out by SACREs. There are to 
be fve groups, as follows: 

(i) Teachers of Religion and Worldviews from all phases including higher 
education 

(ii) School leaders and governors 
(iii) ITE and/or CPD providers 
(iv) School providers including the local authority (LA) and Multi Acad-

emy Trust (MAT), dioceses etc. 
(v) Religion, belief and other groups that support religious education in 

schools or wish to do so (this might include local museums and galleries 
as well as religion and belief groups). 

This represents a signifcant change from the existing situation 
where SACREs are constituted of four committees. On Committee A 
are representatives of religions present in the area, including Christian 
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denominations other than the Church of England; Committee B is the 
Church of England; C is teachers; and D is the local authority. At pres-
ent committees A and B have a signifcant role, 50% of the whole (and 
each has a veto when it comes to agreeing a syllabus), but in CoRE’s 
plan they are to take a place (along with libraries and museums) on one 
of fve groups. This is startling. The recommendations of CoRE remove 
the responsibility of religious groups to contribute both to creating and 
to advising on the syllabus for local authority schools. Surely this needs 
explanation and justifcation? 

But it is not just the religious voice which is affected. The proposal 
effectively removes a meaningful role from all participants. The statutory 
role of the new bodies is to ‘facilitate an approach’ whereas the current role 
of a SACRE is to ‘give advice’. The new body is to facilitate an approach 
that has been decided elsewhere, in this case by a national body; the 
SACRE advises on which approach or approaches to take. The SACRE is 
an authoritative body able to advise, in the case of the ASC (to be rescinded 
under CoRE) to determine the religious education curriculum. LANs have 
the subsidiary role of carrying out the will of others. The existing structure 
therefore possesses a certain weight and authority that the proposed one 
does not. The fact that nothing is said about voting within the groups of a 
LAN suggests that there will be nothing important to vote on. 

Initial Teacher Education and Continuous Professional 
Development 

Detailed consideration is given by CoRE to Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) and Continuous Professional Development (CPD). The latter is to 
be provided over a fve-year period and is intended to provide training to 
all teachers of the subject. Two new modules for Religion and Worldviews 
should be developed for primary education students and made available for 
CPD. Funding from central government will be expected at both primary 
and secondary level to assist delivery of the new non-statutory programmes 
of study once they are ready, suffcient to provide online courses, curricu-
lum materials and guidance. It is expected that partnerships of schools and 
teachers in higher education will apply for funding to provide this train-
ing along with local hubs. All this work is to be under the supervision of 
the nine professionals appointed by the RE Council to write programmes 
of study. This amounts to a retraining of all serving teachers who will be 
required to teach under the direction laid down in the National Entitle-
ment. There is no mention of religious groups being invited to assist in this 
massive undertaking. 
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Collective worship 

A further issue is the matter of collective worship (CW). CoRE states 
that it does not discuss this as its brief was for religious education only. 
At present SACREs have a statutory a role to give advice on CW in local 
authority schools. In my own authority, Liverpool, this duty is taken seri-
ously. Advice is given and training put on regularly, much appreciated 
by the schools who take part. Nothing is stated about LANs taking on 
this role. This means that a further diminution of the role of local bodies 
is envisaged and it also means that collective worship would be left out 
on a limb with no support. The RE Council should have made recom-
mendations to remedy this perhaps unintended consequence of CoRE’s 
proposals. 

Promoting a particular view 

It was stated earlier that professions may use their power to exclude voices 
that do not conform to a particular view. The present legal structures allow a 
wide variety of approaches to religious education and a wide variety of pro-
fessionals. CoRE’s proposals turn this situation on its head. It gives author-
ity to nine selected professionals of whom most are likely to be teaching 
at university level though they may have had experience in the classroom. 
So not only is responsibility taken away from the churches and politicians 
but also from classroom teachers. These nine professionals are selected on 
the basis of their commitment to the new approach. This is so not only for 
schools without a religious character. It is also to be required in all publicly 
funded schools. The form of religious education that is to be adopted must 
be that decided by CoRE and given expression in this report as a National 
Entitlement, and although the programmes of study to be produced by the 
nine professionals are not compulsory, the approach is. This represents a 
dramatic narrowing down of those considered competent (professional?) to 
determine what is taught in religious education and actively suppresses new 
approaches. In voluntary aided schools CoRE recommends that while they 
should continue to offer RE according to their Trust Deed they must also 
provide RE in accordance with the National Entitlement (CoRE 2018: 44, 
33). This will pose quite a challenge as there may be considerable diver-
gence in approach between the two requirements. 

The restriction of the term ‘professional’ to teachers and educational 
experts is not unique to CoRE and goes back at least to the early 1970s. 
It may be that the writers of CoRE have simply taken it for granted 
that everyone now thinks that religious bodies and politicians should 
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have no role in determining religious education and not felt it neces-
sary to argue the case. Certainly, there has been little interest in recent 
years in researching the topic. Paul Smalley, until recently Chair of the 
National Association of SACREs (NASACRE), has pointed out how 
little research has been done into the work of SACREs in recent years 
(Smalley 2020: 265). I now consider attempts made in the 1970s to bring 
in a national prescription for religious education and to exclude a role 
for the churches. 

The professionalisation of religious education in the 1970s 

In the early 1970s there was a concerted effort on the part of both indi-
viduals and associations to remove control of religious education from the 
churches (see Thompson 2004: 74–85). A brief summary of the arguments 
follows here. 

John Hull, editor of the Journal Learning for Living, devoted his edito-
rial in the summer of 1973 to arguing that the longstanding control of 
the churches over religious education must now be surrendered. In a 
vivid turn of phrase he wrote: ‘when for centuries you have had power 
to bind and loose it is very humiliating to be told that you are only a very 
interesting object of study’ (quoted in Thompson 2004: 76). The prob-
lem was, in his opinion, that religious bodies would always use religious 
education to promote their own particular point of view. Peter Lefroy 
Owen, Chair of the Association of Religious Education (ARE), went 
further. He told the churches to refrain altogether from making state-
ments on religious education. Religious education must stand apart from 
confessional bodies and to be seen to be promoting educational concerns. 
In his view the Church of England should be granted associate mem-
bership of the RE Council, not full membership. Hull recommended 
abandoning agreed syllabuses and replacing them with teams of teachers 
who could take advice (if they so wished) from the churches and other 
bodies. Others followed his example, Jean Holm, an infuential lecturer at 
Homerton College and Alan Loosemore, adviser to West Riding, being 
two examples. Owen Cole called for a new act that would end the part-
nership between the church and school. Allan Wainwright thought the 
agreed syllabuses needed to go because they allowed teachers to continue 
with the old approach. ARE recommended the creation of ‘National 
Guidelines’ which could then be taken up and implemented by local 
groups of teachers and suggested that the local education authority should 
be given the right to convene such groups. 

This debate culminated in the publication by the RE Council in 1975 of 
a document entitled ‘What future for the Agreed Syllabus?’ It argued that 
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a new defnition of the subject was needed and that compulsory national 
guidelines be drawn up by a legally constituted body. The task could not 
be entrusted to teachers since they had not been trained in the new ways 
of doing religious education. This body should be entirely independent of 
the faith communities although they could submit suggestions. However, 
at a meeting of the full RE Council it became clear that the document 
would not be accepted. Edwin Cox was charged with writing a further 
paper which was submitted to Shirley Williams, Secretary of State for Edu-
cation, as a contribution to debate not a policy document. Williams took 
no action. She did not approve of a national religious education advisory 
group: ‘In the circumstances I think it would be open to misunderstand-
ing to consider the establishment of a national religious education advisory 
group’ (quoted in Thompson 2004: 80). She went on to quote the law as 
it related to the agreed syllabus system. 

The RE Council did not give up easily. In 1978 the RE Council spon-
sored a report into the supply and training of religious education teachers. 
In the fnal paragraph it was argued that a national impetus 

would need the support and involvement of HMIs, who would need 
to be brought together at national level with representatives from 
LEAs, colleges and teachers. Such a group would have the necessary 
professional status for its guidelines to carry weight in local situations. 

(quoted in Thompson 2004: 79) 

Note the use of the word professional. Guidelines were to be drawn up 
without reference to churches or religious groups or the SACREs whose 
responsibility it was to determine religious education locally. 

In 1975 the Birmingham Agreed Syllabus refected some of the changes 
the RE Council wanted. It became clear that the agreed syllabus system was 
fexible enough to accommodate the change the profession was arguing for 
and gradually the attempt to change the law was abandoned. 

Similarities between the CoRE proposals and 
those put forward in the 1970s 

There are remarkable similarities between CoRE and attempts to reform 
religious education in the 1970s, not least the fact that the REC sponsored 
a report for change to the structures in both periods. 

•	 Both argue for a new definition of the subject. CoRE introduces a new 
name, Religion and Worldviews, whereas in the 1970s the subject was 
not renamed but to be defned as ‘open’ and ‘educational’. 
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•	 Both argue for new structures which would rely on ‘professional’ 
input from the universities, local authority RE advisers (and sometimes 
teachers) and not on the churches or religious groups. 

•	 Both argue for the abandonment of the existing agreed syllabus 
conferences. 

•	 Both recommend national compulsory guidelines. 
•	 Both are chary of giving the task to classroom teachers who are 

untrained in the new approaches. 
•	 Both expect any contribution of the churches and religious groups to 

be advisory only. 

Some of the arguments put forward and their weaknesses will now be 
considered. 

Supporting arguments and their weaknesses 

In the 1970s 

In the 1970s the argument centred on the need for religious education to be 
‘open’ and ‘educational’ as stated above. This implied that religious educa-
tion at this point was ‘closed’ and ‘anti-educational’ and the word ‘indoctri-
natory’ was often employed to describe the sort of religious education that 
needed to be abandoned. But was this the case? The Durham Report, The 
Fourth R, was published by a commission set up by the National Society of 
the Church of England in 1967. It pointed out that all the reports on reli-
gious education in the years leading up to the 1970s assumed that an edu-
cational approach should be taken to the subject in contrast to any attempt 
to win converts to Christianity (Durham Commission 1970: 98–99). 

The Fourth R agreed that RE should be ‘open’ but that it should not 
result in an ‘orgy of relativism where the teacher pretends that any opin-
ion is as good as any other’ (Durham Commission 1970: 115). Rather it 
should mean that ‘RE is conducted in the form of an exploration, that no 
one viewpoint is considered automatically or regarded as invariably correct’ 
(1970: 116) and the whole matter was carefully considered in Appendix B, 
‘Indoctrination’, contributed by Professor Basil Mitchell. It was disingenu-
ous to argue that a new ‘educational’ approach was needed. The need for 
an educational approach (however defned) had been recognised and justi-
fed both by contemporary and earlier reports. 

In addition, the Durham Report explicitly stated not only that religious 
education should be ‘open’ but that teachers should not press for commit-
ment: ‘To press for acceptance of a particular faith or belief system is . . . 
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not the task of a teacher in a county school’ (Durham Commission 1970: 
103). The Durham Report has often been criticised for its emphasis on one 
religion but its reasoning was entirely educational. It was believed to be 
educationally unrealistic that pupils should study ‘the Bible and, as well, the 
Qur’an, the Bhagavadgita, the Upanisads, and the Buddhist scriptures’ (1970: 
213, italics in the original). 

It was also inaccurate to argue that control of religious education needed 
to be taken from the churches. The structure of agreed syllabus conferences 
(and SACREs) was carefully set up to avoid control by any one of the four 
committees. Even if the two church committees teamed up they would 
only have 50% of the vote. And when it came to agreeing a syllabus all 
four committees had to agree before a syllabus could be adopted. In other 
words, the churches had a powerful infuence but not overall control. 

CoRE 

The report begins with the heading: ‘Introduction: the case for change’. 
It states that religious education has not kept pace with academisation and 
the school-led system and that this ‘confrms the need identifed in many 
previous reports for a change to the structures’ (CoRE 2018: 4). The 
2013 REC Report, A Review of Religious Education in England, lists seven 
reasons for change and this will be one of the reports to which CoRE is 
referring. Reasons cover such matters as the growth of academies, fewer 
schools being run by the local authority, less money being made avail-
able by LAs for training and supporting SACREs and lack of monitoring 
of both SACREs and agreed syllabuses. CoRE reiterates some of these 
reasons. CoRE’s argument in relation to removing the requirement to set 
up an ASC refers to academisation and the fact that reduction in funding 
means that local authorities are often unable to fund the writing of a good 
syllabus. 

These arguments are not convincing. Paul Smalley refers to charges 
that SACREs are ‘barely functioning’ and that the agreed syllabus system 
is ‘collapsing because of academisation’ and points out that ‘there is no 
published empirical evidence to either support or refute these assertions’ 
(Smalley 2020: 265). Academies without a religious character are required 
to adopt an Agreed Syllabus (which need not be the one in their local 
area) or write their own in accordance with the same requirements set out 
for religious education that agreed syllabuses have to meet and could have 
representation on an ASC to help with a review. Reduction of funding 
is a real issue, but some authorities do fnd the necessary funding while 
others buy in a syllabus. A survey of SACREs conducted recently found 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

72 Penny Thompson 

that of the 35 SACREs who replied, 21 had written their own syllabus or 
adapted an existing one from another authority, 11 had written a syllabus 
jointly with other authorities and 3 had bought in from a commercial 
provider (Smalley 2020: 267). If the money needed for implementing 
the CoRE recommendations were directed to SACREs the funding issue 
would be greatly eased. 

In a brief section on the history of religious education, CoRE states that 
one of the reasons behind the need for change is ‘a gradual shift towards 
the belief that it was wrong for the state to proselytise’ (CoRE 2018: 30). 
Such a statement can only be made by those who have forgotten the 19th 
century debates about the inclusion of religion in the Board schools set up 
following the Forster Education Act of 1870. Religious instruction (as it 
was then called) was only included in the new state-funded Board schools 
because of a last-minute inclusion of the Cowper Temple clause forbid-
ding the teaching of denominational formularies. The big issue then was 
proselytism. However, this is not the same as arguing that the state has no 
responsibility in relation to the character of the religious education pro-
vided in the schools that it funds. The aim of education in this country 
requires teachers to pay attention (amongst other matters) to the spiritual 
development of pupils. A recent requirement to inculcate British values 
through compulsory education is a further reminder that the state is not 
averse to certain forms of proselytism. 

A further argument for change put forward by CoRE is the poor state 
of religious education in schools not having a religious character: ‘If some-
thing is not done urgently to re-establish the subject there is a real risk that 
it could disappear from schools without a religious character’ (CoRE 2018: 
8). Much of this information on the state of religious education is use-
ful. For example, it is instructive to learn that in comparison with History 
teachers at secondary level almost three times as many religious education 
lessons are taught by non-specialists. Fifty-three per cent of RE teachers 
have no post-A level qualifcation in religious education compared with 
25.3% of History teachers. However, this disparity cannot be solved by 
either changing the structure of the subject nor by changing the defnition. 
Nor is it a new issue. The problem of fnding qualifed teachers for religious 
education is longstanding and is highlighted in all 20th-century reports on 
religious education. 

A survey of School Workforce Data sponsored by NATRE in 2015 
and 2016 compared the number of schools offering no religious education 
at KS3 and KS4 (see CoRE 2018: 7–11). Overall at KS3 the number of 
schools not offering religious education increased from 20.5% to 23.1% 
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and at KS4 a more signifcant increase from 22.1% to 33.4%. Interestingly 
the number of academies without a religious character showed a reduction 
in the number of schools not offering religious education, from 34.1% to 
29.6%. At KS4 the number of academies offering religious education fell 
by 3%. Without comparing fgures over a longer period it is diffcult to 
know how signifcant these fgures are but the important question is again, 
will new structures increase the number of schools offering religious edu-
cation? In my own area of Liverpool we have become aware on SACRE 
of a small number of high schools failing to offer religious education. 
Perhaps it was only a matter of time before head teachers, fnding that 
they could get away with not complying with the law on collective wor-
ship, thought they could get away with not offering religious education. 
However, once Ofsted becomes involved2 it is remarkable how quickly a 
school will reinstate religious education, and we have seen this happen in 
Liverpool. 

Further evidence of the decline in religious education is shown in a 
study by CoRE of numbers of GCSE entries between 2010 and 2018. The 
steepest decline is in those taking the short course; from 255,000 in 2010 
to 26,000 in 2018. This is most likely the result of government interven-
tion ruling out the counting of short courses in school performance tables, 
as CoRE states (2018: 10). Interestingly although the number of entries 
for the full course declined from a peak of 272,000 entries in 2015 and 
2016 to 229,000 in 2018, this fgure is still a signifcant increase on 2010 
when the numbers were 171,000. NATRE reported in 2020 that entries 
were holding frm, there being only a 1% drop in entries between 2019 
and 2020. 

CoRE states that at primary level 30% of schools responding in 2016 to 
a NATRE survey offered less than 45 minutes a week to their pupils. This 
means that 70% of schools responding offered 45 minutes a week, which is 
satisfactory. Much of CoRE is at pains to quote from respondents whose 
words illustrate that religious education is in good health, in some places 
anyway. So the situation is not all one sided. 

What CoRE has not done is to argue a convincing case for change. 
There are weaknesses in religious education although it is easy to overstate 
them. CoRE argues for a new name and a new approach to religious edu-
cation, but it is diffcult to see how the problems identifed will be solved 
by changing the name and approach. Possibly CoRE hopes that a change 
in law will bring greater compliance and more resources for the subject, 
although it is not clear that schools who break the law now will comply 
with a different one in the future. In the view of some, the proposals do 
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not address the real problems of religious education and therefore will not 
solve them (see Barnes 2020: 9–23, et passim). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has asked the question: Who are the professionals in reli-
gious education? And a related question: Should religions have a voice in 
determining the subject? Historically this was a non-question before the 
1970s. It was obvious to all that a joint effort of teachers, academics and 
religious bodies was needed, along with representatives from the local 
authorities whose responsibility it was to provide the service. The work 
of Freathy and Parker demonstrates that professionalisation was operative 
throughout the period from the early 1930s to at least the 1970s, that 
embraced collegial determination of religious education. Despite concerns 
since the 1970s about the link with religious and political bodies, the 
work of SACREs and ASCs has continued to the present day. CoRE’s 
proposals, if implemented, would represent a break with tradition. The 
break proposed is so radical that religious education teachers would have 
to be retrained, their professional judgement realigned as they relearn their 
task. The careful work done by SACREs and ASCs, to say nothing of the 
National Association of SACREs, is to be called to a halt. The contribu-
tion of theologians, imams, rabbis and others to a nuanced and rich under-
standing of their faiths may be heard but not as determining factors. Where 
previously there were many voices contributing to what constitutes good 
religious education, CoRE advocates a small group of selected ‘profession-
als’ who are to expedite a particular approach. The current system may 
have its drawbacks but it has proved able to develop creative new forms of 
religious education. The Birmingham Agreed Syllabuses of 2007 and 2020 
are examples. CoRE resists alternative points of view and narrows down 
the feld of those considered competent to determine religious education 
to a group of nine, that are appointed on the basis of their commitment 
to the new approach. By contrast, current legislation opens up the feld. 
It gives a voice to religious communities and politicians and to teachers of 
religious education up and down the country. It recognises that debate is 
a good thing. 
This chapter has pointed out the problematic use of the word professional 
as it relates to religious education. What if we just asked the question ‘Who 
are the best people to advise on the nature and purpose of RE?’ It is likely 
that a mixture of primary and secondary practising teachers would come 
high on our list; they could advise on the educational suitability of a syllabus 
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and what CPD is needed. It would be a good idea to appoint a range of 
representatives of the major religions in the country to test out the religious 
sense of the syllabus and offer the help of those within their communities 
with insight and the ability to offer training. Anglicans have a long history 
of involvement in education and offer the viewpoint and resources of a 
national church. Politicians from the local authority with knowledge of the 
needs of the local community and overall responsibility for education have 
a contribution to make too. SACREs might just be the answer. 

Notes 

1 For (c), see the work of Judith Everington (2016). 
2 Recent changes to the inspection protocol stress a ‘deep dive’ where inspectors 

may look in depth at individual subjects including RE. If a school is not comply-
ing with the law on RE it will be picked up. 
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4 
Does the worlDviews approach 
proviDe a new paraDigm for 
religious eDucation? 

L. Philip Barnes 

In his Foreword to the Commission on Religious Education’s (CoRE) 
Final Report, Religion and Worldviews: The way forward: A national plan for 
RE (2018), which was established by the Religious Education Council 
of England and Wales, the Very Revd Dr Stuart Hall comments that it 
offers ‘a new vision’ for religious education: ‘The subject should explore 
the important role that religious and non-religious worldviews play in all 
human life.’ The Report itself speaks frequently of its proposals as pro-
viding a ‘new vision’ (10 times in fact and the term ‘new’ as a qualifying 
adjective for CoRE’s proposals is used over 60 times in 78 pages). Later 
supporting materials repeat the idea of studying ‘religion and worldviews’ 
as a new vision, then more characteristically as a ‘new approach’ and then 
fnally and consistently as a ‘new paradigm’ for religious education (Benoit 
et al. 2020; Tharani 2020a). This interpretation is endorsed by Professor 
Trevor Cooling (2020), Chairperson of the Religious Education Council, 
who is widely quoted as having ‘challenged the [then newly appointed] 
religious education commissioners to produce a “game-changer”’; for him 
‘[a] more academic way of talking about a game change is to refer to it as a 
paradigm change’ (Tharani 2020b: 39–40; Cooling et al. 2020: 20), that is, 
in the context of religious education, the adoption of a new belief frame-
work with its attendant assumptions that will guide pedagogy, practice and 
the production of resources. ‘CoRE’s advocacy of worldview,’ according 
to Cooling, ‘represents a new paradigm’ (Cooling et al. 2020: 13; Cooling 
2021: 15). 
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The idea of a worldviews curriculum as a new paradigm of religious 
education has gradually come to characterise and to give unifed form to 
CoRE’s proposals. Such usage connects to ongoing debates about how best 
to describe and interpret the history of developments in religious education 
(see Barnes 2014: 5–6 and 232–244; Gearon 2014); it also sets religious 
education in a wider intellectual context where the language of ‘theoretical 
models,’ ‘paradigms,’ ‘paradigm shifts’ and ‘revolutions’ is used by various 
disciplines to describe the emergence and development of new disciplinary 
frameworks; and it is one such that CoRE believes it is initiating in reli-
gious education. Such terms go back to Thomas Kuhn (1922–1996), and 
his study of the nature of science and of scientifc ‘progress’ in The Structure 
of Scientifc Revolutions (1962; enlarged 2nd edition, 1970). Kuhn’s termi-
nology and his underlying ideas have been infuential with those associated 
with developing a new worldviews paradigm of religious education. In the 
article by Cooling (2020), supporting and commending the proposals of 
CoRE, to which we have already referred, he speaks approvingly of Kuhn’s 
idea about ‘paradigm shifts’ and how he views the emergence of a world-
views paradigm as something analogous to Kuhn’s account of how one 
scientifc paradigm ‘replaces’ (Kuhn’s term, rather than ‘follows’) another. 

The opinion that a shift to a worldviews approach constitutes a new 
paradigm for religious education is central to CoRE’s case for its adoption. 
Both descriptive terms, new and paradigm are important, given that current 
theory and practice in religious education is widely recognised as bringing 
the subject to its present ‘lamentable state’ (Myatt 2020: 11). It is obviously 
important to distance proposals for reform from what has gone before, lest 
the accusation be made that little is new and consequently little will change 
for the better. The claim that CoRE’s proposals constitute a new paradigm 
is also important, for not only is this designation, with its mainly positive 
intellectual and scientifc associations, meant to rebut the suggestion that 
what is new is fragmentary, ad hoc and simply adding additional epicycles to 
the existing framework. A new paradigm must offer a comprehensive and 
integrated vision of beliefs and values to direct religious education while 
being suffciently distinctive from what has gone before to offer hope that 
it will overcome current weaknesses. 

The aspects of CoRE that have been noted will largely dictate the struc-
ture and content of what follows. A consideration of Kuhn’s understand-
ing of paradigms and paradigm shifts provides an introductory orientation 
to our discussion. The focus will be on the broad features of his position 
that can be usefully applied to other disciplines and felds of study, such as 
religious education. The overview of Kuhn’s position is preparatory to an 
account of its use by Cooling and others to support the proposals of CoRE 
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and the implementation of a new worldviews paradigm to replace, what 
CoRE calls, the world religions paradigm. This appropriation naturally 
raises critical questions, not mainly about faithfulness to Kuhn’s particular 
interpretation, but about whether a worldviews approach to religious edu-
cation is properly designated as both new and a paradigm in its own right. 

thomas Kuhn on paradigms and the scientifc enterprise 

Our interest is to extract from Kuhn the broad parameters of a plausible 
account of the nature of a paradigm that will illuminate its applicability and 
appropriateness to religious education. This aim, I believe, faithfully refects 
that of Cooling and those supportive of the proposals of CoRE. 

Kuhn was a historian and philosopher of science who reached the con-
clusion that the familiar picture of scientifc progress moving along a lin-
ear trajectory of increasing objectivity, as the natural world disclosed its 
secrets to the ever-closer scrutiny of reason, as directed by a rigidly empiri-
cist methodology (requiring verifcation or falsifcation), was fundamen-
tally mistaken. According to him in The Structure of Scientifc Revolutions 
(1970) science operates according to a commonly assumed network of 
commitments – ‘conceptual, theoretical, instrumental, and methodologi-
cal’ (Kuhn 1970: 42) – that operationalises its practice, adjudicates its 
research priorities and successes, and so on. He (1970: 23–34) refers to this 
as ‘normal’ science (1970: 23–34): science pursued according to a common 
framework, which is normatively exemplifed in certain experiments that 
illustrate the ‘problem-solving’ nature of the framework, i.e. those success-
ful scientifc experiments typically cited in scientifc textbooks to illustrate 
the nature of the disciple or sub-discipline (1970: 35–42). This common 
network of commitments along with its exemplifcation in certain ‘past 
[scientifc] achievements’ (Kuhn 1970: 175) constitute a paradigm. 

During a period of normal science there is no attempt to test or falsify 
the accepted research paradigm. The paradigm (model) is not questioned. 
It sets the standard for rationality and hence determines scientifc ‘knowl-
edge.’ Knowledge production is a human activity and knowledge within 
a scientifc paradigm attains its status within a community of scientists and 
accredited experts (an observation that Kuhn believes he insuffciently 
stressed in the 1st 1962 edition). Communities of scientists are ‘the produc-
ers and validators of scientifc knowledge. Paradigms are something shared 
by the members of such groups’ (Kuhn 1970: 178), for the scientifc com-
munity ‘constructs’ knowledge. According to Kuhn (1970: 150) ‘the pro-
ponents of competing paradigms practice their trades in different worlds.’ 
Paradigms determine what problems are signifcant and provide the tools 
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for their solution, for normal science is a ‘puzzle-solving’ activity. The 
function of a paradigm is to supply puzzles for scientists to solve and so the 
‘fruitfulness’ of the paradigm is illustrated and exemplifed. The resolution 
of puzzles adds ‘to the scope and precision with which the paradigm can 
be applied’ (Kuhn 1970: 36). Yet puzzles can take a more challenging form 
when research fndings do not fully conform to predictions generated by 
the paradigm or when novel fndings emerge from new sources of evidence 
or from new scientifc instruments for testing; as a consequence accommo-
dation and a shift of meaning or signifcance elsewhere in the network of 
assumptions constitutive of the paradigm may be required. There is a point, 
however, which though diffcult to determine, when, according to Kuhn, 
puzzles become ‘anomalies,’ that is when there is ‘recognition that nature 
has somehow violated the paradigm-induced expectations that govern nor-
mal science’ (Kuhn 1970: 52–53). A ‘crisis’ is admitted when there is an 
appreciation of the existence of a major anomaly or a group of anomalies 
that appears to undermine the credibility of the ruling paradigm. Crisis is 
a semi-technical term for Kuhn that denotes the increasing awareness by 
scientists working within existing scientifc parameters that the paradigm 
guiding research is incapable of resolving anomalies. 

A state of crisis initiates the search by some scientists for a new paradigm 
that can overcome identifed anomalies. Kuhn (1970: 77) notes that faced 
with a crisis, ‘novel theories’ emerge and ‘alternatives’ to the prevailing 
paradigm are considered. He reserves the term paradigm for historically 
successful theoretical frameworks, whereas an unsuccessful framework of 
beliefs and values that fails to gain the support of the scientifc community 
does not, in his terminology, attain ‘the status of [a] paradigm’ (Kuhn 1970: 
77). Unsuccessful frameworks do not overcome identifed anomalies as 
their proponents claim or perhaps what is proclaimed as a new framework 
is insuffciently novel and preserves too many assumptions and values from 
the existing paradigm. In time, however, a framework may emerge with 
the capacity to resolve the serious challenges that beset the old paradigm. 
If this is the case, the new ‘paradigm,’ though viewed as a rival by supporters 
of the old paradigm, will gradually come to replace it. Kuhn (1970: 6) refers 
to the replacement of one paradigm by another as a ‘scientifc revolution’: 
‘The extraordinary episodes in which . . . [a] shift of professional commit-
ments occurs are the ones known . . . as scientifc revolutions. They are the 
tradition-shattering complements to the tradition-bound activity of normal 
science.’ An example of a scientifc revolution is the Copernican revo-
lution in cosmology and the shift from Ptolemy’s geocentric view, with 
its increasing number of postulated epicycles, to the heliocentric view of 
the solar system; other examples include Darwin’s theory of evolution by 
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natural selection and more recently Einsteinian physics replacing Newto-
nian physics. The revolution and the shift to a new paradigm will eliminate 
(at least) the most pressing anomalies and optimally provide a solution to 
many of the outstanding, unsolved puzzles associated with the old para-
digm. Once accepted by the scientifc community, what was once a new 
paradigm becomes the ruling paradigm, which now determines the recon-
fgured structure of normal science. The revolution is over and ‘normality’ 
returns. 

Many commentators maintain that in The Structure of Scientifc Revolutions 
(particularly in the 1st 1962 edition), Kuhn espoused a subjective, non-
realist view of science, which denies the existence of objective truth and 
scientifc knowledge, and which entails a strong form of relativism (Trigg 
1973: 99–118; Chambers 2013: 115–119; Palermos and Pritchard 2018: 
10–13). This is the interpretation typically accredit to him, even though 
it is not one of which he approves.1 In a Postscript to the second enlarged 
edition he insisted that a subjective reading of his account of the scientifc 
enterprise is based on ‘misunderstandings’ (1970: 174) and does not faith-
fully refect his expressed position. Nevertheless, his endorsement of the 
view that scientists who follow different paradigms inhabit different worlds 
(hence the incommensurability thesis) undermines his positive (re)interpre-
tation and leaves him open to the charge of inconsistency in his defence 
of the rationality of scientifc ‘knowledge,’ or to put the matter equally 
bluntly, it is diffcult to reconcile his belief that successive paradigms do not 
bring us any ‘closer to the truth’ (Kuhn 1970: 170 and 175) with his affr-
mation of the existence of scientifc ‘knowledge’ (Chambers 2013: 115). 
How can there be scientifc knowledge but not scientifc truth? Whatever 
the defciencies of the tripartite concept of knowledge (I am thinking of 
the Gettier Problems here, 1963), at least it incorporates a reference to both 
truth and knowledge: knowledge is justifed true belief. 

Our concern has been to extract from Kuhn the broad outline of the 
nature of a paradigm that will illuminate its applicability and appropriateness 
to religious education. Our account has been mainly descriptive, though 
(on a responsible reading) his separation of ‘knowledge’ from truth and his 
account of how knowledge is ‘constructed’ by experts is philosophically 
problematic, and arguably has been infuential over CoRE (see below). 

core, institutional worldviews and personal worldviews 

To determine whether CoRE’s proposals collectively constitute a new 
paradigm or not, it is necessary to acquaint ourselves with its main features. 
CoRE proposes that religions should be reconceptualised as worldviews, 



 82 L. Philip Barnes 

that a range of non-religious worldviews should be included in the curricu-
lum and studied to the same depth as religious worldviews at all key stages, 
that internal diversity within worldviews should be stressed, and fnally, 
that the emphasis of the subject should be moved from that of religions 
(and institutional worldviews) to that of the personal worldviews of pupils. 
Some criticisms will be noted alongside analysis and commentary before 
attention is given (in the following section) to identifying just how novel 
these features are in English religious education. 

Professor Cooling has commented that ‘[a] key feature of the [CoRE] 
report was its focus on “worldview”’ (Cooling et al. 2020: 15). 

A worldview is a person’s way of understanding, experiencing and 
responding to the world. It can be described as a philosophy of life 
or an approach to life. This includes how a person understands the 
nature of reality and their own place in the world. A person’s world-
view is likely to infuence and be infuenced by their beliefs, values, 
behaviours, experiences, identities and commitments. 

(CoRE 2018: 4) 

This is not a dissimilar defnition to that of Ninian Smart’s, writing in 
Working Paper 36, in 1971 (Schools Council 1971: 47–52). He divided 
his infuential six-fold dimensional account of religion into two parts: the 
frst three, the doctrinal, mythological and ethical comprise a worldview; 
the addition of the ritual, experiential and the social dimensions consti-
tute a religion. This distinction between a worldview, which is concerned 
with the intellectual side of religion, and a religion, which shows how the 
intellectual side comes to life in experience and practice, still captures the 
meaning attributed to both by most philosophers and scholars of religion 
(Bartholomew and Goheen 2013: 12–27; Moreland and Craig 2017). On 
this understanding a religious worldview is a narrower concept than that of 
religion. Incidentally, if the concept of a worldview covers the same con-
tent as a religion then there is nothing gained educationally or pedagogi-
cally by reconfguring religious education around the former and not the 
latter, unless of course we add the study of a range worldviews to that of 
the study of a range of religions. 

CoRE distinguishes two senses or uses of the term worldviews, that of 
institutional worldviews and that of personal worldviews. 

We use the term ‘institutional worldview’ to describe organised 
worldviews shared among particular groups and sometimes embed-
ded in institutions. These include what we describe as religions as well 
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as non-religious worldviews such as Humanism, Secularism or Athe-
ism. We use the term ‘personal worldview’ for an individual’s own 
way of understanding and living in the world, which may or may not 
draw from one, or many, institutional worldviews. 

(CoRE 2018: 4) 

Twenty-four different examples of different religious and non-religious 
institutional worldviews are listed as appropriate for study in schools by CoRE, 
though the examples are not meant to be exhaustive (CoRE 2018: 18): 

[Programmes of study] may draw from a range of religious, philo-
sophical, spiritual and other approaches to life including different 
traditions within Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Juda-
ism and Sikhism, non-religious worldviews and concepts including 
Humanism, secularism, atheism and agnosticism, and other relevant 
worldviews within and beyond the traditions listed above, including 
worldviews of local signifcance where appropriate. 

(CoRE 2018: 13) 

In order to understand the full diversity of religious or non-religious 
worldviews, pupils may also beneft from awareness of a broader range 
of worldviews. . . . These may include ancient (and still living) tradi-
tions from China (e.g. Daoism, Confucianism), Japan (e.g. Shinto), 
Africa, Australia and New Zealand, and the Americas as well as Zoro-
astrianism and Jainism. . . . Historical and contemporary paganism in 
the UK may also be included, as this is both growing and infuential 
beyond those who identify as Pagans. The range of worldviews may 
also include groups formed more recently that pupils may meet or 
belong to themselves, including Baha’i, Latter Day Saints (Mormons), 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and Rastafari. 

(CoRE 2018: 75) 

Mentioned elsewhere as ‘appropriate for study’ is existentialism, whereas global 
capitalism, communism (presumably Marxism as well) and nationalism, are 
designated as inappropriate because they do not qualify as worldviews (2018: 75). 
When one looks closely at the 24 examples of worldviews provided by 
CoRE only four are properly non-religious worldviews (existentialism is a 
complicating case for there are both religious and non-religious existentialists). 
Controversially Paganism is recommended for inclusion in the curriculum. 

The triumvirate of Humanism, secularism and atheism are always 
listed together throughout the Report (2018: 4, 26 and 28); in some cases 
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agnosticism is added (2018: 13, 35 and 75). As presented, the option is there 
for pupils to study all four. Has serious attention been given by CoRE to 
the distinctions between these worldviews? It is a moot point how atheism 
and agnosticism as worldviews are to be distinguished for educational purposes 
and whether a study of the latter would add much to a serious study of 
the former. There will be an obvious duplication of content. The distinc-
tion often employed by philosophers (Rowe 2005) that atheism affrms the 
non-existence of God whereas agnosticism is the view that human reason is 
incapable of knowing whether God exists or not is for most people otiose; 
and certainly is for most pupils in schools. Both denote religious unbe-
lief. A plausible case can be made for regarding atheism, agnosticism and 
Humanism, not as constituting independent and separate worldviews, but 
instances of the broader category of a naturalistic worldview – a relationship 
of tokens to type, in philosophical parlance. Furthermore, by defnition, a 
Humanist will be a secularist and either an atheist or an agnostic (the num-
ber of Humanists in England is one seventh of one percent of the popula-
tion). Citing secularism, alongside agnosticism, atheism and Humanism as a 
worldview is also controversial, as it is typically characterised as the view that 
public and political institutions should be independent of religion. It does 
not constitute a worldview as such, only that there should be strict limits 
to the public role of religions in society and that the state should be neutral 
between alternative religions and beliefs. 

the deconstruction of religions 

CoRE (2018: 5) recommends that religious education should attend to the 
‘diverse and plural nature [of institutional worldviews] and the ways that 
they have changed over time’; moreover, there should be recognition of 
diversity that goes far beyond ‘crude differences between denominations.’ 
Cooling endorses this recommendation and calls for attention to be given 
to the ‘huge diversity’ of ‘adherents’ experiences and perspectives’ (2020: 
408). But how credible is use of the concept of institutional worldviews to 
express internal diversity within religions? The reason for using the term 
institutional worldview is to refer to the set of beliefs and commitments that 
characterises a worldview and its adherents. A worldview refers to the basic 
beliefs that are foundational to some specifc religion (what Smart calls the 
beliefs that characterise a ‘religious system’) that is suffciently shared among 
adherents for it to take institutional form. (How many institutional world-
views can a religion have? – 4, 8, 12 or more!) If beliefs are not widely 
shared and endorsed, and given communal public expression in rituals and 
practices, it does not make sense referring to institutional worldviews. It is 
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the distinctive beliefs of a religion, typically derived from acknowledged 
sources of authority, that distinguish it from other religions and give a spe-
cifc religious identity to its adherents. A Muslim worldview, for example, 
acknowledges the revelation vouchsafed to Muhammad in the Qur’an, 
and accepts its teaching about the oneness of God, belief in angels and 
holy books, belief in God’s messengers, and belief in the decrees of God 
(including predestination) and in the last judgement. If these foundational 
beliefs are discounted in what sense is a Muslim worldview described? 
When institutional worldviews (or religions) are differentiated into smaller 
and smaller units of meaning (below existing institutional, denominational, 
cultic or regional divisions), as recommended by CoRE, they effectively 
become personal worldviews and the study of institutional worldviews 
becomes insignifcant and even redundant. Christianity, for example, does 
not denote the familiar doctrines and practices of traditional Christian faith 
but instead is the beliefs and practices of all those who think of themselves 
as Christian, whether they be cultural Christians or nominal Christians or 
committed Christians: religious understanding is gained by refection on 
the results of empirical studies of what those identifed as Christians, by 
whatever means, believe and practice. Individuals construct their personal 
versions of Christianity. This emphasis on personal constructions of reli-
gious identity is a prominent feature of CoRE’s proposals for religious edu-
cation and a central characteristic of its worldviews paradigm. Religious 
education is to be orientated to the diversity that results from individuals 
‘making sense of and giving coherence and meaning to the world and to 
their own experience and behaviour’ (26). CoRE refers to this form of 
diversity as a ‘personal worldview’ (whether it deserves the accolade of a 
worldview is a moot point). 

The question for educators is whether diverse and possibly idiosyncratic 
personal worldviews are worthy of serious and sustained study, as CoRE 
proposes. What is contributed to the aims of religious education and to the 
personal development of pupils by focusing on the study of the frequently 
eclectic, unsystematic and unrefective beliefs and practices of those who 
eschew formal religious identity? CoRE speaks of young people ‘com[ing] 
to a more refned understanding of their own worldview’ as one of the 
‘core tasks of education’ (2018: 8): but is it? What does refning your world-
view mean and what does it achieve educationally? CoRE misunderstands 
the relevance of personal worldviews to religious education (much less so 
Cooling, who by contrast adopts a hermeneutical approach, while profess-
ing to explain and support CoRE’s position).2 Where personal worldviews 
become relevant to religion education (and to education generally) is not as 
a subject in its own right (which is the view CoRE takes) but as ‘shorthand’ 
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for the beliefs, values or presuppositions that one brings to the study of reli-
gions and religious phenomena and religious practices. Karlo Meyer (2021: 
45–50), drawing on the hermeneutical tradition within European philoso-
phy, has written recently about ‘the conditionality of understanding’ and 
of ‘the pre-conditioning of our viewpoints’ about religions: ‘Religious 
phenomena can never be viewed purely “objectively”’ (2021: 45). One’s 
perspective on religions and religious phenomena is always conditioned 
by what one already believes. The initial beliefs that are brought to ‘the 
hermeneutical task are variously described by philosophers as ‘presupposi-
tions,’ ‘assumptions’ (Voraussetzungen, see Bultmann 1964), or following 
Heidegger (1962), as one’s ‘preliminary understanding’ (vorläufges Vorver-
ständnis). These presuppositions can on occasions be corrected, revised, and 
even rejected in the interpretive encounter with the different aspects of 
religion and with religious phenomena (often referred to collectively as 
‘texts’). Secondary level pupils should be directed to identify and to refect 
upon the nature and character of their presuppositions and the framework 
that they bring to the study of religion, not in order to ‘refne’ what they 
already believe but in order to recognise the ways in which their interpre-
tations and encounters with religious phenomena and with religious indi-
viduals are conditioned by prior beliefs. 

Furthermore, referring to personal worldviews may also not be as help-
ful a designation as CoRE believes. The issue is not whether everyone has 
beliefs, values, experiences and commitments, it is whether it is helpful 
to think of these collectively as a personal worldview. Can we talk about 
a worldview embraced by only a single person? People can hold a range 
of beliefs and values, not always consistent with each other or with some 
of their experiences or even with their professed self-identity: referring to 
a personal worldview may give the impression that what we believe and 
how we act possess a greater degree of coherence and unity than is the 
case for many. Individuals are often not refective or consistent in their 
beliefs. Whereas many will have an opinion about God and his existence 
and nature, few will have thought seriously or at length about this and 
about what constitutes human nature, the meaning of life and of human 
history, whether knowledge is available to us and how we distinguish what 
is morally right from what is morally wrong, and so on; and it is answers to 
these that philosophers tell us constitute a worldview (Werther and Linville 
2012). Many adults and particularly the young and non-religious people do 
not espouse a personal worldview: they do not have a refective philosophi-
cal view of the nature of reality, of the kind that is properly described as a 
worldview. 
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how new is the proposed worldviews paradigm? 

In a recent article intended for teachers of religious education, Trevor 
Cooling (2021) asked the question whether CoRE’s proposals represent 
a ‘Paradigm shift or [the] shuffing of content?’ Predictably, as then chair-
person of the RE Council that established the Commission, as the person 
accredited with inspiring the worldviews approach (Tharani 2020b: 39) 
and as the person who pioneered the description of the fndings of the 
Commission as a ‘paradigm shift’ (incidentally, the language of paradigm 
and paradigm shift are not used in the Final Report), Cooling (2021: 55) 
concludes that CoRE is not ‘just another shuffing of curriculum.’ But 
is CoRE’s proposed worldviews paradigm truly new? Acquaintance with 
the genealogical history of post-confessional religious education seriously 
questions the claim to newness. Cooling (2020: 408), with commendable 
candour, acknowledges ‘that CoRE . . . draw[s] heavily on the insights 
developed by Robert Jackson (1997) through his work on the contribu-
tion of ethnography to phenomenological RE.’ Just how heavily CoRE’s 
proposals draw on the work of Robert Jackson is worth briefy exploring. 

Robert Jackson’s interpretive approach has been one of the most dis-
cussed pedagogical approaches in Britain and internationally in the last 
25 years, at least by academics (for extended discussion and criticism, 
see Barnes 2014: 180–217). In his article ‘Religious Education’s repre-
sentations of “Religions” and “Cultures,”’ which was written in 1995, 
and gave programmatic form to interpretive religious education, Jackson 
(1995: 277) distinguished his approach from what he explicitly referred 
to as ‘[t]he “world religions” movement in British RE.’ This is an inter-
esting comment, for it indicates that during the period when CoRE 
maintains that a world religions paradigm dominated English religious 
education (according to it from the early 1970s to the present), one of 
the most infuential movements, through its originator, specifcally distin-
guished his ‘new’ pedagogy from a world religions approach. Positively, 
Jackson acknowledged that the world religions movement, inspired by 
Ninian Smart, endeavoured ‘to empathise with those being studied’ and that 
‘[g]reat sensitivity was shown to the adherents of the “religions” and their 
practices and beliefs’ (1995: 278). 

Nevertheless, the ‘religions’ were represented in terms governed by a 
powerful western intellectual tradition which, in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, had defned them. The idea of a ‘world religion’ 
is an extension of the eighteenth century idea of a ‘religion’ and, 
arguably, still presents ‘other religions’ as structured on a parallel with 



 

  

88 L. Philip Barnes 

Christianity. Although the term ‘world religions’ is sometimes used as 
a synonym for ‘religions of the world,’ they are sometimes perceived 
as having a universal message and a doctrine of salvation potentially 
available to people in different cultural contexts (thus distinguishing 
them from primal religions, for example). They also have scriptures, 
a class of special interpreters and appeal to large numbers of people 
(Fitzgerald, 1990, 104). Many educational books and school resources 
operate with this idea of a religion . . . 

( Jackson 1995: 278) 

(Contrary to what Jackson believes, Christians and Muslims almost unani-
mously claim that their respective religions do have ‘a universal message 
and a doctrine of salvation potentially available to people in different cul-
tural contexts.’) 

The same themes and observations (as above) are developed more fully 
in his frst book length treatment of interpretive religious education, Reli-
gious Education: An interpretive approach (1997). Here Jackson expresses the 
view that ‘religious wholes’ are ‘artifcial constructions from the experi-
ences of individuals’ (1997: 45) and ‘should be recognised as abstractions 
or reifcations’ (1997: 127). This interpretation is intended to support his 
(controversial) contention that religions are not ‘in competition with each 
other’ (Jackson, 1997: 127, and 1995: 277). He also questions usage of 
the concepts of ‘religion,’ ‘world religions’ and the names of the different 
religions, Hinduism and Buddhism, for example, because they are ‘con-
structed’ by ‘powerful outsiders’ (Jackson 1995: 283). These names, he 
believes, serve to reinforce and perpetuate false representations of ‘religious 
traditions’ (Jackson, 1995: 284, and 1997: 108–110), his preferred term for 
religions; though it is diffcult to see how this term is any less susceptible to 
(what he believes to be) the charges of essentialising and reifying than use 
of the terms he criticises – all are common nouns! The inevitable result of 
this is to move the focus of religious education away from what he regards 
as essentialised and discrete religions to personal appropriations of religious 
traditions as mediated through internal membership groups. Individuals 
‘construct’ their distinctive religious identities in dialogue with traditions, 
cultural ideas, the beliefs of their peer group and so on. Different insiders 
and outsiders construct their own personal versions of a religious tradition 
(1997: 64). 

This short review of the interpretive approach clearly illustrates how 
infuential it has been over CoRE’s proposals. Its emphases on the prob-
lematic character of the concept of ‘religion,’ and of religions as separate 
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and distinct and in competition with each other, and most importantly, the 
diverse and plural nature of worldviews are all indebted to it (see CoRE, 
2018: 5 and 36; Benoit et al. 2020: 7–8). But there is another impor-
tant, unacknowledged source that CoRE draws upon. CoRE and Cooling 
both refer to ‘personal worldviews,’ which is not a concept derived from 
Jackson, even though it is consistent with his position. The language and 
concept of personal worldviews is indebted to the ‘narrative pedagogy’ 
of Clive Erricker (2000; Erricker & Erricker 2000). At the same time as 
Jackson was developing and refning his interpretive pedagogy in the late 
1990s, Erricker, like Jackson, was deconstructing the idea of distinguishable 
religions with characteristic beliefs and practices, but instead of Jackson’s 
focus on personal appropriations of religious traditions, Erricker focused 
on the liberative potential of pupils constructing their own worldviews from 
a broader range of sources than the religions; in fact, for him, preferably 
without reference to religions and their ideological superstructures. CoRE 
in acknowledging that personal worldviews are often ‘constructed’ without 
recourse to religious beliefs and practices, and that these should be the object 
of study, follows Erricker rather than Jackson. Hence the concern that the 
beliefs and practices of the religions will be marginalised under a world-
views approach. Giving primary attention to the importance of personally 
constructed worldviews also marginalises the role of considerations of truth 
in religious education, for the impression is given by CoRE that everyone 
can have their own interpretation of the world and of religion, and that 
everyone’s subjectively constructed attribution of meaning to religion is 
equally true: truth is what we take it to be true, not truth that is there to be 
discovered and which remains true regardless of our attitude to it (one can 
hear echoes of Kuhn here). 

Interestingly, alongside Cooling’s admission that CoRE draws heav-
ily on interpretative religious education, he also (2020: 405) admits that 
‘Worldview is not a new idea for RE.’ He refers to Ninian Smart’s refer-
ence to worldviews in Working Paper 36 (Schools Council 1971) and to 
Stopes-Roe’s (1976) use of the term ‘life-stance,’ which carries broadly 
the same meaning. Both these references go back to the 1970s. He also 
refers to recent discussions of worldviews by continental and North 
American educators (e.g. van der Kooij, de Ruyter and Miedema 2013; 
Miedema 2014; Taves 2020). Cooling could have noted, and what we 
have noted, is that the concept of a personal worldview, which fgures 
prominently in CoRE’s revisioning of religious education, was central 
to Clive Erricker’s self-confessed postmodern approach to religious edu-
cation (for criticism, see Wright 2001). He should have been able to 
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identify this infuence, for he contributed a not entirely positive review 
of Erricker et al.’s The Education of the Whole Child (1997), the book in 
which Erricker developed the concept of ‘personal worldview,’ to the 
Journal of Education and Christian Belief in 1999. 

Our review and analysis show that there are good reasons for concluding 
that CoRE’s proposed worldviews paradigm does not constitute a new dis-
ciplinary framework, signifcantly different from what has been infuential 
in religious education since the late 1990s: it relies too heavily on existing 
approaches and perpetuates many of the assumptions that have distracted 
and frustrated the contribution of religious education to the entirely legiti-
mate aims of liberal education. In most respects it duplicates the assump-
tions and commitments of interpretive religious education, augmented 
by Erricker’s concept of personal worldviews. CoRE’s proposals are 
best interpreted as a version of postmodern religious education that com-
bines features from both Jackson’s and Erricker’s positions, which despite 
their differences, clearly illustrate postmodern emphases (see Barnes 2014: 
180–197). The big difference, however, is that CoRE seeks legal support 
to have its approach followed by all schools, as opposed to being but one of 
many possible approaches that teachers of religious education may choose 
to adopt. 

paradigms, revolutions and anomalies 

A new paradigm must offer a comprehensive and integrated vision of beliefs 
and values to direct religious education and it must have the resources (or at 
least indicate its potential) to overcome current weaknesses. 

The title of Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientifc Revolutions (1962 and 
1970) indicates that his chief interest in the history of science was how 
one paradigm ‘replaces’ another, i.e. the nature of the process by which 
this happens. Central to Kuhn’s understanding of why a ‘paradigm shift’ 
occurs is (1972: 6) its ability to overcome the anomalies that have accu-
mulated under the existing dominant paradigm. If there are no anomalies, 
there is no need to seek a new disciplinary framework and if, according 
to Kuhn, any proposed disciplinary framework is to be regarded as a 
new paradigm, it must be capable of resolving the anomalies. The logic 
is straightforward: weaknesses (‘anomalies’) bring a subject into a ‘cri-
sis state’; responses are proposed and if there is convincing evidence in 
their favour a ‘revolution’ occurs and a new paradigm that overcomes the 
weaknesses assumes dominance, and ‘normal’ practice resumes. Translat-
ing these features into religious education: the identifcation of (intrac-
table) weaknesses in religious education provides the stimulus to seek 
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a new paradigm, and its plausibility, in turn, depends on its capacity to 
overcome current weaknesses. 

CoRE gives superfcial attention to these essential requirements, even 
though the concepts of ‘paradigms’ and ‘paradigm shift’ have been made 
central to its supporting material and its campaign to have a worldviews 
approach instituted in all schools, both faith and non-faith schools. The 
cause of the ‘crisis’ in religious education, which CoRE and the RE Coun-
cil admit, and which occasioned the setting up of CoRE, is largely confned 
to (formal) issues, such as limited Continuing Professional Development, 
scarcity of resources, inadequate support for SACREs, the number of non-
specialist teachers of religious education (CoRE 2018: 8), and so on, most 
of which can be resolved by extra funding and do not require a new para-
digm to be in place. 

The religious landscape 

One theme in CoRE that is mentioned, though never developed, is the 
increasing secularisation of society and the emergence of ‘new social reali-
ties’ (2018: 5): a new paradigm is needed for a new situation. Note how 
this view neatly sidesteps the issue of what is currently wrong with religious 
education and what has caused its crisis. We might say it is the ‘no-fault 
option.’ Here is CoRE’s (2018: 6) longest refection on the changing con-
tours of the religious landscape in Britain (in its Report). 

Non-religious worldviews have also become increasingly salient in 
Britain and Western Europe. According to the most recent British 
Social Attitudes survey, over 50% of adults identify as not belonging 
to a religion, with 41% identifying as Christian. The proportion of 
adults identifying as not belonging to a religion has increased from 
31% in 1983 and has remained fairly stable around 50% since. While 
some of these individuals may identify with non-religious worldviews 
such as Humanism, many have looser patterns of identifcation or do 
not identify with any institutional worldviews. 

Would it have been a good idea to take account of a wider, global perspec-
tive on religion, where the percentage of Muslims in the world is rising 
fastest and the unaffliated are shrinking as a share of the world’s population 
(see Pew Research Centre 2015)? 

The changing religious landscape of Britain, however, is much more 
complex than CoRE acknowledges. It is unlikely that the concept of 
individuals constructing their own personal worldviews is uniformly 
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common in all communities across society or even that it is a new phe-
nomenon: it is something social commentators have been acknowledging 
since the ‘counter-culture movement’ of the 1960s (Roszak 1995) and 
the increasing secularisation of society from then onwards. Neverthe-
less, alongside evidence that formal membership of Christian churches is 
declined is evidence of continuing high levels of religious participation 
and even doctrinal uniformity among Muslim communities in Britain 
(Field 2010; Casey 2016: 123–131; Policy Exchange 2016; Ipsos MORI 
2018). There is also evidence (as noted above) that the proportion of 
adults identifying as not belonging to a religion has remained fairly stable 
at around 50% for the last 40 years; added to this is survey evidence that 
shows that many of those without religious affliation (the ‘nones,’ for 
example) often believe in spirits, in angels, in life after death or reincarna-
tion; many occasionally pray or believe in the existence of some ‘higher 
power,’ many even believe in God, etc. (see Bullivant 2008; Madge and 
Hemming 2017). 

An important issue is how far the changing religious landscape in Brit-
ain ought to be refected in religious education, even assuming that we 
know in what ways the landscape is changing and can agree on the aspects 
of change that are most relevant to education. Some might argue that 
emerging patterns of religious unbelief and improvised forms of religious 
beliefs indicate increasing lack of knowledge about religions and under-
standing of their role in historical or modern societies and therefore that 
religious education should focus on overcoming religious illiteracy. The 
problem for CoRE is that recognition of the same religious and cultural 
shifts can be used to support radically different policies and practices. 
In any case it is unduly optimistic to believe that taking account of the 
religious landscape in which religious education is practised and of the 
lifeworld of pupils somehow justifes a worldviews model of religious 
education. All post-confessional models of religious education attend to 
these in some form. 

The weaknesses of post-confessional British religious education 

The chief weaknesses of post-confessional British religious education 
cannot be confned to its failure to keep pace with demographic and 
social change. Moreover, the strategy of refocusing religious education 
on personal worldviews because the religions are believed to hold limited 
interest for students, whom CoRE believes to be increasingly irreligious, 
can be interpreted as relinquishing the educational challenge of relating 
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religious material to the lifeworld of pupils, a challenge that all subject 
specialists in different disciplines and areas of study have to address. The 
problem is that the fundamental weaknesses of British religious educa-
tion, which most objective commentators acknowledge are systemic and 
historically extended, are overlooked by CoRE, yet the issue of what 
is wrong and why religious education is in such a poor state have to be 
addressed. 

In the early 1990s Stephen Orchard (1991 and 1993), then General 
Secretary of the Christian Education Movement, conducted two reviews 
of HMI reports on religious education, from 1985 to 1988 and from 
1989 to 1991 respectively. His conclusions were largely negative: ‘poor 
teaching and unbalanced content’; ‘Pupils are given unimaginative and 
repetitive lessons, with no attempt at development of the subject or to 
differentiate content and method according to the ability of the pupils.’ 
There are no further reviews of inspection reports of this nature available 
from the 1990s from which to draw conclusions. Between 2007 and 2013 
the Offce for Standards in Education (Ofsted) produced three informa-
tive and authoritative reports (2007, 2010 and 2013) that evaluated the 
strengths and weaknesses of religious education in primary and second-
ary schools. On occasions improvements were noted but serious weak-
nesses were acknowledged in all three reports. The 2013 report helpfully 
identifed ‘eight major areas of concern’ (2013: 40): low standards, weak 
teaching, problems in developing a curriculum for religious education, 
confusion about the purpose of religious education, weak leadership and 
management, weaknesses in examination provision at Key Stage 4, gaps 
in training, and fnally the impact of recent changes in education pol-
icy. The teaching of Christianity was a particular cause of concern in all 
three reports. The following comments are typical: ‘Many primary and 
secondary schools . . . did not pay suffcient attention to the progressive 
and systematic investigation of the core beliefs of Christianity’; ‘teach-
ing about Christianity [is] one of the weakest aspects of RE provision.’ 
More generally, ‘Many pupils leave school with scant subject knowledge 
and understanding. Moreover, RE teaching often fails to challenge and 
extend pupils’ ability to explore fundamental questions about human life, 
religion and belief.’ One limitation of the reports is that they are con-
strained by the inspection schedule and criteria and consequently provide 
a narrow perspective on religious education. They do not consider the 
importance and effect of historically extended infuences over religious 
education or ascertain the role that different theoretical understandings 
(paradigms) play in conditioning/determining the success of learning and 
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teaching and the extent to which they facilitate or frustrate the fulflment 
of the aims of the subject. 

A more recent and wide-ranging source of information about the 
‘workings’ of religious education in the classroom are the fndings of the 
‘Does Religious Education Work?’ project (Conroy et al. 2013), based on 
research conducted at the same time as the crisis within the subject was 
beginning to demand wider attention. A fuller summary of the fndings has 
been presented elsewhere (Barnes 2020: 18–20); consequently, the follow-
ing are recorded to illustrate the seriousness of identifed weaknesses and 
make no claim to comprehensiveness: 

•	 Teachers observed in classroom situations often felt uneasy talking 
about the transcendent aspects or ‘other-worldly’ aspects of religions: 
‘Steeped as many appear to be in the discourse of secular relativism’ 
(Conroy et al. 2013: 37–39; quoting from 39). 

•	 There was a strong tendency for teachers to stress the ethical aspects of 
religions over their religious aspects (2013: 40). 

•	 Teacher’s interpretations of the theological and doctrinal claims 
of a particular religion or tradition appear sometimes to have little 
connection to offcial explanations or to the interpretations and 
explanations upheld by those communities themselves. 

•	 Despite claims to the contrary there was little evidence of a critical 
element in religious education (2013: 48–49). 

•	 Religious education is ‘colluding in its own secularization’ (2013: 88). 
•	 Responses by students to the question, ‘Do you believe your school has 

helped you get along better with members of other religious groups?’ 
showed that students in denominational schools were ‘signifcantly 
more likely’ to respond positively than students in ‘diverse schools’ 
(2013: 208). 

• Students seem to be invited to construct their own version of religion 
that embraces their spirituality while little attention is paid ‘to the linguis-
tic and conceptual demands of the geneaologically (sic) rich traditions of 
religious systems, and the otherness that they embody’ (2013: 226).3 

Not to address major weaknesses that are identifed in a range of rel-
evant sources effectively undermines CoRE’s claim to be developing a new 
paradigm, for not only is it not new, it also lacks the central distinguishing 
feature of a paradigm, which requires that attention is given to the weak-
nesses of an existing paradigm and a convincing case made by reference 
to argument and evidence that these weaknesses will be overcome in any 
proposed new paradigm. 
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conclusions 

The main focus of this essay has been to answer the question whether a 
worldviews approach provides a new paradigm for religious education. The 
question is straightforward and the answer is equally straightforward. Our 
analysis has shown that a worldviews approach is heavily dependent on ear-
lier approaches. CoRE’s proposals ‘rehearse’ ideas and commitments that 
have been infuential in religious education from the 1990s onwards. To use 
Cooling’s language (quoted earlier), it is precisely ‘the shuffing of content’ 
and not as he believes a new paradigm. The further claim that the propos-
als of CoRE collectively constitute a paradigm is also diffcult to maintain. 
Signifcantly, there isn’t any reference to ‘anomalies,’ in the context of reli-
gious education, that is, to the weaknesses that beset contemporary religious 
education, and to the reasons for its failure to fulfl (in this case) the entirely 
appropriate aims of liberal education. CoRE recognises that there is a crisis 
in religious education, but chooses not to analyse the true causes and nature 
of the crisis, and thus effectively undermines its (own) claim to be develop-
ing a paradigm, for what is constitutive of a paradigm, namely recognition 
of and attention to current weaknesses, is missing. 

That the proposals of CoRE cannot be characterised as a new paradigm 
may seem to some an innocuous conclusion, of no great moment, for the 
hope could be entertained that the proposals might still work. But this 
would be to fail to appreciate the force of the argument developed here. 
The reason why the proposals of CoRE cannot be regarded as a para-
digm is because the true weaknesses of contemporary religious education 
(which are well documented, as summarised above) are overlooked, and 
therefore they will continue to undermine any positive contribution the 
subject could have. This conclusion is reinforced by recognition that what 
is advertised as new is not new but the republication and realignment of 
earlier beliefs and commitments (albeit with much pomp and ceremony), 
which have in all probability contributed to the current crisis (see Barnes 
2014); even on an overtly optimistic reading they have failed to alleviate 
the crisis. Religious educators should look to other approaches and to other 
commitments if the subject is to fulfl its educational potential. 

notes 

1 John Horgan (2012) records an interview with Kuhn in February 1991 which 
records Kuhn’s deep annoyance at what he felt were misrepresentations of his 
work. 

2 Cooling (2020) emphasises the hermeneutical relevance of personal worldviews 
to the study of religions, whereas CoRE emphasises the content of personal 
worldviews as appropriate for study. 
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3 Cooling is undoubtedly aware of these criticisms, as he refers to some of them in 
his (2015) review of the ‘Does Religious Education Work?’ project. 
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5 
THE WORLD IS NOT ENOUGH 

Religious education beyond 
worldview perspectivism 

Gert Biesta and Patricia Hannam 

The report from the Commission on Religious Education (CoRE 2018) 
makes an interesting intervention in the discussion about religious educa-
tion and its future. Although the report was written within the context of 
religious education in England and Wales, similar discussions are taking 
place in many other countries (see, for example, Moyaert 2018; Bråten 
2021). In this regard, then, the ideas put forward in the report potentially 
have a much wider signifcance. The CoRE report grew out of con-
cerns about the state of religious education (see, for example, Clarke and 
Woodhead 2015; Butler-Sloss Report 2015) and makes a proposal for a 
new ‘National Plan for RE.’ The ambition of this plans is to ensure “that 
learning in this area remains academically rigorous and a knowledge-
rich preparation for life in a world of great religion and belief diversity” 
(CoRE 2018: Foreword). 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the report is the proposal to rename 
‘Religious Education’ as ‘Religion and Worldviews.’ This is not just a mat-
ter of rebadging a particular curricular area which, in itself, may be rela-
tively uncontroversial. Cush and Robinson (2021) explain that the CoRE 
report very deliberately spoke of ‘Religion and Worldviews’ and not only 
of ‘worldviews.’ This was both to ‘clarify the main emphasis of the feld of 
study, and also the need to draw attention to the need to problematise the 
concept of “religion”. . . .’ (Cush and Robinson 2021: 66). However, it 
seems likely that the CoRE report has assumed that religion is as now being 
discussed in the religious education community as a kind of worldview (see 
Appendix 2 of the CoRE report, 2018: 72–75); subsequent commissioned 
reports affrm this position (see Benoit et al. 2020). 
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By seeing religion as a worldview and, more specifcally, as a world-
view amongst other worldviews, the report therefore not only takes a very 
specifc approach to the question of what religion is, but also takes a very 
specifc approach to the question of how we might understand the way 
in which human beings exist ‘in’ the world. Moreover, by suggesting that 
central to religious education should be the study of worldviews in order 
to promote the formation of students’ individual worldviews, the report 
also takes a very specifc approach to the question of education itself. The 
shift from ‘Religious Education’ to ‘Religion and Worldviews’ thus raises 
important philosophical, theological and educational questions that all 
have to do with the idea of a worldview. 

The suggestion to capture the essence of RE in terms of the idea of 
worldviews has already generated a signifcant amount of discussion (see, 
for example, Cooling with Bowie and Panjawi 2020; Cooling 2020, 2021; 
Barnes 2022). While Cooling has pointed out that there is the question 
‘whether the term worldview captures the full potential of CoRE’s pro-
posed game-change’ and acknowledges that the term may have ‘too many 
unhelpful associations,’ he nonetheless concludes that ‘worldview is pos-
sibly the best term currently available’ (Cooling 2020: 412). He therefore 
argues that the task now is ‘to interpret this term in academically rigor-
ous, pedagogically sophisticated teacher-usable ways,’ adding that this is 
needed so as to ‘promote pupils’ academic, personal and civic development 
as fourishing human beings’ (Cooling 2020: 412). 

In this chapter we take up the challenge as to whether worldview is 
‘the best term available.’ We do so on the assumption that ‘worldview’ 
is actually a very accurate notion for articulating what the Commission 
on Religious Education is after in their proposals, so that in this regard it 
seems unwise to look for another term. The main point we seek to make, 
however, is that precisely by seeing religion as a worldview, and turn-
ing religious education into the study of worldviews with the ambition 
to encourage children and young people to develop their own personal 
worldviews, the report is proposing a future for religious education that 
is problematic for philosophical, religious and educational reasons. While 
we do think that the CoRE report has provided an important stimulus to 
the discussion about the future of religious education, we wish to argue 
that conceiving of it as a form of worldview education would neither 
serve the religious nor the educational dimension of religious education. 
In this chapter we present our main concerns and articulate an outline of 
a different future for religious education. 
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Religion and worldviews education 

The fnal report from the Commission on Religious Education (CoRE 
2018) makes a convincing case for the need for action. Religious edu-
cation in England is currently not part of the National Curriculum for 
schools but determined locally by each local authority. This does of course 
leave religious education open to many interpretations. The investiga-
tions made by the Commission show fairly conclusively that provision 
of religious education in England and Wales is patchy, and whilst there 
are some examples of good practice around the country, this is frequently 
also not the case. The report spells out how the situation for religious 
education has been undermined by a number of government initiatives, 
including academisation1 (which particularly has contributed to the ero-
sion of the local infrastructure for religious education) and changes to 
accountability and performance measures (such as the EBacc, which has 
signifcantly contributed to the marginalisation of religious education in 
the secondary school curriculum).2 The report also shows that provision 
for initial teacher education for RE in primary schools is non-existent or 
at best minimal. Against this background, the report makes 11 recommen-
dations which are intended to ‘enable all pupils in all schools to receive a 
high-quality education in Religion and Worldviews’ and to ‘support and 
strengthen the subject for the foreseeable future (CoRE 2018: 10). This is 
in large part done through the proposal for a ‘national entitlement’ under-
stood as a ‘set of organising principles which form the basis for developing 
programmes of study’ (CoRE 2018: 32). 

As mentioned, the frst recommendation of the report is that the name 
of the subject should be changed from ‘Religious Education’ to ‘Religion 
and Worldviews,’ and that this change should be refected in subsequent 
legislation and guidance. This proposal puts religion in the wider context 
of worldviews, and thus potentially offers a broader ‘framing’ for the sub-
ject than an exclusive focus on religion would do. An important question, 
however, is what the adoption of the idea of worldview exactly entails. 
In the introduction, a worldview is described as ‘a person’s way of under-
standing, experiencing and responding to the world,’ and also as ‘a philoso-
phy of life or an approach to life (which) includes how a person understands 
the nature of reality and their own place in the world.’ And: ‘A person’s 
worldview is likely to infuence and be infuenced by their beliefs, values, 
behaviours, experiences, identities and commitments’ (CoRE 2018: 4). 
The report does acknowledge that the notion of worldview is not perfect 
(see CoRE 2018: 31), but nonetheless is workable: ‘the best ft (. . .) the 
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best available catch-all term to describe both religious and non-religious 
approaches to life’ (CoRE 2018: 31). 

Although there is some acknowledgement that worldviews are about 
more than beliefs – reference is made to practices (see, for example, item 4 
of the entitlement; CoRE 2018: 12), which means that worldviews are not 
entirely seen as cognitive belief-systems – it is also very clear that world-
views are basically understood as ‘frames’ for sense making. For example, 
in item 6 of the entitlement, we read: ‘[Pupils must be taught] how world-
views may offer responses to fundamental questions of meaning and pur-
pose raised by human experience, and the different roles that worldviews 
play in providing people with ways of making sense of their lives’ (CoRE 
2018: 12; emphasis added). If this is, in a sense, a meta-perspective for edu-
cation – the suggestion here is that pupils must be taught how worldviews 
‘work’ – there is also a much bolder claim in the report with regard to this, 
namely that ‘it is one of the core tasks of education to enable each pupil 
to understand, refect on and develop their own personal worldview’ (CoRE 
2018: 5; emphasis added). 

The report thus relies on a distinction between so-called ‘institutional 
worldviews’ and ‘individual worldviews’. Institutional worldviews are 
defned as ‘organised worldviews shared among particular groups and 
sometimes embedded in institutions [which] includes what we describe as 
religions as well as non-religious worldviews such as Humanism, Secular-
ism or Atheism’ (CoRE 2018: 4). The report uses the expression ‘personal 
worldview’ for ‘an individual’s own way of understanding and living in 
the world, which may or may not draw from one, or many, institutional 
worldviews’ (CoRE 2018: 4). While, at frst sight, this distinction and the 
defnitions given, may look relatively clear and uncontroversial, Barnes 
(2022) has shown – convincingly in our view – that it’s actually far from 
clear from the report what actually constitutes an institutional worldview, 
and also which worldviews are to be included in this category and which 
fall outside of it. He highlights that there are worldviews that do not take 
an institutional form (see Barnes 2022: 90), which means that the adjec-
tive ‘institutional’ may either be redundant or misleading, and also raises 
the question whether an ‘agnostic worldview’ should be characterised as a 
worldview, as one could argue that agnosticism ‘is usually taken to express 
the view that all religious claims lack the status of knowledge’ (Barnes 
2022: 91). He also wonders on what grounds ‘existentialism’ is seen as 
a worldview that is ‘appropriate for study,’ whereas ‘global capitalism, 
Communism . . . and nationalism are designated as inappropriate’ (Barnes 
2022: 92). And this, as he shows, is not just a question about which views 
fall under the category of ‘worldview,’ but also about the criteria used for 
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selecting which (world)views should be part of the curriculum and which 
not (see also Barnes 2022: 92). 

With regard to the idea of ‘personal worldview’ Barnes wonders whether 
this notion suggests ‘more coherence and unity than is the case for many’ 
(Barnes 2022: 90). He explains that the issue is not 

whether everyone has beliefs, values, experiences and commitments, 
[but] whether it is helpful to think of these collectively as personal 
worldviews, [as] people can hold a range of beliefs and values, not 
always consistent with each other or with some of their experiences 
or even with their professed self-identity. 

(Barnes 20222: 90, emphasis in original) 

More strongly, he argues that many people, and ‘particularly the young 
and non-religious do not espouse a worldview: they do not have a refec-
tive philosophical view of the nature of reality, of the kind that is properly 
described as a worldview’ (Barnes 2022: 90). 

While it is clear, then, that the notions of institutional worldview and 
personal worldview are not unambiguous, we wish to highlight a number 
of further problems with the idea of worldviews and its role in religious 
education. The frst problem is philosophical and has to do with the ques-
tion whether it makes sense to think of our knowledge of the world in 
terms of particular perspectives with which we view the world. The sec-
ond is theological and has to do with the question whether religion can be 
adequately captured as a particular view one has on an otherwise non- or 
a-religious world, or whether living religiously has something to do with 
the acknowledgement of the possibility of transcendence. And the third is 
educational and has to do with the question as to whether education is the 
kind of thing that can be limited to ‘understanding’ worldviews or indeed 
anything else. 

The problem with ‘worldviews’ (1): philosophy 

The frst issue we wish to highlight has to do with the suggestion that a 
worldview constitutes a particular perspective one has or can have on the 
world. It is clear from the CoRE report that ‘worldview’ is not understood 
as an epistemological category – the issues at stake in worldviews are not, or 
not only, about cognition and belief, about truth and falsity, but also about 
values and attitudes – but the notion of a worldview nonetheless seems to 
suggest that a worldview is a perspective with which one ‘approaches’ the 
world, so to speak. Such approaches can either be ‘personal,’ and it does 
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make sense to assume that we all ‘approach’ the world in a different ways. 
They can also be collective, standing for ways in which groups may have 
shared ways of ‘approaching’ the world. The philosophical problem we wish 
to highlight here has to do with the question whether we can meaningfully 
distinguish between the world and our view of it or perspective on it. 

Perhaps the most convincing case against this idea can be found in the 
philosophy of perception, where it has been argued that we never perceive 
something ‘in itself,’ so to speak, in order then to apply a particular per-
spective on it. We immediately see chairs, dogs, lampposts, clouds, human 
beings, and so on. So it is not that we see ‘something’ which we then 
interpret as ‘a dog’ – the dog is immediately perceived and in its totality. 
This idea, which is also a central insight from Gestalt psychology, at the 
very least suggests that any perspective we may have is not applied to some 
‘empty’ sensory content, but is actually on the ‘inside’ of our perception 
and therefore not applied at will. This does not immediately exclude that 
we can talk meaningfully about different perspectives, but these are not to 
be found at the level of perception. 

In 20th-century analytical philosophy the issue has been discussed in rela-
tion to the question whether we can meaningfully distinguish between ‘con-
ceptual schemes’ and the ‘content’ to which such schemes are supposedly 
applied. Donald Davidson, in his landmark paper ‘On the very idea of a 
conceptual scheme’ (Davidson 1973) has argued, convincingly in our view, 
against the idea of ‘scheme–content dualism,’ which he has identifed as the 
‘third dogma’ of empiricism, that is the third untenable assumption of the 
logical positivist view of (scientifc) knowledge. (At this point Davidson refers 
to Quine’s paper on the ‘Two dogmas of empiricism’; see Quine 1951.) 

The point we wish to make here is that what is misleading about the 
very idea of a worldview, is that it suggests that we are spectators of a world 
outside of us, and that we view this world through different ‘lenses’ or ‘per-
spectives’ and, moreover, that we can change our perspective at will. We 
can of course talk differently about what we perceive, and we can also value 
differently what we perceive, and we can even have different attitudes to 
what we perceive, but we are much more ‘thrown into’ the perceptual 
world than that we stand on the outside with a set of different schemes, 
lenses, or spectacles at our disposal. There is, to put it differently, little to 
‘view,’ therefore, and also little to choose. 

The problem with ‘worldviews’ (2): theology 

The second problem we see with the idea of worldviews is of a theological 
nature and has to do with the question whether it makes sense to think of 
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religions as worldviews and also to think of religions as worldviews amongst 
other – that is non-religious and perhaps even anti-religious – worldviews. 
One concern, which follows from the epistemological point we’ve made 
above, is whether it makes sense to think of the world as, in itself, secular 
or agnostic, and of religion as a particular kind of view on and/or attitude 
towards this world. That might be a way to position religion somewhere 
in a ‘safe corner,’ so to speak, where it can add something to an otherwise 
‘neutral’ reality but doesn’t ‘touch’ or ‘affect’ this reality itself. But such a 
view amounts to trying to give religion a place in a secular – which often 
means: modern or scientifc or Western or entzauberte (Weber) – world, 
thereby accepting the hegemony of the latter and, in that sense, not tak-
ing religion seriously in its own terms and on its own terms. The ‘debate’ 
between ‘science’ and ‘religion’ is, of course, not yet concluded, which is 
one important reason why the idea of religions as worldviews may be prob-
lematic, at least from the position of religion. 

A further issue here, has to do with the question how one might con-
ceive religion or, in more practical or existential terms, how one might 
conceive what it might mean to try to be religious or try to live a religious 
life. One distinctive characteristic of the religious life, so we wish to sug-
gest, is that of trying to live one’s life with an acknowledgement of the pos-
sibility of transcendence. This can be, for example, an acknowledgement 
of the possibility of revelation or, in less biblical terms, of the possibility of 
givenness. To try to live one’s life religiously, to put it differently, is out of 
an acknowledgement that much in life, including life itself, is given rather 
than produced, constructed, or taken. This rather ‘minimal’ – one could 
also say rather ‘formal’ – way of conceiving of the religious life, suggests 
that it is anything but a view one has on the world, as this would put the self 
‘before’ the world, both in space and in time, but precisely highlights the 
opposite, that is, where what is ‘beyond’ the self comes frst, so to speak, 
and where this ‘beyond’ cannot be ‘reined in’ or controlled by the self, and 
thus can go ‘all the way up,’ so to speak. 

Linked with this, and noted by Ramon Panikkar in his Gifford Lectures 
of 1989 (published in 2010 as The Rhythm of Being), is how western sensibil-
ities have tended since the late 19th century and through the 20th century 
to move away from conversations about the ultimate and of mystery, and 
instead sought clear distinctions between religion and what is named non-
religion. There has been emphasis on human beings as being solely ratio-
nal and self-understanding as something that can only come from within. 
Panikkar’s work brings another layer of interest theologically, since it is 
informed not only by his scholarship as Catholic theologian and scientist, 
but also as scholar of ‘The Dharmic traditions.’ For example, he suggests, 
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‘the notion of dhivani of classical indic aesthetics’ (Panikkar 2010: 278), as 
well as notions of Kosmos enable recognition of emphasis of human exis-
tence in relational terms as being present across both Dharmic and Abraha-
mic traditions. This is in contrast to the positioning of humanity as observer 
emerging from scientifc inquiry. Again, in referring to these things, we are 
not suggesting that talking about worldviews makes no sense, but we are 
highlighting that religion may actually be the very opposite of what can be 
found in the idea of a worldview and that, in that regard, subsuming reli-
gion under the category of ‘worldviews’ may miss the very ‘point’ of what 
religion and the religious life may be about. 

The problem with ‘worldviews’ (3): education 

The third set of problems we wish to highlight is educational and has to 
do with the two suggestions in the CoRE report, one being that religion 
and worldviews education should focus on understanding what world-
views are and how worldviews ‘work’ so to speak. As mentioned above: 
‘[Pupils must be taught] how worldviews may offer responses to funda-
mental questions of meaning and purpose raised by human experience, 
and the different roles that worldviews play in providing people with 
ways of making sense of their lives’ (CoRE 2018: 12). The other is the 
suggestion that ‘it is one of the core tasks of education to enable each 
pupil to understand, refect on and develop their own personal world-
view’ (CoRE 2018: 5). 

The frst suggestion makes sense to the extent to which the very idea of 
worldview makes sense, so we might say, but as soon as we acknowledge 
some of the problems with the very idea of ‘the world’ as something ‘to 
view,’ there is already the question how meaningful this idea is for educa-
tion. While one could argue that the study of worldviews, but perhaps bet-
ter the study of the very idea of worldview and all the problems related to 
it, might be an interesting topic for the curriculum, it not obvious that such 
a topic should be part of the curriculum for religious education – it would 
be much better at home in a philosophy curriculum or, perhaps, a social 
studies curriculum. But here it is already important to add that to think of 
the world as something that can be viewed or can come into view in par-
ticular ways, is only one of the ways in which we can think of the relation-
ship between human beings and the world. Thinking of this relationship in 
terms of views of the world or perspectives on the world, puts the perceiv-
ing and knowing self frst and things of the world, natural and social, as an 
object of interpretation and sense-making. Such a ‘hermeneutical world-
view’ (see Biesta 2016; Hannam and Biesta 2019) is possible, but it is only 
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one of the ways in which we can think of the relationship between human 
beings and the world. There is at the very least a ‘gesture’ that goes in the 
opposite direction, where the guiding question is not ‘How can I under-
stand or make sense of the world?’ but where the frst question is ‘What is 
the world asking of me?’ (see Biesta 2017). Such a world-centred approach 
(Biesta 2021) highlights that ‘the world’ is precisely not something for me 
to ‘view,’ but rather something that appeals to me, poses questions to me, 
and even puts me in question. This provides an altogether different starting 
point for education than what is entailed in the idea of worldviews (includ-
ing the study of worldviews). 

The leading idea of the CoRE report, so we wish to suggest, is that the 
study of worldviews is not an end in itself, but that religion and worldviews 
education should ultimately ‘enable each pupil to understand, refect on 
and develop their own personal worldview’ (CoRE 2018: 5). Does this 
suggestion make educational sense? While it may sound attractive, liberal 
and pupil-friendly, the problem with suggestions such as these – which 
are far from uncommon in contemporary educational thinking – is that 
they lack a sense of limits and limitations. The suggestion is that it is up to 
each individual to develop his or her own personal worldview, but if this 
is all that is suggested, the question which worldviews are ‘ok’ and which 
worldviews are ‘not ok,’ to put it in simple terms, remains remarkably 
absent. While one could argue that education needs provide space, time 
and opportunities for children and young people to meet themselves, to 
meet the world, and to meet their own life in relation to the world, this 
is not just a question of developing one’s own personal worldview, one’s 
own personal set of beliefs and preferences. Rather, the task of education 
is allow for children and young people to give their emerging views and 
values a ‘reality check,’ so to speak, in order to begin to fgure out which 
views, beliefs and preferences are going to help in leaving a worthwhile 
life, with others, on a planet that has limited capacity for sustaining all life 
projects, and which views, beliefs and preference are going to hinder. The 
answers are not absolutely clear – this is, in a sense, a lifelong challenge. But 
this challenge needs to be on the educational agenda in order to prevent an 
‘anything goes’ situation where any worldview is simply ‘ok’ because it is 
the individual’s worldview. 

And here again, we wish to highlight, that the ‘reality check’ needed 
is precisely one where children and young people can come into ‘dia-
logue’ with the world, natural and social, in order to discover not just what 
they may want from ‘the world,’ but even more so what the world may 
want from them. This has very little to do with sense making, and even 
less so with construction, but is perhaps much closer to an experience of 
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transcendence or revelation – an experience that something is coming to 
children and young people, to put it briefy (see Biesta 2011). 

Introducing a different outlook 

In this section, we offer an alternative proposal. This is one seeking to offer 
a different way of responding to concerns raised about religious education 
in recent years, recognising there is a strong case for change. In what has 
preceded this section we have shown a ‘turn’ to worldviews to resolve 
matters raises other philosophical, theological and education problems. We 
therefore question whether ‘re-staking out’ the feld of study by introduc-
ing the concept of worldviews will be suffcient remedy for religious edu-
cation’s troubles. In the proposal outlined here we therefore take a different 
starting point. We begin instead by setting out what it is that we intend 
religious education to achieve, drawing on theory which addresses what 
education is and what is desirable for it to do at this point in history. From 
here our proposal moves to take another look at religion, and what it is to 
live a religious life, conceptualising this beyond belief and practice. The 
next step is to set out how such purpose can be brought into reality. Here 
we take up a discussion of what teachers, through their teaching, would 
do to make it possible for religious education to happen. Nothing here rules 
out bringing what might be termed ‘non-religious ways’ of existing in the 
world to the religious education classroom. This proposal does not neces-
sarily limit what is encountered and studied, but what is different is that 
religion and existing religiously in the world is presented in and on its own 
terms. Religion here is taken seriously and not in relation to another cate-
gory outside of itself; that is to say as just another worldview. This proposal 
also seeks to take education seriously and not therefore limit what religious 
education should do only to the study of worldviews and in particular to 
the development of a child’s personal worldview. 

Religious education as part of education in the public sphere 

Our proposal begins with a statement of intent for religious education 
exemplifed here as being about making it possible for children to encoun-
ter ‘what a religious way of existing in the world might offer in leading 
one’s life, individually and collectively’ in order to ‘play an educative part 
in the lives of children and young people as they come to speak and think 
and act in the world’ (see for example Living Difference III 2016, Living 
Difference IV 2021 purpose statements, Hampshire County Council 2016, 
2021). This means we open with a discussion about education, what this is 
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and what it should do, allowing for the possibility that an encounter with 
and study of religion might offer something of value into the educational 
context. Regarding education, in brief, we would hold to the view that 
education has at least three ‘domains of educational purpose’: qualifcation, 
socialisation, and subjectifcation (see for example Biesta 2020 and 2014). 
Qualifcation is concerned with the presentation and acquisition of knowl-
edge and skills, so children and young people are able to act in the world in 
knowledgeable and skilful ways. Socialisation is the concern to introduce 
children and young people to different traditions and practices giving them 
a sense of orientation in the world and invites them to fnd their own place 
also. The educational domain of subjectifcation encourages children and 
young people to become the subjects of their own life and to engage with 
their own freedom in meaningful and responsible ways. All domains are 
equally important and give a way of checking also what religious education 
should and can achieve. 

Another point to make at this stage however, is that the religious edu-
cation we are discussing is that which takes place in the public sphere and 
therefore has particular responsibilities in relation to public life, and not 
only to the individual experiencing education. This means consideration 
must be given to both freedom and plurality. What is important in our 
proposal here is that freedom is seen as a matter of being in relationship 
with the wider social and natural world. This is relationship with all that 
is, comprising the world and even the cosmos beyond, rather than solely 
as an individual’s right to do what they want to do. The teacher’s respon-
sibility therefore is to seek a subtle and sensitive balance between concern 
for each individual’s uniqueness, and for the web of plurality within which 
we live our lives. At the heart of all this lies both attentiveness and discern-
ment. Although all this is of broad educational signifcance, in the present 
discussion and for the proposal we make here it is of particular importance 
to bring it into the light. This is because attention to broader educational 
questions will help the teacher make better choices in the way they make 
curriculum as well as gain clarity over what it is they should do, practically, 
in the classroom to achieve the intended purpose. 

A brief word here about attentiveness and discernment before they are 
woven into the discussion further below. In practical terms we would say 
both are required for education to occur. That is to say where freedom 
and plurality count for something, for without attentiveness there may 
be no realisation that there is anything new or different from what I am 
already familiar with to bring my interest to. Discernment is also essential 
since it is in this way a I am able to work out what matters for me and 
for the world. Both attentiveness and discernment could be seen as being 
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signifcant markers distinguishing education from other kinds of things such 
as instruction, indoctrination or coercion (see Hannam 2018). Importantly, 
and in terms of the discussion here, it will be seen that discernment is 
something quite different, qualitatively, from ‘developing my own personal 
worldview’ (CoRE 2018: 5). 

What is it to live a religious life? 

Having begun to explore educational questions here, we turn back to reli-
gion. It seems common-sense to highlight that what it is to live a religious 
life is not one thing. However, in our view this is far too infrequently 
emphasised in practice in the religious education classroom. What is rather 
more common is for religion to be aligned directly with belief (see for 
example, the Equalities Act 2010 and Article 18 of the European Con-
vention on Human Rights). We want to point out that while this may 
be the case for some who identify with a religious life, is not the case for 
all. Instead, in this proposal we broaden the way that leading one’s life 
with a religious orientation is conceptualised, by proposing that what this 
might mean can be answered in several, qualitatively different ways. These 
would include the idea that to live a religious life can mean to subscribe to 
certain beliefs, where they are understood in propositional terms, as well 
as adherence to certain practices. However, beliefs and practices are not 
all there is, since for many, what it is to live a religious life is closer to a 
way of ‘being in and with the world: with a particular kind of awareness 
of and faith in the world and other human beings’ (see for example Liv-
ing Difference III, Living Difference IV purpose statements (Hampshire 
County Council 2016, 2021), and for a longer discussion see Hannam 
2018). Conceptualising religion and what it might mean to live a religious 
life in this way makes the discussion wider, infuencing not only what it 
is that can be brought to the classroom for the children and young people 
to encounter and study. More than this, broadening the way religion is 
conceptualised will require teachers to consider carefully how religious 
education is taught, that is in such a way for religion to be taken seriously 
in its own terms. 

Beginning this proposal by making a response to educational concerns 
about for example plurality, means that there are immediately implications 
that require the classroom to be understood to be a place where great value 
is placed on children and young people’s uniqueness. This is as well as 
ensuring there is emphasis placed on the concern for the common world, 
the world we all live in and are dependent upon, which is a world of plural-
ity. The signifcance of beginning a proposal by discussing what education 
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should achieve turns things around. The focus is no longer on the re-
arranging of the material to brought to the classroom but to where the 
uniqueness of each child and value of all that is in the wider social and natu-
ral world we all share, becomes of central concern. In this way religious 
education cannot be seen as merely cultivating a ‘view’ on the world. To 
do so would be to imply a separateness as if there were many worlds, and 
our common world risks being lost. 

Teaching religious education 

So, what is it that teachers can do? We would describe this in three ‘steps’ 
(from Weil 1965) which in a school context, with children or young peo-
ple of any age, would be spread over a period of allocated teaching time 
or sequence of lessons. These three steps would be repeated as a carefully 
made spiral curriculum unfolds. In this way curriculum making and practi-
cal classroom teaching are inextricably bound together. 

The frst step we would suggest is for the teacher to bring the child 
to attend (see Hannam 2018 for a more extended discussion). What this 
means is that the teacher through various sensitive activities cultivates the 
classroom in such a way as to make it possible for the child to bring their 
attention to the matters that are at hand. This is not something that can be 
‘paid’ (Weil 1965: 68) or forced; it is the opposite of coercion and in no 
way resembles instruction. It is something the child has to do for them-
selves, and perhaps continues to be familiar to the teacher in the nursery 
school but a less familiar part of teaching for teachers of older children in 
contemporary school contexts. 

The teacher’s role here is to make the conditions possible where atten-
tion, the child’s attentiveness can happen. Practically, the teacher may 
begin the frst ‘moments’ of a sequence of lessons where the child or young 
person can become attentive to certain aspects of their own experience or 
where an experience is evoked in some way in the classroom. Perhaps in 
year 1 this may be the experience of ‘special’ where the quality of ‘special-
ness’ is created in some way in the classroom. Weil has noted that this qual-
ity of attention or attentiveness, is essential if the next educational moment 
is to be possible. Weil describes this as intellectual humility, but it can also 
be appreciated as a kind of intellectual open-mindedness which it is not dif-
fcult to see is fundamental to, or even a prerequisite for, the seriousness of 
study. Here in practical terms with children in the infant school, the teacher 
might introduce further the idea of there being some places that are special, 
leading into the study of special places for those of different religious or 
other traditions. 
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What is important here is that where the child’s attention has not been 
brought to their own experience of special or specialness, or where the 
experience has not been identifed and not named perhaps; there is no way 
the child could recognise what it would mean for someone, for example 
in the Jewish tradition with regard to Torah, as special or holy. The child 
will be able to bring their attention to their experience and so perhaps also 
begin to recognise in the fullest sense, what it means to be in and with the 
world, where there are others also experiencing. This will include bringing 
their attention to how the world may appeal to us as human beings in dif-
ferent ways, to how the world might ‘speak’ to and call us and even insist 
at times on certain ways of being. How attending to these things may also 
lead to a kind of regard to the immensity of all that is, and that at times this 
may or will also bring limits to us in what we can or can’t do in the way we 
live. All this does not yet require formal study. This comes next. 

From this point, comes what we would term the intellectual moment 
in a sequence of lessons. The child or young person is more open to 
receive substantial materials the teacher chooses and selects to introduce 
into the classroom. Weil terms this ‘intellectual humility’ or a kind of 
intellectual open-mindedness, recognising that to study new material 
requires attention and focus. There are two signifcant things to note at 
this point. The frst is that this proposal would place teachers’ professional 
judgements and action at the very heart of education. And the second 
is to note the importance of recognising what it is to live a religious 
life is not one thing. This proposal is therefore an approach to teach-
ing religious education that takes religion seriously and doesn’t reduce it 
to a ‘view’ on ‘the world.’ If the teacher has responsibilities in relation 
to the three domains of educational purpose and in relation to unique-
ness, freedom and plurality, it is clear this cannot be operationalised or 
understood solely in terms of delivery of parcels of knowledge. That is 
as knowledge simply to be remembered and repeated on another occa-
sion. Clearly teachers have professional responsibilities for selecting the 
activities and the materials for the children and young people to engage 
with and study; helpful further reading in relation this this would include 
Biesta 2017 and Lewin 2021. However, frst the teacher has to fnd ways 
to make it possible for the child or young person to bring their attention 
and interest and curiosity to the matters at hand. 

The fnal step in the process of teaching we would call the discernment 
step. This is where the teacher brings the child or young person, over time, 
to come to discernment about how what they have encountered may mat-
ter for their own lives as well as for all that is, including all other beings 
existing in this time and even in the future. The important thing here is 
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that this discernment is not the same as developing one’s one personal 
worldview, one’s own set of beliefs or practices or other preferences. This 
is precisely the moment in a sequence of lessons practically where chil-
dren and young people have the opportunity to give their emerging views, 
values and preferences a ‘reality check’ as discussed earlier in this chapter. 
This is the space where children and young people have the opportunity 
to discern value and to work out which of their views and preferences are 
likely to help secure the common world upon which we are all dependent 
and which might hinder or even destroy the future. This is not a matter of 
the child choosing what they want, and it is little concerned with ‘mak-
ing meaning’ at least not in individualistic terms. What is at stake here is 
not only the unique child or young person and their personal view on the 
world, but the possibility of a common world for us all, at all. 

Conclusion 

A key point we want to make before setting out in this concluding sec-
tion of our chapter, is that beginning by ‘re-staking out’ or reorganising 
the material to be brought to the classroom by introducing the notion of 
‘worldviews’ is likely to be an insuffcient response to the problems fac-
ing religious education. Additional philosophical, theological and educa-
tional problems emerge and some have been explored in the frst half of 
this chapter. We have proposed an alternative, which begins with stating 
what it is that can be achieved educationally in bringing children and 
young people get a glimpse of what it might be to live with a religious 
orientation on life; knowing that this is not one thing. Here religion is 
not reduced to another view among many on the world. Rather, it is 
seen in terms at times, of being a matter of holding belief, or as adher-
ing to traditions, or as a way of existing in the world and in all that is in 
the cosmos. This proposal, rather than making the ‘turn’ to worldviews, 
returns to religion. It seeks to ensure that religion can be taken seriously 
in religious education, on its own terms. 

As a consequence of this, religious education lends itself to being 
taught in what we have from Weil (1965) identifed in terms of three 
‘steps,’ or ‘moments’; taking place over a sequence of lessons or time allo-
cated for teaching particular materials. We discuss this frst in terms of a 
proper experiential ‘moment’ where the child or young person can come 
to attend to their own experience, in the fullest sense, of what it means 
to be in and with the world. Attentiveness to what is new will be a pre-
requisite for the second ‘moment,’ that is for full intellectual engagement 
with texts, with history, anthropological ethnographies, or theology, 
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or whatever else the teacher brings. However, this kind of intellectual 
engagement can never be one that is content with mere reproduction or 
memorisation. Therefore, the teacher’s role cannot be reduced to mere 
‘delivery,’ and the curriculum to something to be ‘delivered.’ Rather 
the teacher’s role here is to make possible for the child or young person 
to engage fully with intellectual humility (see Weil 1965 and Hannam 
2018), including an engagement with all the scholarship around religion 
and the religious relevant to a particular course of study. This cannot be 
an end in itself, however, which is why we articulate from Weil a fnal 
‘step’ or ‘moment’ of discernment. 

All that has gone before, the experiential and intellectual ‘moments,’ is 
there in order to encourage children and young people to come to discern-
ment. The opportunity to work out what may be of value for my own life 
and for the life of the world. We have sought to articulate why this is pre-
cisely not the same as ‘developing your personal worldview.’ Instead this 
is about having the opportunity to encounter and study before discerning 
what any of this may have to offer. 

A brief word about curriculum making. Suffce to say that this proposal 
would see making curriculum as a multidimensional activity where the 
teacher, whose judgement would be trusted here to make the curriculum 
relevant in the context of the children and young people in her care, takes 
a number of factors into account. The frst will be what it is that is sought 
to be achieved – educational considerations. Therefore, and in order to 
fulfl the multi-dimensional nature of educational purpose, it is likely that 
the curriculum is best thought of as a ‘spiral’ rather than entirely linear. 
Progress through time, over several years will also be thought of in terms 
of a spiral and so a curriculum needs to be planned in such a way that 
experiences and some content can be revisited at each and every age in 
different ways and in different contexts. There will be elements of this 
that we hope children progress with, that will not be measurable. This is 
either not at all or for sure not in the same way. However, this does not 
mean such elements are not equally important. The three ‘moments’ in 
the way of teaching discussed here will support the revisiting of materials 
over time so that all, and especially discernment, can be broadened and 
deepened over time. 

This is therefore a proposal that takes religion seriously, not reducing it 
to a view on the world, and a proposal that takes education seriously, not 
reducing it only to the study of worldviews and development of a child’s 
personal worldview. 

Finally, why indeed might all this matter? Why might it matter that 
religious education is not reduced to a kind of ‘perspectivism’? It matters 
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not only because this limits what it is possible for religion to bring to the 
classroom, as well as because it would limit the ambition for what edu-
cation can achieve. Most importantly it matters at this point in history 
because the idea of humanity being at the centre of their own separate 
universe is already an old and problematic way of seeing our human-
beingness in the world. As already noted earlier in this chapter, it brings 
a tacit acceptance of a secular position which sees religion as a kind of 
optional ‘extra’ possibility. It limits what religion is in itself. As Panikkar 
notes (2010: xxviii) the infuence of such a technocratic way of seeing has 
had a great impact on everything, including education, all over the world. 
One such impact he sees has been to demand that little time is spent on 
what he calls ‘truly philosophical studies’ (our emphasis), perhaps inter-
preted as we propose here. 

Our proposal is one that seeks to bring these things together, to link 
again the study of religion as and for itself into educational contexts. Our 
audacious proposal is that perhaps this will be critical for the re-emergence 
of a common world. One where the child and young person’s attention is 
brought to their experience of our common world, before studying with 
intellectual humility and then to discern what is of value in order to live 
together, in such a way by which we may care enough to ensure the world, 
and all that we are dependent upon, is not destroyed. 

Notes 

1 In England, since the 1944 Education Act, school buildings have been owned 
by, and the education has taken place in, publicly funded institutions under the 
oversight of local authorities. However increasingly in the last 15 years legisla-
tion has enabled schools to function in all respects independently from the local 
authority and be known as ‘academies.’ Further, various ‘Multi Academy Trusts’ 
(MATs) have emerged, functioning as chains of schools with particular ethos 
and sometimes shared curriculum. These schools do not have to follow either 
the National Curriculum or the Locally Agreed Syllabus for religious education, 
and have therefore led to further complexity of what passes for religious educa-
tion in England. 

2 Religious education is statutory in all publicly funded schools in England, for 
children up until the age of 18. Young people sit external examinations in many 
subjects at 16, in an examination known as the General Certifcate of Secondary 
Education (GCSE). Enabling young people to study GCSE in Religious Studies 
was a way many schools sought to meet their statutory obligation to teach reli-
gious education to older secondary age students. However, this has been com-
promised by RS GCSE not being included in a performance measure for schools 
introduced by national government in 2010, known as the English Baccalaure-
ate (EBacc). This caused many schools to limit access to GCSE RS, resulting 
in a decline in examination entries. This has further compromised provision for 
religious education for young people in the later secondary years. 
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6 
THE PHILOSOPHY OF ‘WORLDVIEWS’ 

Roger Trigg 

The basic purpose of ‘worldview’ education is to inject more life into reli-
gious education as a subject in schools when it has lost its way. Yet with 
an unfocused subject matter, there is no possibility of deciding what good 
teaching in the area might be. The idea of worldview education becomes 
vacuous if worldviews are merely the feeting fancies of rootless individuals 
without even a common heritage. Such autonomy is unconstrained by the 
character of the world in which we are set, by human nature, or any par-
ticular heritage. Cut off even from traditional religion, the idea of ‘world-
views’ leads us to the abyss of nihilism. 

The challenge of science 

The Commission on Religious Education (CoRE) of 2018 made ‘world-
views’ the focus of religious education alongside religion. It informed us 
that the term is a translation of the German Weltenshauung. The very arti-
fciality of the term to English ears should warn us that it could carry with 
it philosophical assumptions, not always made clear. It could itself be a 
product of what the Germans term zeitgeist, the spirit of the age. Fashion-
able theory, particularly in education, can act as a front for the deeper 
philosophical and social trends which affect educationalists as much as any-
one else. It takes time for the philosophy of an earlier generation to have 
an impact on contemporary thinking. What was once radical can appear 
‘common sense’. Education then simply expresses the views of the age, 
without making the subject available to rational critique, or providing any 
form of distinctive leadership for the next generation. 
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As someone involved in professional philosophy since the 1960s, with a 
particular concern for the philosophy of religion, I have been an interested 
spectator of the development of the philosophy of education, and the way 
in which different philosophical theories infuence the way in which reli-
gion is regarded and taught in schools. As a boy, I was taught ‘Scripture’, 
but the teaching of Christianity, and religion more generally, has gone 
through several phases since then, often marked by change of title. From 
‘Religious Instruction’, to ‘Religious Knowledge’, to ‘Religious Studies’, 
the subject has been infuenced by changing assumptions. At sixth form 
level it has often become just the philosophy of religion and ethics. It is 
now being challenged to make another change. From a secure Christian 
base, or even the more general teaching of world religions, we are faced 
with a clear discomfort that the focus should be on religion at all. Whilst 
nods are made in the direction of religious belief, religion is for the most 
part being gathered under the seemingly anodyne concept of ‘worldviews’. 
This refects a trend in law away from the explicit protection of religion 
as such. It is still explicitly championed in the United States, being specif-
cally mentioned in the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Yet in 
various Declarations of Human Rights, the phrase freedom of religion or 
belief ’ is now normally used. Article 9 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights (a document of the Council of Europe) refers to ‘religion 
or belief ’ rather than to just religion. Courts welcome this, as they do not 
have to spend time arguing about what counts as a religion, itself a con-
tested concept. 

Widening the scope of protection has in practice made it more diffcult 
to decide which beliefs deserve protection and which do not. The more the 
phrase ‘religion or belief ’ covers, the less purchase it can have on the need 
for respect and toleration. If everybody’s beliefs have to be protected, none 
can be unless societies to break down into anarchy. An immediate reaction 
to the idea of worldviews must be similar. If anything can count as one, just 
because someone thinks something important, perhaps nothing should. We 
cannot respect worldviews as a particular category if it includes everything 
including a belief in the importance of Manchester United FC. We must 
therefore look at the philosophical presuppositions that lead some to think 
that it can be a useful category. 

When I frst studied academic philosophy, I was surrounded by the 
infuence and effects of logical positivism. It was a science-based philoso-
phy, explicitly preaching a ‘scientifc world conception’, and the product 
of the Vienna Circle, which met just before the Second World War in 
Vienna. Its members and adherents were scattered by the war and were 
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to infuence Anglo-American philosophy profoundly. The leading British 
exponent was A. J. Ayer, a Fellow of my own Oxford college, New Col-
lege. He had attended meetings of the Circle and later taught me when he 
was Professor of Logic. His famous book Language, Truth and Logic (1946) 
had an immense infuence after the war. It held that not only truth, but 
meaning, was to be determined by what is accessible to science. What 
cannot be verifed scientifcally, including religious and moral statements, 
could not be true. They were meaningless strings of words. This set in train 
a science-based philosophy, which eventually took leave of verifcation-
ism, but settled for a more general materialism, physicalism, or ‘naturalism’. 
All agreed that what lay beyond the ambit of science could be dismissed 
as groundless metaphysics. Much can be said against all this (Trigg 2015), 
but the fact remains that the orientation to science in much philosophy has 
lived on, and poses problems for the status of philosophical subjects which 
have a focus outside science. The philosophy of religion is now a vigorous 
subject in its own right in universities, but it was shellshocked by the dep-
redations of logical positivism throughout most of the twentieth century. 
Even now, the shadow of the challenge of science ensures that in schools 
today many pupils still just take it for granted that science and religion have 
to be opposed to each other. 

If science determines what is true, what are we to say about religion? 
Science, it seems, can be safely taught as knowledge in schools, but educa-
tionalists have often felt that they could no longer in good conscience teach 
religious ‘knowledge’. Religious belief may be a major factor in societ-
ies, with wide political and social effects, but its content has been seen by 
successive generations as problematic. Even if many people had religious 
beliefs, their content could not appear to be taught as if it had equal status 
with physics. Indeed, if the content of religious belief was as meaningless as 
the verifcation principle of meaning would have us believe, there would 
seem to be nothing to teach, or indeed to understand. 

The philosophy of religion in the 1950s was beleaguered. The philoso-
pher Antony Flew, in a famous symposium published in 1955, told the 
parable of a garden, where there was allegedly an invisible gardener who 
could not be detected: Flew asked (in Mitchell 1971: 13): ‘Just how does 
what you call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from 
an imaginary gardener, or even no gardener at all?’ Flew (who towards the 
end of his life turned back to theism) then pursued an atheist agenda by 
drawing an analogy between the elusive gardener and a God who created 
the world. He asked what could count for the believer against the possibil-
ity of God’s existence. If nothing could, that might suggest the belief gains 
no purchase on the real world. The infuence of the verifcation theory is 
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clear, since the idea of evidence tended to coalesce about what scientists 
would accept. For the strict verifcationist, the idea of ‘eschatological veri-
fcation’ by a divine experience in the life to come, a view put forward by 
the philosopher of religion John Hick (1989: 178), would be totally ruled 
out as itself unverifable. 

These debates posed serious questions of religious believers as to how 
their belief might be rationally justifable. The temptation is always to rely 
on faith as subjective, a magic, personal, ingredient that has no need of rea-
son (Trigg 2022). Yet that yields ground to the scientifc naturalist. Instead 
of science, with its rigorous method being seen as one superb expression 
of human rationality, its methods become the defning feature of every-
thing rational. The sombre infuence of the Vienna Circle continues, even 
though physics itself now readily talks of unobservable particles, and multi-
ple universes that we can never access. Science may now deal with realities 
that transcend the limits of human knowledge, but many still take a narrow 
view of science to mark the boundaries of human rationality. 

The retreat to worldviews 

Given the onslaught from science in the 1950s, the immediate reaction of 
some philosophers was to take a path that has been well trodden since. The 
contribution to Flew’s symposium, immediately following his challenge 
about the gardener, was by the Oxford philosopher, R. M. Hare, one of 
the leading exponents of moral philosophy in the mid-twentieth century 
(Mitchell 1971: 15). He suggested that when someone allows nothing to 
count against the theory, it asserts nothing. The verifcation theory looms 
large. He points out, nevertheless, that there was still a basic difference in 
outlook between people. Hare coined the word bliks to describe individual 
differences of outlook to the same facts. He follows the eighteenth-century 
empiricist, David Hume, in alleging that our whole commerce with the 
world depends on our prior expectations. Hare suggest that the difference 
between these expectations or bliks cannot be settled by observation of 
what happens in the world, but maintains that theism is not like some 
kind of scientifc explanation. It is, he alleges, by our bliks that we decide 
what is or is not an explanation. Truth is left to science, so that all we are 
left are subjective attitudes. Bliks seem to be the property of individuals 
not groups, and encapsulate each person’s outlook on the world, and are 
clearly a forerunner of the idea of a personal worldview. One tension is 
already inherent in Hare’s account. He seems to want to talk of not just 
Christianity but ‘religion’, and his examples are resolutely individual. This 
individualist idea of a blik, like that of a worldview, seems ill-equipped to 
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deal with beliefs that are collectively held and taught with standards of what 
is and is not true. 

Another tension appears in his willingness to rule out some bliks as insane. 
He gives the example of someone with the irrational belief that harmless 
people around him want to murder him. Yet if a blik sets the standards for 
what is to count as an explanation, and there can be no facts to disprove 
this, who are we to say that someone else’s blik is mad or insane? We may 
not share it, but once any universal standard of truth has been jettisoned, 
nothing can count against an individual’s outlook, because it is just different 
from other people’s. In the end, Hare’s bliks provide the ultimate standard 
for each person. The only reason for dismissing one as insane is because it 
goes against majority opinion, and it remains unclear why that should be 
infuential. 

Once truth is reserved for science, all else is a matter of subjective reac-
tion. That was the message of verifcationism, not just for religion but for 
morality. At the extreme, the emotive theory of ethics held that the moral 
judgements were mere expressions of emotion, just like saying ‘Boo!’ to 
burglary. Hare himself was famous for producing an elaborate theory of 
reason and morality (Hare 1952). Neo-Kantian in form, it nevertheless 
showed the infuence of the verifcation theory in that it refused to accept 
that morality concerned objective good or evil. It was based on subjective 
reactions, or arbitrary ‘decisions of principle’. Richard Dawkins still exem-
plifes the continuing infuence of logical positivism in his attacks on reli-
gion, when he calmly assumes that the only ‘evidence’ is what science can 
accept as such (2006: 282). Science and scientifc theories are then validated 
in their own terms in what inevitably becomes a circular argument. Since 
Dawkins and A. J. Ayer were for some years colleagues in New College, 
Ayer was an obvious philosophical infuence. 

Empiricism, as exemplifed in logical positivism, results in a stress on the 
subject of the experience, rather than on the nature of what is experienced. 
Experience is human experience, and the result is to make reality anthro-
pocentric, refecting whatever we think we know. Yet since I cannot have 
other people’s experience, even my knowledge of other minds can then 
become problematic to a sceptic. How can I even know that other people 
have similar experiences to mine? The result of this process of thinking is to 
drive people in on themselves, so that at the philosophical extreme, we are 
assumed to live in a solipsistic world, a world of our own great individual 
creation. We become individuals unconstrained by anything outside our-
selves. Once we lose our collective grasp on the world, it becomes merely 
a personal projection, so that even your existence would only be a part of 
my constructed world. The whole story lapses into absurdity, illustrated by 
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the tale of the woman who approached the famous philosopher Bertrand 
Russell, early in the twentieth century, to say that she was very convinced 
by solipsism. The only trouble she had, she confessed, was that she could 
not understand why other people did not agree with her. 

Yet we all do live in the same world, whatever our experience of it, 
and whatever our understanding of other people. It has its own character, 
and is far from malleable to our own individual wishes. Reality is objec-
tive, and while it is the focus of our attempts to obtain knowledge, it often 
outstrips them. The idea of progress in empirical science depends on the 
notion that there is much that we do not know, and indeed much that we 
do not realise we do not know. What reality is like and how we, whoever 
we may be, understand it, are logically distinct (Trigg 1989). That is the 
position of the philosophical realist, but it is also that of common sense. 
We cannot restrict reality to what science at the present is capable of unrav-
elling. That makes reality dependent on the present capabilities of scientists, 
rather than providing space for developments in our understanding. 

In a similar way the emphasis on worldviews, at whatever level, whether 
that of a child or Nobel prize-winner, redirects focus from what is possibly 
the case to the particular circumstances of individuals. We look not at the 
world we live in but the view we have of it, and then the question arises 
as to who ‘we’ are. One possibility is that we are autonomous, isolated 
individuals, and much that is written about worldviews seems to start from 
that assumption. It is an approach in tune with a ‘liberal’ political phi-
losophy that repudiates the relevance of ideas of heritage and community. 
Each person, it seems, is different and must come to separate conclusions. 
The Commission (CoRE) writes in its report (2018: 5) that ‘it is one of 
the core tasks of education to enable each pupil to understand and refect 
on and develop their own personal worldview’. There lies the path to a 
cynicism that suggests that we each construct our own world. As a general 
observation about people in general this is already incoherent, accepting, 
as it seems to, that different people can have independent existences. Per-
haps that is to be seen as just the worldview of other individuals. At root, 
however, is an idea of an autonomy so radical and individual that we can-
not be assumed to have common ground. Educationalists themselves have 
nowhere to stand and nothing to teach, because they retreat from any idea 
of a real world independent of us all. 

Paradigms and relativism 

Logical positivism provoked reactions against it even from within the 
philosophy of science. A notable fgure was that of T. S. Kuhn. In his 
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Structure of Scientifc Revolutions (1962) he stressed the priority of the theory, 
and introduces the idea of ‘paradigms’. As I said in my Reason and Com-
mitment (1973), when I attacked his views at a time when they had not 
reached much beyond the philosophy of science, his position challenges 
the idea that scientifc theories could aspire to any form of objectivity. 
Paradigms govern how the world is seen, and the transition from say, clas-
sical and quantum physics illustrates that the ‘scientifc revolution is a dis-
placement of the conceptual network, through which scientists view the 
world’ (Kuhn 1962: 101). The priority of theory over the raw data of the 
empiricists meant that different theories, or paradigms, could not all appeal 
to the same independent evidence. What counted as relevant information 
in one theory might be ignored by another. They each inhabited a differ-
ent world, since each paradigm or theory makes fundamentally different 
claims about the kind of world it inhabits. For Kuhn, ‘successive paradigms 
tell us different things about the population of the universe and about that 
population’s behaviour’ (Kuhn 1962: 102). They literally construct not just 
different pictures of the world but different worlds. As with empiricism, the 
stress remains on the nature of the construction, which this time is social 
and shared rather than individual. There is no place for some independent 
reality to which all potentially have access. Instead the stress is on major sci-
entifc changes or ‘revolutions’, which Kuhn explicitly names in a chapter 
heading as ‘changes in world view’ so that ‘after a revolution scientists are 
responding to a different world’ (1962: 110). 

The relativist tendencies of Kuhn’s work were evident in the 1970s, 
when I criticised them, and they are evident now. Whether one talks about 
paradigms or scientifc theories, the focus is on the scientists holding a para-
digm, and not what it purports to be about. One sees the world through 
the lens of a particular worldview, or has no view at all. The idea of one 
world can have no content independent of a particular theory. That means, 
as Kuhn argues, (Lakatos and Musgrave 1970: 266). that different theo-
ries are incommensurable, and cannot be rationally compared, or mutually 
translated. As I suggested in 1973, this leads to a pernicious conceptual 
relativism. Just as meaning and truth were elided in the verifcation theory, 
relativism about truth can also become a relativism of meaning. The hold-
ers of different paradigms, theories, forms of life or whatever, have no 
means of understanding those who inhabit alien ones. There is, by defni-
tion, no common ground, no single reality. Human rationality has to be 
parcelled in different self-contained apartments, with no means of mutual 
communication. My view of others’ views of the world can never be more 
than my view. Where subjectivism tends to stress the individual as the 
source of understanding and meaning, a typical relativist will appeal to the 
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shared standards or values of a particular group or society. Both however 
will reach a point when the ‘other’ that they imagine they see can only be 
a projection of their own assumptions. 

Kuhn’s critique of positivist notions of raw data was salutary. The 
‘bucket theory of the mind’, according to which we are passive recipi-
ents of information, cannot tell us the whole story. Human minds actively 
search, and just as the searchlight picks up some things with clarity, and 
leaves much in total darkness, a scientifc theory will be selective in what 
it deems relevant and important. Even today many, including politicians, 
have a naïve view of science, thinking it provides ‘facts’ so that policy 
can be ‘data-driven’ by ‘evidence’. Yet what is counted as a relevant fact 
or piece of evidence depends on what one is looking for, and deems sig-
nifcant. Blithely relying on science as if there was always an agreed and 
assured body of appropriate knowledge to hand is naïve. Science, particu-
larly when confronting the unknown, as in the spread of a new virus in a 
pandemic, must proceed cautiously. It is provisional and fallible, unlikely 
at frst to provide any properly grounded certainty. Yet that does not mean 
that there is no truth to be discovered. A healthy acknowledgement of 
human limitations should not encourage a cynical disregard for the pursuit 
of knowledge. The temptation, however, is to use the selectivity of our 
attention to suggest that all truth is out of reach or a fgment of our imagi-
nation. It is to switch our concern to the social context of scientists, or 
even their individual psychology. We wonder why people believe some-
thing instead of examining the content of what they believe. Theories, or 
paradigms, become self-contained, and, as Kuhn says (1962: 108), different 
scientifc schools will disagree even about what the problems are and will 
‘inevitably talk through each other when debating the relative merits of 
their respective paradigms’. 

The emphasis on paradigms in science, and elsewhere, inevitably strikes 
at the root of any idea of scientifc rationality. Science breaks up into war-
ring factions. Kuhn uses the image of scientifc revolutions knowingly. Like 
a political revolution, for him a scientifc revolution has everything to do 
with power, and little to do with rational persuasion. Imre Lakatos was an 
infuential philosopher of science at the London School of Economics in 
the late 1960s and was much bruised by the student unrest there in 1968: 
he saw connections between mob rule and Kuhn’s view of science. He 
pointed out that in science there is then apparently ‘no other way of judg-
ing the theory but by assessing the number, faith and vocal energy of its 
supporters (Lakatos and Musgrave 1970: 93). That meant in turn, he said, 
that ‘truth lies in power’. Those words, written half a century ago, apply 
today when it is often taken for granted by many that the identity and social 
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position of the person is far more relevant than the content of what they 
might say. The idea of a neutral rationality that all humans share is thereby 
repudiated. Power is all, and the oppressed have to fght back. That is dan-
gerous as a political creed in democracies, and it proves fatal for science. 
It encouraged many to take up the so-called ‘sociology of knowledge’, to 
call attention to the social context of scientists. Science became Western 
science and could then sometimes be dismissed as just another example of 
the use of Western imperialist power. 

Whilst a reaction against the empirical certainties of positivism, and the 
glorifcation of science, was due, this was achieved by dismissing science as 
a source of knowledge at all. Yet without any access to common ground, 
in this case an objective reality to be investigated, everything could be 
reduced to squabbling sects within and beyond the physical sciences, each 
unable to understand the other. Similar reasoning in the social sciences, 
particularly in social anthropology, brought diffculties for the idea of 
understanding alien societies. (Trigg 2001: 80). Anthropologists might go 
native and live with remote tribes, following alien customs. Yet their own 
theories about them forbade them to compare such societies with their 
own or others’, let alone suggest that any tribe’s beliefs were mistaken or 
their practices somehow misguided. The splintering of areas of understand-
ing becomes inevitable. 

Saying that the world is as science says is anthropocentric, switching 
attention from reality to the way humans may experience it. Empiricism 
can be accused of denying any idea of the real world in favour of looking 
simply at how it is experienced. That changes the subject from ontology, 
the theory of what there is, to epistemology – how we can know it. Yet 
concentrating on knowledge, while ignoring the fact that there is some-
thing to know, inevitably leads to concentration on who knows and what 
their situation might be. Positivism led to a reaction against the concentra-
tion on science, but the result was a loss of grip on the idea of humans being 
placed in an objective world confronting them. 

Is everything ‘interpretation’? 

The shift from a narrow science-based view of the world to an uneasy 
amalgam of subjectivism and relativism has inevitably infuenced educa-
tion, and religious education in particular. At frst, it had to justify itself 
against frontal attacks on the idea of religion, and withdrew from claims 
about truth to the safer ground of different people believing different 
things. Teaching Christianity became transformed into just an attempt 
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to understand different religions, a task which a relativist would say was 
impossible for the nonparticipant. Because of the intense diffculty of 
mutually uncomprehending groups facing each other, religious education 
became more and more co-opted into a task of social engineering, so as to 
promote the much trumpeted ideals of equality and diversity. Intriguingly 
these various phases of religious education have been portrayed by Trevor 
Cooling as themselves paradigm changes, a deliberate echo of Kuhn’s 
views. In effect, the anti-rational, relativist approach to science has been 
duplicated at the different level of educational theory about the role of 
religious education. 

Different approaches to the subject have been dubbed ‘paradigms’, even 
perhaps themselves worldviews that determine how all else should be seen. 
Cooling (2020: 25) suggests that ‘the paradigm changes in RE that I have 
described were responses to changing social contexts’. This might indicate a 
rational approach to changing social conditions and needs, but Kuhn’s idea 
of paradigms was more radical. Even in science, they expressed a change 
in social attitudes that was actually to determine how things were to be 
assessed, what was to count as evidence, and indeed what was a suitable 
focus of investigation. Common sense, and the assumptions involved in the 
use of language, tell us that we should be investigating something, and that 
there is a world to be discovered, not projected from our own intellectual 
frameworks. It is thus impossible for relativists, let alone subjectivists, to 
state their assumptions coherently in public language. It makes no sense 
to say that there is no such thing as truth, because that itself is a statement 
that claims to be truth. If there is no world, but only individual or col-
lective beliefs about ‘it’, there must at least be a world that contains such 
beliefs. The whole basis of human thought and language assumes some 
shared world. 

Trevor Cooling, and others advocating the worldviews approach, would 
deny they are merely trying to convert others to their own arbitrarily held 
worldview. Cooling seems to think that he himself can espouse what he 
terms ‘critical realism’. That, he maintains, accepts that there is a truth 
‘out there’ to which all human beings are accountable. The bite, though, 
comes in his qualifcation that ‘human knowing is inevitably worldview 
formed, so must always be an interpretation of reality’. Does that mean, 
as Nietzsche thought (Trigg 1999: 140) that everything is interpretation? 
Nietzsche had the grace to add that even that remark was an interpreta-
tion. If we make any reality inaccessible, by defnition it ultimately drops 
out of sight as irrelevant. We can then only negotiate between different 
interpretations, assuming we can compare them in the frst place. Yet if 
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truth is not at stake, why listen to others, when I am content with my own 
opinion and interpretation? Any negotiation would only be a struggle for 
power not truth. 

For the worldview approach to education, the whole point seems to be 
a negotiation between different views. That might seem to coalesce with 
current concerns about social cohesion, and respecting diversity and equal-
ity. Mutual understanding is made to seem important. Yet at this point, we 
may wonder again what can make such understanding possible. The pro-
posals encapsulate assumptions that comparison of different views is prob-
lematic. They cannot be attempts to decipher the same world, but inhabit 
different ones. Cooling suggests (2020: 46) that ‘everyone inhabits a world-
view’, stressing ‘the tacit infuence that is associated with worldviews’. We 
can see the world through a different lens without realising it. What we see 
may literally differ from person to person. Yet the Commission (2018: 26) 
wrote that ‘a worldview is a person’s way of understanding, expressing and 
responding to the world’. That trades on the idea that there is a world to be 
discovered, whilst simultaneously suggesting that it all depends on personal 
interpretation. 

Cooling is drawn to hermeneutics, which arose originally from the dis-
cipline of biblical interpretation. Yet whatever the role of interpretation, 
texts must still bring something to readers and not just refect their preju-
dices. Cooling (2020: 59) defnes hermeneutics as ‘the theory that every-
thing is a matter of interpretation’. That coheres with the wider claims of 
post-modernist philosophy, decrying the notion of a universal rationality. 
In such philosophy there is often talk of different readings, different under-
standings, of the same text without any idea that there is any way of resolv-
ing the differences. There is nothing beyond the encounter of reader with 
a text, and each encounter has to be different. There could then be then no 
question of one interpretation being better than another. 

The fact of interpretation can be, and is, seen from both individual 
and collective perspectives. Cooling alleges that it is important to intro-
duce pupils to ‘interpretation and perspective’. Each is rooted in particular 
worldviews, and Cooling says (2020: 62) that ‘we have to make judgements 
about the validity of each other’s interpretations on the basis of evidence’. 
He considers this to be a clear example of the hermeneutical approach. 
Yet this idea of evidence implicitly harks back to empiricists’ idea of raw 
data accessible to everyone. It suggests that different worldviews do have 
a common base in the information that is provided. Yet at the same time 
Cooling says that pupils learn that there is no worldview-free answer to the 
question ‘Who is Jesus?’. If that is the case, and we are all imprisoned in our 
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own perspectives, interpretations, worldviews or whatever, there can be no 
evidence we can appeal to that is not already question begging. If we try to 
answer the question about Jesus, for instance, by appealing to the Resur-
rection, we will be told that that is already a mere article of faith within a 
Christian worldview. The apparatus of relativistic hermeneutics forbids us 
looking at any so-called historical facts. 

Cooling (2020: 54) takes the German philosopher H-G. Gadamer as 
his inspiration in talking about hermeneutics. Gadamer followed in the 
tradition of philosophers such as Husserl and Heidegger, and provided an 
antidote to an exclusively science-based philosophy. With its emphasis on 
human beings and their consciousness, hermeneutics reacted against this, 
as did the later Wittgenstein. Gadamer, writing in the same era as Kuhn, 
stressed the historical differences between people, and by refusing to allow 
any notion of a common human nature, he removed any common ground 
between us. In a book written 40 years ago (Trigg 1982) I criticised the 
relativist tendencies of Gadamer’s thought. He explicitly criticised forms 
of hermeneutics which took human nature as the ‘unhistorical substratum’ 
of its theory of understanding. We cannot be freed from our historical 
limitations, but have to look at everything from within the standpoint of 
our own ‘historical horizon’. This created the familiar problem that we are 
all trapped within our particular horizons and cannot see beyond them. 
Everything is seen and interpreted within our own terms. Yet although 
we all have our own presuppositions and prejudices, it is a further step say 
that we cannot see historical events and people in their own terms, not 
just ours. 

Diversity, plurality and nihilism 

Repudiating any notion of human nature and suggesting that instead it 
is constructed out of different social and historical circumstances, makes 
humans shut-off from each other in different, and self-contained, com-
partments. Differing presuppositions and understandings will probably 
not coincide. At best, we may only see in them a refection of ourselves. 
Gadamer tries to talk of the ‘fusion of horizons’. According to Cooling 
(2020: 56) such understanding ‘comes through dialogue with worldviews 
that are different from one’s own’. He assumes it entails ‘relational interac-
tion between teacher, student and object of study’. Yet what philosophi-
cal understanding can make this feasible? The shadow of Kuhn’ s thesis of 
incommensurability falls over any such project. The later Wittgenstein’s 
stress on the formative role of different ‘forms of life’ in the production 



 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

130 Roger Trigg 

of concepts makes cross-cultural understanding similarly problematic. The 
problem of understanding alien societies became acute, particularly for 
social anthropology (Trigg 2001: 64 ff ). The more differences are stressed, 
the more possibilities of mutual understanding and dialogue are removed. 
There has, at least in principle, to be some common ground. 

Postmodern philosophy, with its emphasis on multiple traditions, 
challenged the idea of the one world that we all confront, and also the 
assumption that humans share any common nature. Gadamer scoffed at 
‘connaturality’. When diversity rules and we are all the creatures of our 
particular histories, what hope can there be that we can begin to understand 
people who live in very different circumstances, and are the product of dif-
ferent histories? How can we compare our languages with those of people 
who are said to be living in a different world? The postmodern negation 
of universal rationality is radical, and its obsession with diversity infuences 
much contemporary thinking. It is very different from the basic moral view 
that we are all human, and that our common human nature makes us more 
similar than different. That also underpins our assumption that human lan-
guages are inter-translatable. 

It is even uncertain how different traditions or perspectives are to be 
identifed. When I myself wrote criticising the views of Gadamer some 
40 years ago, I was doing so against the background of social circumstances 
that have already radically changed, not least through the infuence of social 
media. Does that make a difference to the world we live in, and our per-
ceptions of it? Are we now already living under a different tradition, or 
paradigm? Am I myself even a different person from the one who once 
criticised Gadamer? Perhaps his views, while pertinent in one context, no 
longer are. From a philosophical point of view these issues seem nonsen-
sical. We seem to be treading a path to a solipsism that breaks down all 
communication. 

The eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume took it for 
granted that, as he put it (Trigg 1999: 83): ‘It is universally acknowledged 
that there is a great uniformity among the actions of men in all nations 
and ages, and that human nature remains still the same in its principles and 
operations’. An obsession with difference undermines the ability to under-
stand other cultures and languages, and also removes the possibility of 
history itself. Hume himself trenchantly says: ‘Would you know the senti-
ments, inclinations and course of life of the Greeks and Romans? Study 
well the temper and actions of the French and English?’ Contemporary 
genetics assumes similarity across different kinds of humans with a shared 
human genome, that infuences behaviour. That pits human biology, 
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as presently understood, against contemporary thinking that prefers to 
concentrate on human diversity. The scientifc study of human drives, 
needs and interests, regardless of history and culture, should be signifcant. 
It does however go against another philosophical current fowing through 
the advocacy of worldviews, that is the distrust of so-called essentialism, 
thinking that the idea of, say, humanity refers to a set of common charac-
teristics so that any concept could have a ‘fxed central meaning’. Cooling 
(2020: 44) talks of CoRE’s concern that people ‘engage with the com-
plexity of organised worldviews rather than essentialist and often stereo-
typical portrayals of monolithic traditions’. Christianity, for instance, can 
therefore be dissolved into a myriad personal reactions by individuals. This 
raises again whether worldviews have a collective dimension or merely an 
individual one. In both cases, barriers are erected to understanding those 
who are different from us. In either case, however, it seems impossible 
to think any interpretations could be better or worse than any other. Yet 
Cooling (2020: 60) in his advocacy of hermeneutics, maintains that some 
interpretations are plainly wrong when learning about worldviews in reli-
gious education. Where does he himself stand to make such an observa-
tion? If he can see some interpretations are wrong, might that suggest that 
there is a reality to be discovered that ultimately constrains everybody’s 
judgements? Yet the dismissal of an ‘essentialised picture’ of a worldview 
would suggest that worldviews are whatever different holders think they 
are. They cannot be a fxed body of understanding waiting to be taught. 
He gives the example of pupils in a Catholic secondary school, who main-
tained that all were Catholics, but some certainly did not believe in God. 
This he thinks goes to underline the fact that worldviews are not necessar-
ily propositional in nature. It is then apparently not a joke to maintain the 
one can be a Catholic atheist. Nothing could illustrate more the way in 
which the idea of worldviews is so malleable as to lose all meaning. It rules 
out the function of reason. To suggest one can be a genuine Catholic, let 
alone a Christian, while espousing atheism, is to take leave of rationality 
and launch into a realm where one can believe anything with impunity. 
Nothing can count against a belief, even internal inconsistency. We are 
teetering on the edge of nihilism whereby the propensity to believe any-
thing means I might just as well believe nothing. Ultimately all belief 
becomes pointless. 

The Commission’s original stress on the diverse and plural nature of 
worldviews, and the ways they have changed over time, might suggest that 
the whole notion dissolves into meaninglessness. Everyone has a worldview 
‘which is merely a person’s way of understanding and experiencing and 
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responding to the world’. We are also told that worldviews are not ‘fxed, 
bounded entities’ (CoRE 2018: 36). They are even not specifcally reli-
gious. As above all they are ‘fuid and dynamic’. It seems that any attitude 
at all can be a worldview. 

Plato was once confronted by the views of the pre-Socratic philoso-
pher Heraclitus, who believed that constant change, or fux, constituted 
the ultimate reality. Plato, in subtle philosophical arguments in the dialogue 
Theaetetus, pointed out that without some stability everything lapses into 
an extreme subjectivism which makes communication impossible. Trans-
posing these views to contemporary education, one could observe that in 
a diverse, plural and changing world, the idea of a worldview itself, so far 
from being dynamic, degenerates into an anarchic chaos, where what any-
body believes is right for them. Plato made great play of the fact that Soph-
ists, such as Protagoras, who, (as perhaps the frst explicit relativist) taught 
that there was no truth, could not in consistency ply their trade in educa-
tion, because there was nothing to teach. They could not in all honesty 
claim any expertise with which to impart knowledge to others because, in 
a fuid, changing world where no one’s judgement was fxed, there was no 
knowledge, because there was nothing to know. 

Is this the position the advocacy of worldviews education gets driven to? 
We are told that the shift in language from ‘religion’ to ‘worldview’ signi-
fes that greater attention needs to be given to ‘individual lived experience’ 
(CoRE 2018: 30). The Report of the Commission also stresses the plural 
and diverse nature of worldviews. Everyone has different experiences and 
will react differently. There then seems nothing left to teach. 

Toleration and truth 

One answer could be that schools ought to inculcate ‘British’ values of 
toleration, respect, justice and so on. Yet that might itself be the prod-
uct of a distinct worldview, presented for political reasons. Why, too, are 
they British values? Why are they important? These are fundamental moral 
questions, and morality barely seems to surface as a subject of concern in 
the proposed teaching of worldviews. Yet one reason religion is important 
in any society is its close, even rational, connection with how we treat 
each other. Religion tells us what kind of people we as humans are, and 
something of the nature of reality in which we are placed. Without a frm 
grip on the idea of human nature, even the idea of human rights becomes 
meaningless. Being human then loses any signifcance. Moral questions 
are often based on metaphysical beliefs, but a worldview education is not 
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interested in such pressing issues, any more than it deals with ideas about 
what might constitute a ‘good society’ or ‘the common good’. 

The basic purpose of worldview education is to inject new life into a 
religious education that seems to have lost its way. By making its subject 
matter so unfocused, it removes any possibility of anyone deciding what 
constitutes good teaching in the area. It is unclear what those preparing to 
teach the subject might have to know, since the very possibility of knowl-
edge on the subject seems to have been removed. The peremptory dis-
missal of religion as meaningless in favour of science has been met more 
recently by seeming distaste for any truth to be discovered or searched for. 
That, as Plato once recognised, is the death of all education. 

A relevant case (Folgero v. Norway) about religious education in 2007 in 
the European Court of Human Rights concerned the teaching in Nor-
way of an education which aimed to help ‘give pupils a Christian and 
moral upbringing’. Not surprisingly, given the secularism of contemporary 
Europe, the judges objected to this. What was perhaps more surprising 
was that the opinion divided the judges of the Grand Chamber by nine to 
eight. The Commission on Religious Education refers to this judgement 
(CoRE 2018: 65). The Court insisted that all beliefs were to be treated 
equally and that Christianity has to be taught in an ‘objective, critical and 
pluralistic manner’ (Trigg 2012: 60). That stems from a liberal view of the 
state as so morally neutral that it has no commitment to any belief, perhaps 
not even to the importance of such basic principles of equality, freedom 
and justice. 

The judgement was controversial within and beyond Norway and raises 
unanswered questions as to what teaching in an ‘objective’ manner might 
require. Absolute indifference to the possibility of the truth of religious 
claims undermines the importance and relevance of any of them. Yet there 
is great confusion about the impact of the recognition that religions claim 
truth. Recognising that truth is at stake or that a particular religion claims 
it need not imply that intolerance of other beliefs is necessary. Christianity, 
for example, has taught the importance of freedom of choice, and a God-
given freedom of the will. Forced worship or forced commitment is not 
genuine. Intolerance can itself be prohibited by the nature of the beliefs 
involved. 

There are three levels of claims about truth. The frst is the claim that 
truth is at stake and a subject is important. The second is that individuals, 
whether pupils or teachers, have specifc knowledge of that truth. The 
religious teaching of the need for humility might warn us about thinking 
that we know more than we possibly can do. Third, there is the question 
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whether even if we are confdent in our knowledge, we still have a right to 
enforce it on others. Coerced religion is not sincere, and we should recog-
nise that even claiming truth need not imply certain possession of knowl-
edge, let alone the right to use power to force others to our point of view. 
The great fear of religious education, particularly in teaching Christianity, 
used to be indoctrination. The result appears to be that now all religions 
are regarded on a par with no way even in principle of choosing between 
them. It is hardly surprising that many young people just assume that they 
can all be equally dismissed as irrelevant. The pursuit of truth can no longer 
be seen as an exciting challenge in such areas. 

The ‘British values’ that successive governments have advocated have 
not appeared from nowhere, but are themselves the result of a long history 
of mainly Christian infuence. Whether they can long survive when such 
foundations are forgotten or removed is a crucial question. What should 
not be so problematic is that the role of the Christian religion and its asso-
ciation with the state, have been intertwined since Saxon times in England. 
It is part of an English, indeed British, education to understand what Chris-
tianity has stood for and its central position in the development of ideas, 
art, music, architecture, literature and much else. For good or ill, it has had 
a central role in social developments. Ignoring its role in the history of the 
British Isles is to ignore history. 

A great contemporary problem is what has been called religious illit-
eracy. Even well-educated people in the United Kingdom often have little 
idea of what Christianity stands for or what the Bible says. They no longer 
recognise ordinary Biblical allusions. Given a lack of sympathy for religion 
as such, they then have little sympathy for, or comprehension of, the role 
of other religions, and that is often a problem for British diplomacy abroad. 
Is this perhaps the result of the last 60 years of religious education teaching? 
The fear of indoctrination, or of partiality towards religion in general, and 
Christianity in particular, has somehow cut students from their heritage. 
This is a failure of education, and is nothing to do with Christian pros-
elytising. Even the atheist Richard Dawkins (2006: 344) says frmly that 
‘an atheistic worldview provides no justifcation for cutting the Bible, and 
other sacred books, out of an education’. He trenchantly says that ‘we can 
give up belief in God while not losing touch with a treasured heritage’. 
The present teaching of religious education is undoubtedly unsatisfactory 
in many ways, but teaching worldviews seems a vacuous alternative when 
they are described as the varied and feeting fancies of rootless individuals. 
Individuals are then unconstrained by their heritage, the character of the 
world in which they are set, or the needs of the human nature we all share. 
The abyss of nihilism beckons. 
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7 
‘Religion’, ‘woRldviews’ 
and the ReappeaRing 
pRoblems of pedagogy 

Daniel Moulin-Stożek 

In a widely infuential book published at the turn of the millennium, 
Michael Grimmitt made the astute observation that the various peda-
gogical models of religious education advanced over the preceding 30 
years had all sought to reconcile a tension between the secular norms 
of the English education system and the study of religion and religions 
(Grimmitt 2000). Recent calls for ‘Religion and Worldviews Education’ 
(RWE) have also been proposed to address this same problem. For exam-
ple, the Final Report of the Commission on Religious Education (CoRE) 
suggests change is necessary because of the increase of ‘non-religious 
worldviews’ and the decline of Christian identifcation among the gen-
eral population (CoRE 2018: 6). This chapter engages with some of the 
earlier models of religious education and considers how they have sought 
to address similar perceived challenges. This analysis offers the opportu-
nity of a comparison between previous pedagogical models and the pro-
posed RWE approach. This is a valuable exercise to undertake for those 
both inclined and disinclined towards RWE. First, there has yet to be a 
thorough exposition explaining exactly how RWE may differ from pre-
existing theory and practice in religious education. Second, in the accounts 
of RWE currently available, with the exception of Cooling’s (2020) pass-
ing reference to the human development approach of Grimmitt, little 
attempt has been made to draw upon the conceptual resources offered 
by earlier research in religious education – despite the overlooked but 
striking fact that the term ‘worldview’ has already been in use by religious 
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educationists for over 40 years. (The frst time ‘worldview’ was advocated 
as a key concept for RE pedagogy dates to Pearce 1979.) 

If RWE is to be established as a new and distinct approach to religious 
education, engaging with previous research is necessary, and that would 
entail rectifying a current gap in the research literature by considering it 
in the context of previous pedagogical innovation. This chapter sets out 
to begin this constructive process. Given that recent literature advocating 
RWE is still developing, it is important to observe some caution about 
the dangers of setting up a ‘straw man’ when attempting to evaluate it. 
The defnition given of the key concept underlying RWE, ‘worldview’, 
as a ‘person’s way of understanding, experiencing and responding to the 
world’ (CoRE 2018: 4) offers ample scope for varying interpretations and 
therefore perhaps an indeterminate range of potential applications to teach-
ing, learning and curriculum. Moreover, advocates of RWE have been 
swift in accusing interlocutors of misinterpretation and misrepresentation 
of their position (see Cooling 2021). Yet extant attempts to gain some con-
ceptual purchase on RWE are limited in their engagement with research, 
particularly empirical research in religious education, and often take the 
form of polemics in the context of a supposed crisis (see Chater 2020). 
The multidisciplinary research review commissioned by the RE Council 
of England and Wales (Benoit et al. 2020) entertains the varying uses of the 
term ‘worldview’ across different academic disciplines, posing questions 
they may raise for education as opposed to addressing head-on how they 
have been, or may be, applied to religious education. Because of challenges 
of engaging with RWE as a relatively undeveloped approach, rather than 
attempting to state the RWE position and then critique it, this present 
chapter proceeds via a slightly different premise. It identifes three long-
standing challenges facing religious education addressed in research litera-
ture. It then considers what the previous pedagogical models and RWE 
may have to offer in response to them. 

The pedagogical models that have informed teacher training and 
practice in religious education over the last 50 years are included in 
Grimmitt’s (2000) book which, in comprising concise chapters written by 
their advocates, perhaps remains the most appropriate resource to engage 
with them (below I also cite earlier expositions). The enduring infuence 
of these ‘classic pedagogies’ – despite numerous critiques in academic 
literature – has recently been acknowledged by the Ofsted Research Review 
Series: Religious Education (2021). Perhaps the most pervasive have been the 
phenomenological or world religions model (Smart 1968) – represented in 
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Grimmitt’s anthology by the Chichester Project (Brown 2000); the human 
development model (Grimmitt 1987); the critical realist or religious literacy 
model (Wright 1993); the concept-cracking model (Cooling 1994); the eth-
nographic or ‘interpretive’ approach (Everington 1996; Jackson 1997); and 
the ‘deconstruction’ model (Erricker et al. 1994). All these approaches have 
a considerable literature surrounding them spanning some years – each well 
worth survey and evaluation in their own right. It is neither possible nor 
necessary to attempt to summarise all these debates and developments here. 
Rather, given most of them rely on ‘worldview’ (or near-cognates) in their 
articulations, I identify some of the goals and pitfalls shared between the clas-
sic pedagogies and RWE by focusing on three principal and ‘re-appearing’ 
problems: ‘How can young people learn from religion if they do not believe 
in it?’; ‘How can the reifcation of religious traditions be avoided?’; and 
‘How can teachers deal with conficting truth claims in the classroom?’ 
These issues, addressed in the following sections, commonly faced by any 
student or teacher of religious education, are not exhaustive of the problems 
that religious education faces or those its research base addresses. They have 
been selected because they represent salient conceptual and practical prob-
lems that are pertinent in general, and particularly so when considering the 
potential contribution of the concept of ‘worldview’ to religious education, 
and/or the prospect of RWE. 

how can young people learn from religion if they 
do not believe in it? 

A perennial problem of RE has long been considered to be the lack of rele-
vance of ‘religion’ to young people in contemporary society – a concern dat-
ing to at least the 1960s when the epithet ‘Cinderella subject’ was frst coined 
(Garforth 1961). The lack of value given to religious education by colleagues 
and pupils has been reported by teachers for some time, particularly by those 
in training (Sikes and Everington 2004). This is sometimes presumed to be 
a problem stemming from lack of religious affliation – the ‘silent major-
ity’ of pupils having little or no experience of a religion outside of religious 
education (Rudge 1998). On account of this demographic, White (2004) 
argues in a widely cited article that because England is becoming increasingly 
secular, it does not make sense for religious education to be a compulsory 
school subject. The same concern has been taken up by advocates of RWE. 
As non-religious worldviews are more widespread than before, the subject 
should change in its name and approach (CoRE 2018). This is perhaps a per-
vasive idea to be welcomed by those indifferent or hostile to ‘religion’ being 
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promoted or included in public education. However, this is not a response 
to any recent sociological or intellectual development, nor is it based on an 
accurate appraisal of the subject, which – according to most of the classical 
pedagogical models of the last 50 years – has markedly not sought to cater for, 
or promote, any religious belief or practice, certainly not in particular, nor 
arguably even in general. 

The idea that religions comprise dead myths unworthy of study is some 
centuries old. By the late eighteenth century, it was already a commonly 
held view among mainstream European intellectuals that ‘religion’ had been 
superseded at least as it had been traditionally understood. As the theologian 
Don Cupitt has argued, even Victorian enthusiasm for Christianity was a 
question of ‘value-judgement’ (Cupitt 2006: 3). This can be understood as 
a natural corollary and legacy of the Enlightenment critique of religion: the 
belief that the scientifc method was the best means to knowledge, and vital 
to social amelioration; and the undermining of Christianity’s claim to sole 
truth through increasing engagement with non-Christian religions. How-
ever, for religious education, rather than being new issues to address at the 
beginning of the third decade of the twenty-frst century, these challenges 
and opportunities formed the intellectual background in which religious 
education, as we know it, was frst articulated at the inception of universal 
education in the nineteenth century (Moran 2003). 

One noteworthy and pithy response to these challenges, dating to 100 
years before the 1988 Education Act that enshrined multi-faith religious 
education in England and Wales, was made by the Russian author and 
infuential progressive educationist, Leo Tolstoy, who remarked: ‘There 
are a thousand religions and they are all absurd, so why should we study 
them?’ (Tolstoy 1934 [1887]: 25). It was in recognition and response to 
the critique of religion that enabled liberal Christians before the turn of the 
twentieth century to advocate a religious education free from the infuence 
of denominational catechesis that could accommodate the intense competi-
tion of fn de siècle religious sectarianism by offering a religious education 
for all based on a moral and cultural consensus. In England, the limitations 
of such a venture were taken into account by a conscience clause. Yet 
the expansive opportunities arising from such a universal religious edu-
cation free from any prescriptively rigid religious authority allowed it to 
apparently incorporate non-Christian religions with some ease in the future 
(Moulin-Stożek and Metcalfe 2020). For a further account of how these 
intellectual and cultural currents impacted religious education in England 
and Wales, see Barnes and Wright (2006). For the present argument it 
is germane to explain how the classical pedagogical models – as sixth or 
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seventh generation inheritors of the Enlightenment critique of religion – 
sought to make religious education relevant not only to those uncommit-
ted, but also to those unacquainted, with a religion, decades before the 
advent of RWE. 

One essential ingredient of the classic pedagogical models is the fex-
ibility to allow for pupils’ individuated responses to any religious material 
included in the curriculum. Another has been the deliberate inclusion of 
diverse beliefs and values so as to present a range of perspectives. The classic 
pedagogies’ commitment to both principles entails, to varying extents, the 
deployment of ‘worldview’ as a means to capture the nuanced processes of 
pupils’ engagement with religions. Although having this in common, the 
classic pedagogies each attempt to create distinct pedagogical frameworks 
by which religious education and to some extent, religions, can become 
relevant and valued, regardless of pupils’ own religious affliations or the 
absence thereof. 

The phenomenological approach appropriates a universal construct ‘reli-
gion’ through anthropological categories germane to both ‘religious’ and 
‘secular’ practices, beliefs and institutions. It is for this reason that Smart 
(1989) was able to approach Soviet Marxism as a secular worldview through 
the familiar dimensions of doctrine, myth, ethics, rituals and organisation as 
he was ‘world religions’. This universal applicability gives some affordance 
to the phenomenological approach to engage with the secular and thus 
remain relevant beyond the study of Christianity. It also provides a sys-
tematic structuring of knowledge that lends itself to curriculum and lesson 
design. Indeed, Smart’s (1989: 560) interest in ‘worldview analysis and the 
future of education’, brought to fruition in his later works is perhaps one 
of the most important articulations of ‘worldview education’ to date. For 
despite the apparent rigidity of the earlier dimensions-of-religions hypoth-
esis, in ‘World Philosophies’ (2000) Smart argued that ‘worldview analysis’ 
could be undertaken with the thinking of anyone, even outside of a given 
religious or philosophical system. 

The classic pedagogies advanced in the years between the creation of 
the phenomenological approach and proposals for RWE sought to rectify 
the former’s obvious defciencies while retaining many of its assumptions. 
Identifed problems included the reifcation and essentialisation of religions 
and the (questionable) perception that in proposing the possibility of an 
objective or neutral study of religion it drove a wedge between moral and 
spiritual education and religious education. Although useful in terms of 
presenting religious education as a non-confessional subject, the phenom-
enological model arguably made the study of religion less meaningful. On 
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this proviso, Grimmitt’s (1987) human development approach set out to 
modify it in order to make the case for religious education’s contribution to 
pupils’ personal, social and moral development. According to this view, all 
pupils, despite of their religious affliation or interest, beneft from religious 
education by virtue of religious material being appropriate to profoundly 
engage with ‘adolescent life-worlds’. For, in what has become a widely 
held dichotomy, not only can anyone learn ‘about’ a religion, but learning 
‘from’ any given religious material involves the pupil in the construction 
of a personalised refection in response to it. In other words, informing the 
development of their own worldview. 

The interpretive or ethnographic approach invokes a similar individual-
ised process of ‘edifcation’ – the impact of engaging in interpretive inquiry 
upon an individual’s own thinking given the differences between one or 
another’s ways of life. The study of religion as ‘understanding the religious 
worldviews of others’ (Jackson 2004: 88) can be undertaken on cultural 
grounds, necessary because of the multi-faith society and therefore relevant 
to all. Located in opposing conceptions, the concept of worldview is also 
pivotal in the pedagogies advanced by Erricker and Wright. Like propos-
als for RWE, the Children and Worldviews Project (Erricker et al. 1994) set 
out on the premise that the phenomenological and other models sought to 
include too much religious content when most learners had secular world-
views. It followed that to avoid marginalising learners, children’s construc-
tion of their own worldviews should be supported by activities that aided 
this constructive process by means of telling their own, and listening to 
others’, stories. In doing so, it was argued, children develop requisite skills 
inherent to what ‘religious education’ should be, such as: ‘understanding 
why others do things’, ‘refection on the emotions of others’, or ‘recogni-
tion of difference’ (Erricker and Erricker 2000: 200). Wright (2015), on the 
other hand, employs ‘worldview’ to mean the structured and systematised 
ways of seeing the world, pre-existing the individual, that make religious 
education possible: ‘The heuristic notion of “worldview” provides a means 
of identifying and explaining culturally grounded accounts of the ultimate 
order-of-things’ (Wright 2015: 209). Rather than comprising a child’s 
individuated negotiation of the world, worldviews are ‘religious traditions 
and secular alternatives’ 2015: 208) that can be explored through an under-
girding framework based on the assumptions of critical realism. 

The brief examination of classic pedagogies given in this section shows 
there is a long and rich tradition in religious education research literature 
of open ideas as to how young people can learn from religion if they do 
not believe in it. Research in religious education over the last half century 
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has centred on demonstrating how the study of religion can be of value 
in a secular and plural context to those of all faiths and those of none. 
In sometimes quite opposing ways, the classic pedagogies utilise the idea of 
‘worldview’ to do this. They do so in two ways: either in order to allow 
for pupils’ individuated responses to the curriculum – to give opportunities 
for them to construct their own worldview; and/or, to expand the content 
of religious education beyond traditional religious beliefs and practices. As 
these principles are essential to all the major approaches to religious educa-
tion of the last 30–50 years, in theory at least, it would seem impossible for 
any of the classic pedagogies or their advocates to dispense with the notion 
of ‘worldview’. However, this often-overlooked point leaves open the 
question: given the longstanding infuence of the classic pedagogies, what 
difference is there between RWE, as a new paradigm, and religious educa-
tion as it has existed for some time? If proponents of RWE are correct that 
there is a ‘crisis’ in religious education which may be caused by outmoded 
and/or inappropriate pedagogical methods, how is restating a longstanding 
concept employed by them going to solve those problems? Indeed, why 
should we consider worldviews to be any more relevant to young people 
than religions? Surely, to paraphrase Tolstoy, ‘there are a thousand world-
views and many of them are equally as absurd as religions. As they cannot 
all be true, why should we study them?’ These questions are addressed in 
the subsequent sections in relation to some further of the ‘re-appearing’ 
problems of religious education. 

how can the reifcation of religious traditions be avoided? 

To reify is to make an abstract idea more real than it should be. It is high-
lighted here as a reappearing problem in religious education for two princi-
pal reasons. First, in the context of the current movement to decolonise the 
curriculum, the propensity for religious education to harbour reifed, colo-
nial, representations of religions is an issue that any new initiative should 
be ft to counter. Second, it has been suggested that RWE, by incorporat-
ing ‘worldviews’ is better equipped to avoid the problem of essentialising 
religions than existing approaches. Arguably disingenuous, given that there 
have been several pedagogical models advanced since the phenomenologi-
cal model, RWE is often presented as its immediate successor designed to 
avoid such reifcation. For example, on page 6 of the CoRE Final Report, 
it is argued that change to RWE is necessary because it seeks ‘to move 
beyond an essentialised presentation of six major world faiths’ (2018: 6). 
This is a somewhat misleading statement as the problem of essentialisation 
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and reifcation has already been extensively addressed in religious education 
research literature over the preceding 20 years, most notably in the work of 
Everington (1996) and Jackson (1997; 2004). 

The interpretive approach offers a set of sensitising concepts and meth-
ods by which to structure teaching and learning about religions in order 
to avoid reifcation and essentialisation: refexivity, interpretation and rep-
resentation. Each of these stages of inquiry encourages pupils and teachers 
to explore the fuzzy and dynamic nature of religion and culture, crucially 
with a self-criticality to their own methods of interpretation and represen-
tation. The emphasis on interpreting individuals’ complex, occasional and 
varying personal relationships with their self-identifed cultural traditions 
allows for greater nuance and range in the study of religion, which as Jack-
son acknowledged, went beyond commonplace but simplistic defnitions 
of ‘religion’ and ‘culture’. Indeed, even those categories are subject to rei-
fcation, especially in the religious education curriculum. Jackson engaged 
with post-colonial scholarship decades before the decolonising the curricu-
lum movement, observing how various stereotypes of Islam, Hinduism and 
Sikhism permeated religious education. It is important to note here that 
unlike any of the other pedagogical models – classic or contemporary – the 
interpretative approach has an empirical research and evidence base which 
has been applied and evaluated internationally (Jackson 2011). Engage-
ment with the extensive work of the Warwick Religions and Education 
Research Unit, surprisingly absent in discussions about RWE, is therefore 
essential to the development of any new paradigm. 

It is now worth considering RWE in regard to the problem of reifca-
tion. One way of doing this is to consider the radically different uses of 
‘worldview’ in the classic pedagogies. Jackson (2004) eschews the appro-
priation of religions as belief systems that can be reduced to propositions. 
For Jackson, ‘worldview’ is useful in that it captures the nuanced, not nec-
essarily ‘religious’, possibilities available in a given interpretation or repre-
sentation of culture. Wright (2015), on the other hand, sees it as valuable 
for opposing reasons. It offers the opportunity of the systematisation of 
non-religious truth-claims comparable to those of religions in order to 
make them amenable to public scrutiny through the conceptual apparatus 
of critical realism – an approach that leads Jackson to accuse Wright of fall-
ing into the trap of reifcation (Jackson 2004). We can compare these two 
perspectives with that of a third, Erricker and Erricker (2000), who sug-
gest a more radical anti-realist epistemological position. The construction 
of children’s worldviews is wholly subjective, only to be supported by an 
individual child’s own narrative-making. 
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Because of the relative lack of engagement with classical pedagogi-
cal theory (compared with, for example, the peer-reviewed exchanges 
between Wright (2001) and Erricker (2001)), it is not exactly clear how the 
epistemological conceptions of worldview in classic pedagogies compare to 
those proposed by RWE. However, it would seem the use of the words 
‘Religion’ and ‘Worldviews’ refects some key assumptions of this proposed 
rebranding. This terminology could be interpreted as implying that there 
is a construct ‘Religion’ which is an object of study in some sense distinct 
to secular worldviews but incorporates a number of ‘religions’ that share 
common features. ‘Worldviews’, on the other hand, are also to be objects 
of study, categorically differently from ‘Religion’, but in comparison to it, 
are pluralised. 

The frst issue of note here is the susceptibility to reifcation offered 
by the category ‘Religion’. This is understood by decolonial scholars to 
be a concept originating from a Christian perspective that when applied 
to other traditions, (including arguably some contemporary expressions 
of Christianity), results in a distorted, reifed understanding, as argued 
about the creation of ‘Hinduism’, for example (Fitzgerald 2017). The 
second issue is that whereas in some of the previous pedagogical mod-
els, worldviews are often to be considered an emergent and individuated 
consequence of pupils’ engagement, in RWE they are to be categorisable 
systems – only eligible for study if they meet certain standards (see CoRE 
2018: 75). This move would seem to stife advances made in religious 
education almost 50 years ago to allow and support pupils’ autonomy 
in their thinking about religion. It would also seem – by overlooking 
the valuable research undertaken in the wake of the phenomenologi-
cal approach – to present what could be considered a Smartian ‘World 
Religions 2.0’. For the elevation of various non-institutionalised posi-
tionings into the constructs of ‘worldviews’ with defned characteristics 
reifes complex and nuanced personal perspectives into dubious, indeed, 
non-existent ontological entities. Such an approach is unlikely to be able 
to challenge some inherent colonial legacies of religious education. For 
while the interpretive approach includes a self-critical, refexive process 
in engaging with cultural representations, RWE would seem to uncriti-
cally impose universal notions of ‘Religion’ and ‘non-Religion’ into the 
curriculum in the same manner phenomenology did with ‘Christian-
ity’ and ‘other religions’. Many indigenous values, beliefs and practices, 
indeed much of mainstream global contemporary culture, do not neatly ft 
into a ‘Religion’ and ‘Worldviews’ dichotomy, not least those examples 
given of non-religious worldviews by CoRE (2018: 75). ‘Humanism, 
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existentialism and Confucianism’ are all examples of religious as well as 
non-religious worldviews – unless reifed as otherwise. 

how can teachers deal with conficting truth 
claims in the classroom? 

Religious plurality has been acknowledged as an important consideration 
for religious educationists since the 1970s (see Hardy 1976), presenting the 
issue of how, in the context of an array of competing and contested truth 
claims, religious or otherwise, can religious education take place? Consid-
ering RWE in the context of different approaches to plurality is necessary 
because providing a model for teachers and students to engage with differ-
ent views is an important dimension of any approach to religious educa-
tion conducted in a diverse society. One response to plurality, common 
among students, teachers and parents is a form of relativism – that since reli-
gious preferences and indeed, religious experience and knowledge are not 
objective, what is ‘true’ for one person does not need to be held as ‘true’ 
for another. While all classic pedagogies of religious education attempt to 
create teaching methods that allow individuals to construct or hold onto 
their own sincerely held views, the assumption that the subjectivity of the 
subject matter entails religious education should be founded on a form of 
relativism is problematic for several good reasons. Engaging with the classic 
pedagogies here may again inform our understanding of the pitfalls of such 
a view. The classic pedagogies take one of three broad strategies to engage 
with plurality. The frst is to circumvent and/or diminish the role of truth 
claims by presenting an anthropological framework to explore beliefs and 
practices (the phenomenological, human development and interpretative 
models). The second is to address head-on the competing truth-claims of 
religious and non-religious worldviews through processes of comparison 
and critical judgement of their constituent beliefs and belief-systems (criti-
cal realist and concept cracking models). A fnal approach is to embrace a 
radical relativism accepting of truth claims as equally valid (as in the decon-
struction model of Clive and Jane Erricker (2000). 

The defnition given by RWE of worldviews as any ‘person’s way of 
understanding, experiencing and responding to the world’ (CoRE 2018: 4) 
would seem to lean towards an Erricksonian approach to plurality – perhaps 
one of the most controversial and challenging approaches advocated so far. 
The Errickers’ argument rests on the position that no body of knowledge 
has a special status over the students’ own ‘true-for-me’ knowledge. As 
there is no objective grounding to morality or religion, the curriculum 
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cannot be based on any shared moral or spiritual understanding. Though 
attractive in its seeming openness to others’ worldviews, the problem with 
such a position is that it comprises an objective theory in itself, thus result-
ing in paradox. If we assume relativism, we have no justifcation for a peda-
gogy, or for being professional educators – a point well made by Socrates of 
the Sophist Protagoras (Plato 2014 [c.368 BCE]). A relativist foundation to 
religious education struggles to give itself the epistemological legitimacy to 
assert itself. This has the effect of presenting serious problems for policy and 
practice such as, in the absence of any commitment to a form of realism, 
how to articulate a confdent purpose for the subject or how to approach 
misconceptions and extremism among pupils (Moulin-Stożek 2020). 

At this point it is worth considering again what connotations the term 
‘worldviews’ may bring and how it may clash with at least some of the 
prevalent sincerely held beliefs that make up a religiously diverse society. 
For while plurality means there is more than one perspective, it does not 
entail that all those perspectives embrace a strong form theological or moral 
relativism. From the perspective of many ‘insiders’, what may be called 
‘worldviews’, are more than a way to view the world. To a believer – of 
atheism, Islam or any faith – a true tradition gives the world in its full-
ness, not a merely a view of it. The Holy Qur’an does not give a view of 
the world, traditionally interpreted. It is the Revelation of the One God. 
Not comparable in terms of adherents’ beliefs about the role of a text, 
but to an ardent atheist, Darwin’s Origin of the Species is also not a mere 
‘view’ – although it may now be somewhat outdated or improvable. To 
this ‘Islamic’ and ‘scientifc’ worldview, there is an important criterion to 
add – that they are considered by their insiders to be true and demonstrably 
so. Importantly though, despite supposedly being distinct worldviews, they 
are not necessarily contradictory as advancing them as totalising ‘world-
views’ might suggest. These problems raise a diffcult challenge for RWE 
as it would seem, in these cases at least, that to label a ‘worldview’ makes 
it liable to patronise the positions it appropriates, relativising them to the 
signifcance of just one view among many others, while at the same time 
reifying them into seemingly comprehensive positions that are mutually 
exclusive. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have considered three pertinent questions facing the 
development of any new approach to religious education: ‘How can young 
people learn from religion if they do not believe in it?’; ‘How can the 
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reifcation of religious traditions be avoided?’; and ‘How can teachers deal 
with conficting truth claims in the classroom?’ We have explored what 
RWE may have to offer in response to them alongside brief engagements 
with some of the strategies advocated in the articulations of ‘classic pedago-
gies’ advanced in the last 30–50 years. In regard to each of the questions 
considered, it would seem RWE gives little opportunity for new insight 
and, on several counts, falls foul of some previously identifed problems, 
while also presenting some new ones. It does not provide any fresh means 
of giving relevance or motivation to those young people who may be disin-
clined to study religions or worldviews. Moreover, it arguably provides less 
opportunity, rationale or structure for pupils’ free and nuanced engagement 
with religions when compared to those offered by the processes of ‘learning 
from’, ‘edifcation’, ‘judgement’ or ‘narrative construction’ detailed in the 
classic pedagogies. 

RWE may also be open to increased risk of reifcation, including the 
perpetuation of an out-moded categorisation of ‘religion’ that harbours 
colonial and ethnocentric connotations and the equally discriminatory 
implication that religions may also only constitute views as opposed to 
paths to more absolute truths. Grimmitt (2000) was at pains to separate 
‘religion’ from ‘religions’ in his commentary. The difference is crucial. 
One offers an overarching frame for the study of religions as ‘religion’, as 
though they share some common basis. The other offers greater prospects 
of understanding different traditions on their own terms without relating 
them back to a single category. Stressing ‘religion’, as opposed to ‘religions’ 
or ‘traditions’, in any rebranding of religious education invites the problems 
inherent with positing religion as a singular phenomenon. Perhaps worse 
is juxtaposing this with a pluralised construct, ‘worldviews’ as though they 
may be always separated. The conceptual benefts of advocating world-
views as a means of addressing plurality in the classroom for the above 
reasons do not provide a sounder method than some of those offered by the 
classic pedagogies. Rather, the relativising impact of suggesting that there 
are multiple opposing worldviews rather than one reality clashes with the 
sincerely held beliefs of many religious believers and atheists. 

Aside from observing some a priori assumptions that are presumably 
inherent in its chosen terminology, this chapter has attempted to offer some 
ample leeway as to how RWE may be interpreted, noting that it is likely to 
be interpreted (or misinterpreted) in diverse ways. This is not just because 
it is a relative newcomer, and hence it is reasonable to assume it may be 
conceptually and practically underdetermined, but also because most peda-
gogical ideas are liable to modifcation (or distortion) when applied and 
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interpreted by practitioners and pupils. A good example of this, and very 
relevant to conclude the argument of this chapter, is the very notion of a 
‘pedagogy of RE’. Inspired by Grimmitt’s aforementioned (2000) book, 
the idea that there are ‘pedagogies of RE’ has informed classroom practice, 
teacher training and scholarly discourse. It has led to a common assumption 
that religious education should be understood or even practised in regard 
to one or other of the competing conceptions outlined in the book. In 
comparing RWE to the classic pedagogies and suggesting that it may be 
lacking in comparison, I have not meant to advance them, or one of them, 
as a complete and satisfactory model for religious education. My point has 
rather been to suggest they offer insights that should be taken into consid-
eration when suggesting innovation in religious education. 

All the classic pedagogical models harbour implicit or explicit ontologi-
cal and epistemological assumptions concerning knowledge and inquiry in 
religious education. One key problematic that has spurred much debate 
since their development has been how they may distort ‘religion’ by appro-
priating it through one or another interpretative and often very reductive 
framework. It is for these reasons I have previously suggested that relying 
upon any one of the classic pedagogies reduces pupils’ right to different 
interpretations of religions as they may present a mode of engagement with 
religions that clashes with a given pupil’s religious or non-religious beliefs 
(Moulin 2009). The same would apply to RWE. By emphasising the con-
cept of worldview as pivotal, RWE presents a framework that is no less 
spurious or discriminatory than its forebears. 

The Ofsted Research Review Series: Religious Education (2021) points out 
that classic approaches to RE are not so much pedagogies as ‘models’ of reli-
gious education that incorporate ‘aims, methods and methodology’ (42) – 
somewhat distinct from the narrower, more usual use of the term ‘pedagogy’, 
to mean a particular method of teaching. (It is worth noting that Grim-
mitt himself observed this distinction, also favouring the term ‘pedagogical 
model’ to describe it (2000: 17).) Considering the discussion given in this 
chapter, one conclusion to draw in response to this astute point is to ques-
tion whether conceptions of religious education, including RWE, should, 
or need to, set out to defne ontological and epistemological conditions of 
teaching and learning so as to become a ‘paradigm’. It is the epistemological 
assumptions of a pedagogical model where bias and distortion may lie, not 
just in its selection of subject-content. This is a signifcant issue for religious 
education as religious traditions usually offer their own onto-epistemologies. 
Approaching them through an epistemologically-driven pedagogical model 
is therefore likely to clash with representing them. 
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Given the inherent problems in advancing an approach, as all the mod-
els and RWE have done, that seeks to somehow squeeze ‘religion’ or 
‘worldviews’ into a generic and secular model, it may be more advanta-
geous to ask what may happen if such a project – common to RWE and 
the classic pedagogies – is abandoned and pedagogical innovation were to 
focus on the science of teaching and learning (‘pedagogy’ as it is usually 
understood). Do we need a general approach which is intended to make 
religious education of renewed relevance as it is suggested of RWE? For 
any such quest could not only be reductive and naively ambitious, but also 
unnecessary in terms of developing suitable methods of teaching for any 
given topic. Religions typically offer the means to understand their own 
set of onto-epistemological commitments on their own terms. I mean 
this in the sense that most given texts, practices, etc., sacred or otherwise, 
afford opportunity for an interpretation of themselves as well a contribu-
tion to an understanding of life or other things. It follows that there is 
opportunity for the development of bespoke pedagogical methods rel-
evant and appropriate to any given topic. Notwithstanding the importance 
of educational theory, as ‘fner grain’ pedagogies such practices would be 
more amenable to evaluation through empirical research, making possible 
a more thorough, collaborative and evidenced exercise of pedagogical 
evaluation. This approach would perhaps move innovation and develop-
ment in religious education away from potentially fruitless polemic and 
speculation. 
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Moulin-Stożek, D. and Metcalfe, J. (2020) ‘Mapping the moral assumptions 
of multi-faith religious education’, British Journal of religious education 42(3): 
253–262. Doi.org/10.1080/01416200.2018.1556605. 

Ofsted (2021) Research Review: Religious education. Available online: https://www. 
gov.uk/government/publications/research-review-series-religious-education 
(accessed 18 December 2021) 

Pearce, R. T. (1979) ‘Religious education and emotion’, British Journal of Religious 
Education 1(4): 136–139. Doi.org/10.1080/0141620790010404. 

Plato (2014) Theaetetus. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Rudge, L. (1998) ‘“I am nothing” – does it matter? A critique of current reli-

gious education policy and practice in England on behalf of the silent majority’, 
British Journal of Religious Education 20(3): 155–165. Doi.org/10.1080/014 
1620980200304. 

Sikes, P. and Everington, J. (2004) ‘“RE teachers do get drunk you know”: 
Becoming a religious education teacher in the twenty-frst century’, Teachers 
and Teaching 10(1): 21–33. Doi.org/10.1080/13540600320000170909. 

Smart, N. (1968) Secular Education and the Logic of Religion. London: Faber. 
Smart, N. (1989) The World’s Religions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Smart, N. (2000) World Philosophies. London: Routledge. 
Tolstoy, L. (1934 [1887]) On Life and Essays on Religion. Trans. A. Maude. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 
White, J. (2004) ‘Should religious education be a compulsory school subject?’ Brit-

ish Journal of Religious Education 26(2): 151–164. Doi.org/10.1080/0141620042 
0042000181929. 

Wright, A. (1993) Religious Education in the Secondary School: Prospects for religious 
literacy. Fulton. 

Wright, A. (2001) ‘Dancing in the fre: A deconstruction of Clive Erricker’s 
postmodern spiritual pedagogy’, Religious Education 96(1): 120–135. Doi.org/ 
10.1080/00344080121331. 

Wright, A. (2015) Religious Education and Critical Realism: Knowledge, reality and 
religious literacy. London: Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00344080121331
https://doi.org/10.1080/01416200420042000181929
https://doi.org/10.1080/01416200420042000181929
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540600320000170909
https://doi.org/10.1080/0141620980200304
https://doi.org/10.1080/0141620980200304
https://doi.org/10.1080/0141620790010404
https://doi.org/10.1080/01416200.2018.1556605
https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2020.1832030
https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2020.1832030
https://doi.org/10.1080/01416200802661126
https://www.gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk


 

 
 

8 
WORLDVIEWS – A THREAT TO 
RELIGIOUS EDUCATION BUT 
IGNORED IN SCIENCE EDUCATION? 

Michael J. Reiss 

The possibility of religious education changing its character so that it 
explicitly includes non-religious worldviews, to the extent that the subject 
itself changes its name, is deeply contentious. It has unsurprisingly been 
welcomed by humanists (secularists) who have long been frustrated at their 
inability to colonise religious education, and has been seen by some within 
the RE community as a way of rescuing the subject from its perceived 
decline. Others, though, see the inclusion of non-religious worldviews as 
incoherent or ‘selling out’ and have raised a number of objections to the 
proposal, as discussed extensively in the other chapters of this book. 

In this chapter I begin by providing an overview of the arguments con-
cerning the place of worldviews in religious education and then exam-
ine the argument that school science should take account of worldviews. 
I go on to discuss recent calls for a different change to school science and 
religious education, namely that their curricula should focus on Big Ideas. 
I will argue that the reasons why Big Ideas have been advocated in school 
science and in religious education are similar and the suggestion has been 
similarly received in the two subjects, whereas the suggestion that world-
views be incorporated within them has been received very differently by 
the two subjects. I end by suggesting why this might be the case and discuss 
the implications that this may have for each subject. 

Worldviews within religious education 

All school subjects are debated with respect to their characteristics, their 
relationship with their ‘parent’ subject (religious education with religion, 
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school science with science, etc), their aims, their content, and how they 
might be taught and assessed. In religious education, these debates have been 
long-lasting and have included such foci as the subject’s importance (Watson 
2012), its context-specifc history (Barnes et al. 2012), the particular issues 
that attend faith schooling (Parker-Jenkins et al. 2005, 2014; Halstead 2009; 
Chapman et al. 2014; Pring 2018), its reception by students (Conroy et al. 
2013) and its contribution to multicultural education (Smyth et al. 2013). 
More recently, other foci have been added, including the subject’s role in 
tackling extremism (Miller 2013; Wilkinson 2018) and the argument as to 
how religious education should deal with what are sometimes referred to 
as ‘non-religious worldviews’. For a recent, offcial review of the state of 
religious education in England, see Ofsted (2021). 

The current debate around worldviews in religious education has 
been given particular impetus in England by the fnal report, after its two 
years of evidence gathering, of the Commission on Religious Education 
(2018). The Commission (CoRE) concluded that ‘RE needs rejuvenat-
ing if it is to continue to make its important contribution; indeed if it is 
not to wither on the vine’ (Foreword). The title of the fnal report was 
Religion and Worldviews: The Way Forward – A National Plan for RE, and 
it claimed: 

We offer a new vision. The subject should explore the important 
role that religious and non-religious worldviews play in all human 
life. This is an essential area of study if pupils are to be well prepared 
for life in a world where controversy over such matters is perva-
sive and where many people lack the knowledge to make their own 
informed decisions. It is a subject for all pupils, whatever their own 
family background and personal beliefs and practices. To refect this 
new emphasis, we propose that the subject should be called Religion 
and Worldviews. 

(Foreword) 

The Commission took a worldview to be ‘a person’s way of understand-
ing, experiencing and responding to the world. It can be described as a 
philosophy of life or an approach to life’ (CoRE 2018: 4). It saw one of the 
core tasks of education as enabling ‘each pupil to understand, refect on and 
develop their own personal worldview’ (5) and argued that: 

Through understanding how worldviews are formed and expressed at 
both individual and communal levels, the ways in which they have 
changed over time, and their infuence on the actions of individuals, 
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groups and institutions, young people come to a more refned under-
standing of their own worldview – whatever this happens to be – as 
well as those of others. 

(CoRE 2018: 5) 

The Commission noted that non-religious worldviews have become 
increasingly important in Western Europe and claimed ‘the distinction 
between religious and non-religious worldviews is not as clear-cut as one 
might think’ (6). 

In response to the Commission’s Report, the Religious Education 
Council for England and Wales (which established the Commission) 
itself commissioned an independent team of researchers to undertake 
a literature review on the concept of ‘worldview’ (Benoit et al. 2020). 
The resulting report chose to present its conclusions as a series of ques-
tions, including: whether worldview is inclusive of religion and non-
religion or used as an alternative term to religion; whether worldview 
is a Western and Christian construct; and whether worldview refers to 
consciously thought out and articulated approaches to life or includes 
un-refected elements. 

Of course, the debate around the place of worldviews in religious 
education and education more generally was not initiated by the CoRE’s 
report – Clive Erricker’s ‘Children and Worldviews Project’ (Erricker et al. 
1997) was infuential, and see Hand (2012) and Aldridge (2015) for critical 
discussions of the range of ways in which ‘worldview’ is used that predate 
Benoit et al. (2020). Nevertheless, the Commission’s report has given rise 
to a furry of activity, of which this book is one instance. Somewhat unusu-
ally, autobiographic responses from members of the Commission or those 
who played a role in establishing the Commission have been provided by 
Cooling (2020) and Cooling et al. (2020). 

Perhaps the most sustained critical examination of the CoRE’s report to 
date has been provided by Barnes (2021). Barnes’ article is wide-ranging; 
here, I concentrate on the parts of it to do with worldviews. Some of his 
criticisms of the Commission’s arguments about worldviews are to do with 
terminology – notably their distinction between ‘institutional worldviews’ 
and ‘personal worldviews’ and their identifcation of humanism, secular-
ism, agnosticism and atheism as worldviews, when it is clear that there is 
considerable overlap between them, while secularism: 

is typically characterised as the view that public and political insti-
tutions should be independent of religion. It does not constitute a 
worldview as such, only that there should be strict limits to the public 
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role of religions in society and that the state should be neutral between 
alternative religions and beliefs. 

(Barnes 2021: 4) 

Barnes also doubts that a study of agnosticism as a worldview will add 
much to a study of atheism, arguing that: 

A plausible case can be made for regarding atheism, agnosticism and 
Humanism, not as constituting independent and separate worldviews, 
but instances of the broader category of a naturalistic worldview – 
a relationship of tokens to type, in philosophical parlance. In the 
same way, Protestantism and Catholicism are examples of a Christian 
worldview. What is common to atheists, agnostics and Humanists is 
the conviction that all religions are without epistemic warrant.

 (Barnes 2021: 5) 

For myself, this sounds convincing, though I would not be able to go as far 
as to agree with: 

The distinction often employed by philosophers (Rowe 2005) that 
atheism affrms the non-existence of God whereas agnosticism is the 
view that human reason is incapable of knowing whether God exists 
or not is for most people otiose; and certainly it is for most pupils in 
schools.

 (Barnes 2021: 5) 

One of the things we try to do in science education – though I admit 
that we do not always succeed – is to get students to appreciate the extent 
to which scientifc knowledge develops over time so that some scientifc 
knowledge, at any one point in human history, is more robust than other 
scientifc knowledge. Indeed, even the scientifc theories considered most 
robust nowadays (e.g. Wegener’s theory of continental drift) were often 
considered tentative when frst proposed. The cognitive demands we thus 
make on students in school science do not seem greater than would be 
expected for them to distinguish atheism from agnosticism – something, 
indeed, that is already covered in many religious education courses. 

A different point made by Barnes is his critique of the very notion of per-
sonal worldview, something that is core to the Commission’s arguments: 

The issue is not whether everyone has beliefs, values, experiences and 
commitments, it is whether it is helpful to think of these collectively 



 

  

156 Michael J. Reiss 

as a personal worldview. People can hold a range of beliefs and values, 
not always consistent with each other or with some of their experi-
ences or even with their professed self-identity: referring to a per-
sonal worldview may give the impression that what we believe and 
how we act possess a greater degree of coherence and unity than is 
the case for many. People are often not refective or consistent in 
their beliefs. Whereas many will have an opinion about God and his 
existence and nature, few will have thought seriously or at length 
about this and about what constitutes human nature, the meaning 
of life and of human history, whether knowledge is available to us 
and how we distinguish what is morally right from what is morally 
wrong, and so on; and it is answers to these that philosophers tell us 
constitute a worldview. Many people and particularly the young and 
non-religious people do not espouse a worldview: they do not have a 
refective philosophical view of the nature of reality, of the kind that 
is properly described as a worldview. 

(Barnes 2021: 4) 

A pragmatic (the term used by Cooling 2020) or educational (the term 
preferred by Barnes 2021) objection to the use of worldviews in religious 
education is that this increases the volume of material to be covered in 
religious education courses: 

A careful reading of the CoRE Report suggests that by the end of 
Key Stage 4 a pupil could be obliged to study a minimum of ten or 
more different religions and worldviews – an onerous task, given that 
the law at present expects signifcant teaching about Christianity at 
each Key Stage (will the law have to be amended to accommodate 
this broader curriculum?). The requirement is also made that religious 
education takes account of ‘the complex, diverse and plural nature 
of worldviews’, i.e. ‘the . . . diversity within worldviews’ (2018: 5). 
How can teachers seriously do justice to so many traditions, while 
at the same time introducing pupils to their inner diversity? How-
ever charitably one interprets this broad-ranging and open-ended 
approach to content it ought to have been obvious to the authors 
of the Report that the religious education curriculum will inevitably 
become a summary review or a Cook’s tour of religious and non-
religious worldviews that will necessarily result in superfcial teaching, 
simplistic learning and confused pupils. 

(Barnes 2021: 7) 
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This is an important objection to the inclusion of worldviews – though 
it could be argued that the force of this objection is vitiated by the point 
that Barnes himself makes about the extent to which religious education 
courses already consider such issues, even if not necessarily under the head-
ing of ‘worldviews’: 

One aspect of the critical element in religious education is that objec-
tions and philosophical criticisms of religions or aspects of religions 
are considered. Typically, attention is given by religious educators 
to the ‘problem of suffering and evil’, non-religious accounts of the 
origins of the universe, the relationship of science to religion, par-
ticularly that of the debate on human origins, that of evolution and 
its denial, that of creationism, and to non-religious perspectives on 
contemporary moral issues. It should not be thought that those who 
are opposed to systematic teaching about non-religious worldviews 
on the same basis as religions, such as Christianity or Islam, wish to 
remove or lessen this critical element from current practice: the essen-
tial content of secular worldviews is already integrated into religious 
education as criticism of religion. 

(Barnes 2021: 8) 

Nevertheless, the point about courses being overladen is one that is com-
mon to religious education, science and many other school subjects. In my 
consideration below of ‘Big Ideas’ in both science and religious education, 
I indicate that one hope that educators who support the use of Big Ideas 
have is that this approach will slim down the curriculum, allowing the 
wood to be seen, as well as the most signifcant trees. 

Worldviews within science education 

The academic science education literature on why some students fail to 
understand certain aspects of science mainly concentrates on cognitive 
issues, including student misconceptions. A large part of school science edu-
cation therefore consists of addressing these misconceptions – for example, 
the misconception that the natural state of affairs is for objects in motion 
to slow down (an Aristotelian notion, since, for Aristotle, the natural state 
of an object is to be at rest). This particular belief is in contradistinction 
to the way that science understands motion: since Newton it has been 
accepted that the natural state of affairs is for objects to continue to move 
with the same velocity (i.e., at the same speed and in the same direction) 
that they have unless acted on by a net force. To give one more example 
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of a misconception that school science tries to correct, most people pre-
sume that a growing terrestrial plant gets most of its mass from the soil. The 
scientifc understanding is that a growing plant gets most of its mass from 
the atmosphere via the process of photosynthesis, whereby carbon dioxide 
is captured, reacted with water (a very diffcult chemical reaction, yet one 
that all plants manage) and used to synthesise sugars such as glucose and 
sucrose. Some of a growing plant’s mass does come from the soil, includ-
ing minerals that provide elements such as nitrogen, iron, phosphorus and 
sulphur that enable the plant to make proteins and other large molecules, 
but this contribution to a plant’s mass is far less than that provided by the 
atmosphere. 

For many years, science educators happily presumed that all that was 
needed for successful science education was to ensure that students under-
stand science. In an oft-cited paper in the science education literature, Bill 
Cobern (1996) characterised the assumption that if students can see that 
scientifcally orthodox conceptions are more intelligible, plausible and 
fruitful than other conceptions, they will come to accept these scientifc 
conceptions. as a ‘rationalistic view’. In recent decades, however, an addi-
tional perspective has come into view, particularly within biology. It has 
increasingly been acknowledged that students, even if they understand cer-
tain topics, may reject them because these topics may not mesh with their 
worldviews. The classic instance is evolutionary biology, which students 
from fundamentalist religious backgrounds not infrequently reject; other 
instances include anthropogenic climate change, vaccination advocacy and 
the use of animals for human ends. 

The notion of worldviews is increasingly being employed in science 
education (Reiss 2018). For example, in the edited volume Science, World-
views and Education (Matthews 2009), a number of philosophers, scientists 
and science educators use the thinking behind worldviews to explore a 
range of issues including whether science itself is a worldview and whether 
science can test supernatural worldviews. As other chapters in this volume 
discuss, the term ‘worldview’ is conceptualised in a number of ways. In 
World Views: From Fragmentation to Integration, Diederik Aerts et al. (1994: 17) 
state that ‘A world view is a coherent collection of concepts and theorems 
that must allow us to construct a global image of the world, and in this 
way to understand as many elements of our experience as possible.’ If one 
accepts such a defnition, it makes sense to talk of a ‘scientifc worldview’, 
though quite a number of scientists do not much like the phrase, because 
it suggests that a scientifc perspective might not necessarily be superior 
to other perspectives. In science education, the notion of worldviews has 
increasingly been explored as a way of helping conceptualise why, despite 
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the best efforts of many science teachers, so few students leave their school-
ing with the sort of scientifc understanding and disposition that most sci-
ence teachers wish they had. The principal conclusion is that school science 
fails to enable most students to see the world from a scientifc perspective 
(Reiss 2011). 

Nevertheless, for all that I (e.g. Reiss 2009) and a number of other sci-
ence educators (e.g. Cobern 1996; Keane 2008; Taber 2013) are keen on 
the potential contribution of worldviews for science education, it cannot be 
said that most science educators, nor those responsible for science curricula, 
have been persuaded. This is not to say that the arguments for consideration 
of worldviews in science education have been furiously debated and rebut-
ted; it’s more that they are seen as less important than other considerations. 
Specifcally, worldviews are likely to be alluded to only as explanations as to 
why students fail to understand what the designers of science courses want 
them to understand – whether we are talking about the theory of evolution, 
as discussed below, or such topics as climate change (where worldviews are 
used to explain climate change denial) or vaccine hesitancy (where, again, 
worldviews are used to explain why some people reject standard science). 
This is therefore in marked contrast to the reception accorded to the notion 
of worldviews in religious education. 

Evolution 

The concept of worldviews can be illustrated by examining the ways in 
which science and religion each attempt to explain how the Earth came to 
have the tremendous biodiversity that we see today. 

The scientifc understanding of this issue is far from complete but the 
narrative is a powerful one (Reiss 2009). Around 3.8 billion years ago, the 
earliest life evolved on Earth. Rather little is known with any great con-
fdence about this early history, far less than is known, for example, about 
how stars form, grow and die. But scientists agree that by the time of the 
earliest fossils, life was unicellular and bacteria-like. Over the ages, natu-
ral processes, particularly natural selection (as discovered independently by 
Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace), eventually resulted in the 10 
million or so species, including our own, that we fnd today. 

The key point is that the scientifc worldview that is associated with 
this standard scientifc understanding is materialistic in the sense that it is 
neither idealistic nor admits of non-physical, and thus supernatural, expla-
nations. There is much about the history of life on Earth that remains 
unknown. How precisely did the earliest self-replicating molecules arise? 
What caused the membranes that are essential for cellular life to exist? 
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How key were the earliest physical conditions – temperature, the occur-
rence of water and so forth? Where did life evolve – in a little warm pond 
(as Darwin speculated), on clays (Cairns-Smith’s suggestion), in a hydro-
thermal vent, deep on the sea foor, or elsewhere? Despite this uncertainty, 
the scientifc presumption is either that these questions will be answered 
by science or that they will remain unknown. Although scientists some-
times grudgingly admit that science cannot disprove supernatural explana-
tions, scientists do not employ such explanations in their work, whatever 
their personal views; the few exceptions only attest to the strength of the 
general rule, though it needs to be admitted that a non-trivial number of 
scientists have adopted Intelligent Design theory, in which it is held that 
the complexity of life is such that it cannot have arisen by natural processes 
alone (Meyer 2009). 

Religious understandings of the history of life and today’s biodiversity 
are, of course, more diverse. Many religious believers, including many 
scientists (e.g. Ecklund 2012), are perfectly comfortable with the scien-
tifc account, either on its own or accompanied by a belief that evolution 
in some sense takes place within God’s holding, whether or not God is 
presumed to have intervened or acted providentially at certain key points 
(e.g. the origin of life or the early evolution of humanity). But many 
other religious believers adopt a perspective that is not wholly concur-
rent with the scientifc position. Creationism exists in a number of dif-
ferent versions but many people (about 40% of adults in the USA, fewer 
in other Western countries) believe that the Earth came into existence as 
described in the early parts of the Bible or the Qur’an and that the most 
that evolution has done is to change species into closely related species 
(Miller et al. 2006). For a creationist, it may be perfectly possible that the 
various species (about 350 extant) of parrots had a common ancestor (the 
scriptures are not concerned with contemporary defnitions of biological 
species) but this would not be held to be the case for parrots, herons and 
falcons, still less for birds and reptiles, or monkeys and humans, or fsh and 
fowering plants. 

In this sense, creationism can be considered an alternative worldview 
to the scientifc worldview when it comes to accounting for the diversity 
of life we see on the Earth today. One of the key points about worldviews 
is that it can be diffcult for someone who has never inhabited a particular 
worldview to imagine what it is really like to do so – one reason, in my 
experience, why atheistic scientists are sometimes very patronising about 
creationists. In Christianity, of course, a creationist is also likely to think 
that the world will soon be coming to an end, very possibly in their life-
time, that there is a world to come and that the eternal fate of each and 
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every one of us in that world depends on whether or not in this world we 
accept the teachings of scripture. 

Big Ideas in science education and in religious education 

It is widely agreed among science educators that school science too often 
consists of teaching isolated facts instead of attempting to develop an 
understanding of core ideas (Olson 2008). Osborne (2007) has argued that 
concentrating on isolated facts distracts students from seeing the beauty 
of science. In this sense, positive attitudes towards science could decrease 
because science is shown simply as atomistic events, so that students ‘may 
miss the big picture’ (Reiss 2014: 9). 

In an attempt to address these problems, there has been a growing move 
among curriculum developers to argue that science education should con-
sider ‘Big Ideas’ as ideas that are able to explain a wide range of scientifc 
facts and phenomena (Metz 2012). These ‘ideas enable learners to see con-
nections between different scientifc ideas’ and when these are connected, 
it is easier to use them in new scenarios than other, unconnected ones 
(Harlen 2015a: 97). 

The Big Ideas movement – for so it may validly be called – in science 
education had modest beginnings: a two-and-a-half-day residential seminar 
for 12 participants in a remote venue on the shore of Loch Lomond was paid 
for by Wynne Harlen using the money she was awarded for winning the 
2009 Purkwa Prize. The resulting document Principles and Big Ideas of Science 
Education (Harlen 2010) was followed by a companion document Working 
with Big Ideas of Science Education (Harlen 2015b). Within a decade it had 
been incorporated into curricula in South Korea (Choi et al. 2011), Australia 
(Mitchell et al. 2016) and Chile (Bravo González and Reiss 2021) and infu-
enced science curricula in a number of other countries. 

The effects of the Big Ideas movement in science education have spread 
to other subjects, facilitated in England by advice given to the National 
Curriculum Review group by Tim Oates (2010) that students should study 
fewer things but in greater depth in order to secure deeper learning in 
subjects. In religious education, Barbara Wintersgill organised a three-day 
symposium at a remote farm on Dartmoor (there seems to be something 
about Big Ideas that means that they grow best in modestly funded writing 
workshops undertaken in remote locations), the fruits of which resulted in 
Big Ideas for Religious Education (Wintersgill 2017). 

Big Ideas for Religious Education begins with a table that identifes 
‘Principles of Religious Education’. This is not unlike comparable lists in 
other religious education curricular documents, addressing the overall aim 
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of religious education, its specifc purposes and goals, as well as issues to do 
with progression, learning and assessment. The document then moves to 
identify four big questions that arise in religious education: 

•	 If the content of the RE curriculum is to be reduced, on what prin-
ciples or criteria should we decide what content is included? 

•	 On what principles or criteria should we decide how the selected 
content should be sequenced for ages 5–18? 

•	 How might the RE curriculum be presented in a more coherent way? 
•	 How might we make RE more engaging for young people growing up 

in the 21st century? 
(Wintersgill 2017: 6) 

After extensive discussion as to what Big Ideas are (including the idea 
that they provide criteria for the selection and prioritising of subject knowl-
edge in the curriculum, are transferable to events outside the classroom, 
are memorable, and capable of differentiation so that they may become 
the basis of progression) and are not (including that they do not provide a 
philosophy of education, do not presume any particular pedagogy, do not 
prescribe any specifc content, are not themes or concepts found in indi-
vidual subjects, are not intended to be a prescriptive programme, and do 
not assume which or how many religions and non-religious worldviews are 
being studied), six Big Ideas are identifed: 

Big Idea 1 Continuity, Change and Diversity 
Big Idea 2 Words and Beyond 
Big Idea 3 A Good Life 
Big Idea 4 Making Sense of Life’s Experiences 
Big Idea 5 Infuence, Community, Culture and Power 
Big Idea 6 The Big Picture 

(Wintersgill 2017: 15) 

As the person who chaired the working party, I’ll leave it up to readers 
to determine whether these meet the above-mentioned criterion of being 
memorable! To put some fesh on these bones, here are the suggestions for 
ages 5–7 and 14–16 for Big Idea 5 – Infuence, Community, Culture and 
Power: 

5–7 

There are signs of religious and non-religious worldviews all around us and 
lots of evidence of their infuence on our communities. Many local and 



 Worldviews in religious and science education 163 

national holidays are held at the time of religious or other festivals, and reli-
gious leaders are often important people locally. Several well-known tradi-
tional stories and songs refect the ideas of religious traditions present in the 
community. Religions are not equally infuential everywhere. Some places 
are more religious than others; some families are more religious than oth-
ers. Most schools have children from different religions and non-religious 
worldviews and may have many who do not identify with any religion or 
worldview. 

14–16 

Religions and non-religious worldviews exist at several levels. Most people 
encounter religions at local level where they can make a difference to com-
munities and individuals. At national level, everyone is affected when a 
religious or non-religious group infuences the country’s political and legal 
systems, its education system or the times of national holidays. Religious 
and non-religious groups also infuence people’s ideas about what is right 
and wrong and affect the way they respond to ethical issues. Some people 
see their role as one of offering a critique of prevailing social attitudes and 
practices. Religions and non-religious worldviews infuence culture and 
community in places where they had power in the past and may still have 
it. Consequently, around the world countries and communities have very 
different relationships with religions and non-religious worldviews, from 
theocracies, where God is seen as the source of all authority, to secular 
states, which may claim to be neutral in matters of religion and belief. 
Many communities have become more diverse and have responded to this 
diversity in different ways. Changes in community are also refected in 
the arts, which in most communities continue to remind people of their 
traditional religious identities while also being affected by contemporary 
religious and non-religious ideas. Most religions have a global presence and 
respond to the hardship that results from natural disasters, war, prejudice or 
disability. The relationship between religions, cultures and communities is 
both complex and controversial, since it can be peaceful and harmonious or 
can lead to confict and disagreement. The appeal to ideas about a superior 
authority or vision represented by God, an authoritative text, a powerful 
leader or a compelling vision of the future may be used to justify social and 
political actions. This may lead to social and spiritual improvement, but it 
may lead to intolerance and violence. 

Advocates of the approach of Big Ideas for Religious Education might argue 
that such an approach allows non-religious worldviews to be incorporated 
within religious education without leading to an impracticable expansion 
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of content or to study of religions being diminished to ‘make space’ for 
study of Humanism, secularism, agnosticism and atheism. 

Conclusions 

As someone whose primary expertise is in science education, I fnd it fas-
cinating that while both religious education and school science are cur-
rently exploring the possibility of Big Ideas playing a greater role in each 
subject (though see Freathy and John 2019), the reception that the two 
subjects have given to the suggestion that worldviews play a more central 
role has been very different. In science education, this suggestion has been 
enthusiastically adopted by a relatively small proportion of the community. 
Indeed, in my experience it is science educators who are particularly sensi-
tive to issues to do with indigenous science and the rubbishing of religion 
by some scientists who are most likely to see the positive affordance of the 
notion of worldviews in science education. In religious education the situ-
ation seems rather different. Whilst there are a number of objections to the 
introduction of worldviews, here it seems that there is a widespread fear 
that to include worldviews, particularly non-religious worldviews, within 
the subject is to let the wolf into the sheepfold. In science, the idea of 
worldviews is often received with apathy; in religious education, often with 
fear and trembling. 

Why this difference? It seems very possible that this is related to the 
general position of each subject in the school curriculum and in society 
more generally. For all that the classic work of Paul Hirst might envis-
age a place of near equality for science and religious education in the 
school curriculum (as for other forms of knowledge), one does not need 
to be a fully-fedged Bernsteinian (cf. vertical and horizontal discourses) 
to acknowledge that religious education is in a much weaker position in 
schools than is science. It is not surprising therefore that science typically 
reacts to suggestions that it should change with the indifference that the 
powerful can afford, whereas religious education reacts with angst, even 
defensively. The relative strengths of the two subjects in school, at least 
in England, are, of course, refections of the relative strengths – and the 
on-going direction of change in these strengths – of the two disciplines 
in public discourse. 

I therefore support the argument in both religious education and sci-
ence education (Billingsley and Nassaji 2021; Pearce et al. 2021; Stones 
and Fraser-Pearce 2021) that there is value in students acquiring greater 
epistemic literacy during their school studies. However, while both 
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subjects would do well to pay attention to worldviews and to introduce 
this concept to students, there seems no need for either subject to envis-
age changing its name. 
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9 
TURNING TO WORLDVIEWS 
EDUCATION INSTEAD OF 
RELIGION – HELPFUL SOLUTION 
OR EVEN MORE PROBLEMS? 

A perspective from Germany 

Friedrich Schweitzer 

Introduction 

On the occasion of the publication of the report ‘Religion and World-
views: The Way Forward: A national plan for RE’ (Commission on Reli-
gious Education 2018) I was asked to contribute a brief response to this 
document (Schweitzer 2019).1 In the meantime, a lively discussion about 
the CoRE Report has ensued, chiefy in the United Kingdom but also else-
where. Independently of CoRE the topic of worldview education has been 
discussed in a number of countries and contexts in religious education (cf. 
Valk 2007; van der Kooij et al. 2016; Riegel and Delling 2019). In a few 
cases, authors from countries outside the UK have joined the discussion, 
for example, from Scandinavia (Bråten and Everington 2019). My own 
approach in this chapter should be viewed against the backdrop of its Ger-
man authorship, not only in terms of my obvious lack of frst-hand famil-
iarity with the praxis of religious education in the United Kingdom but also 
in terms of the perspective used in this chapter. From a point of view out-
side the United Kingdom certain developments may be more salient than 
from within the country itself. To just mention one example: it seems that 
the issue of freedom of religion and correspondingly, of the relationship 
between state and religion implied by the construction of religion-related 
subjects at state-sponsored schools has not been receiving the attention it 
deserves in the United Kingdom discussion concerning CoRE. From the 
perspective of an outsider this is not only surprising but might indicate a 
serious lacuna in this debate. It should be clear from the beginning, how-
ever, that I have no intention of making German religious education the 
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benchmark by which British religious education (or the new subject sug-
gested by CoRE) could or should be measured. Such imperialist attempts 
have never proven to be helpful in the past and most likely, they will not 
be helpful in the future either. 

In my earlier statement (Schweitzer 2019) I raised a number of questions 
which I want to repeat here as well because they may give readers a better 
understanding of my observations in what follows: 

• What implications, for example, concerning the role of the state vis-à-vis 
religion and religious freedom does a centralised statutory curriculum, 
as suggested by CoRE, entail? 

•	 Why does CoRE foresee a central role for school inspection (Ofsted) 
in improving religious education (or ‘Religion and Worldviews’) but 
not for educational research? 

•	 Is there really a necessary relationship between the changes needed at 
system level concerning the curriculum and supervision of religious 
education on the one hand and changing from religious education to 
Religion and Worldviews on the other? 

•	 Is it possible to improve (initial) teacher training which CoRE consid-
ers especially weak in its present shape, without clearly identifying an 
institutionally defned feld of expertise and academic study to which 
the training should be related? 

One may of course raise the question of whether a non-UK person 
should feel qualifed to discuss critically a British report. It is certainly true 
that I am not familiar with the complex functioning of politics and school 
administration in the United Kingdom. Yet as indicated by the recent 
discussion on international knowledge transfer in religious education (see 
Manifesto 2019; Schweitzer and Schreiner 2021), more and more the future 
of this academic discipline should intentionally combine both attention and 
sensitivity to the regional and national contextuality of religious educa-
tion as well as international research results from other countries and from 
international debates in the feld of religious education. In other words, 
the future development of religious education has become an international 
issue, especially in Europe (quite independently of the European Union). 
The internationalisation of this discussion corresponds to the insight that 
decisions about religious education should be based on ‘scientifc’ analysis 
and empirical research which can no longer be seen as limited to one’s own 
country. Moreover, international-comparative aspects should also play a 
role, as a broader basis for considered judgments. From my perspective this 
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holds true although, surprisingly, CoRE itself does not make reference to 
such considerations but presents itself as a document arising from a broad 
but only national context and drafted by a committee bringing together 
voices exclusively from the United Kingdom. 

Facing the reality of religious education 

It is probably fair to say that CoRE presents a picture of religious edu-
cation in England which, in its critical clarity, surpasses all earlier read-
ings I have encountered so far. While Gates and Jackson (2014: 83) report 
that the reality of religious education in England is commonly viewed as 
‘patchy’, ranging from the excellent to the ‘unsatisfactory’ and Conroy et al. 
(2013) raise serious questions concerning its effectiveness, CoRE goes 
much further. Religious education is shown to be in poor condition, exist-
ing in ways which are lacking in dignity and which make it impossible to 
recognise or to develop the true potentials of the subject. For CoRE, the 
immediate consequence of such observations is that there is no more hope 
or use for improvements. Instead, the subject must change its very identity, 
from religious education to Religion and Worldviews. 

The authors of the Report deserve praise for looking into the obvi-
ously serious problems religious education has to face in Britain today – 
being taught by teachers who have not been trained to do so, suffering 
from confusing aims or, even more, from being devalued altogether (for 
example, by being excluded from the EBacc subjects) and from coping 
with an increasing number of students who are disinterested in any kind 
of religious education. Since I consider children’s right to religion and 
religious education a human right (cf. Schweitzer 2017), I can happily 
agree with CoRE’s plea for acknowledging education in the area of reli-
gion and worldviews as a clear entitlement of all children. This positive 
impression concerning CoRE’s willingness to face up to the dire reality 
of religious education in Britain is, however, counteracted by the use 
CoRE itself makes of this description. It does not serve as a starting point 
for careful analysis of the reasons behind the current unsatisfactory situ-
ation but immediately is made the stepping stone for recommending the 
transformation of the subject. This procedure fts best in a political arena 
where persuasion is key, not with empirical analysis where all hypoth-
eses have to be tested and refned before they are allowed to be used as 
premises for further conclusions. Or, to put it differently, CoRE’s way of 
arguing appears to be more rhetorical and psychological than logical. It is 
not possible, at least logically, to derive a particular new model from the 
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shortcomings of the model it is supposed to replace. Many other options 
for a new model would be possible as well. For CoRE’s model to be con-
sidered convincing must depend on the reasons offered for it. 

From an international perspective one might also add to CoRE’s evalu-
ation of the deplorable situation of religious education that there have been 
very few empirical studies surveying the actual development and the qual-
ity of religious education in Britain. While empirical research has played 
a certain role in religious education in the United Kingdom (most of all 
through the well-known studies conducted by Leslie Francis and his teams), 
broader surveys and empirical investigations of its reality and effectiveness 
have remained rare (cf. as a recent exception Conroy et al. 2013; overview 
Schweitzer and Boschki 2018). The lack of such studies might well also be 
considered part of the problems which religious education is faced with 
today. In terms of the international discussion in general education as well 
as in religious education, it is now more and more taken for granted that 
the further development and improvement of schools and school subjects 
should be based on reliable empirical data. A true ‘way forward’ (as CoRE 
claims for itself) can hardly be identifed as long as the map of the territory 
one wants to go through is at best a rough sketch. A frst conclusion (which 
CoRE does not offer) could have been to identify the need for more rep-
resentative research in order to get a better understanding of the current 
situation with its problems. 

It is easy to see – and in spite of the questions raised so far – and also 
has to be admired that CoRE wants to take the shortcomings of religious 
education as it is presently taught not only seriously but also aims for iden-
tifying solutions which go beyond just patching up a situation that has 
become untenable. In other words, the attempt to change the whole system 
in order to guarantee thorough and long-lasting effects deserves praise and 
approval. The three main changes refer to a statutory curriculum, manda-
tory supervision by Ofsted, and a new wider scope for the subject in order 
to include religious as well as non-religious worldviews. In addition to 
this, the question of improving initial and advanced teacher education is 
addressed, though with less determination. While the basic intention makes 
much sense the concrete suggestions raise a number of further questions, 
beginning with the concept of worldview. 

A compromised concept: The historical burden 
of ‘worldview education’ 

The two most prominent examples of ‘worldview education’ (in German, 
Weltanschauungsunterricht) can be found with National Socialism and the 
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State Socialism of the GDR. The worldviews were different in both cases – 
National Socialist ideology or Marxism-Leninism – but the understanding 
of the educational task was quite similar. Pupils were to be ‘educated’ into 
the respective worldview, preferably such that they would become deeply 
convinced of its uncontestable truth. Later on, this kind of education – 
if it can be called education in any serious sense – was identifed as indoc-
trination since it clearly bypassed any attempt of the pupils to critically 
assess what they were taught. In many ways, the two systems of worldview 
education can be viewed as the clearest examples of indoctrination through 
school and education in the western world, at least in the twentieth century 
but probably beyond as well. 

In the German speaking countries the concept of ‘worldview’ has 
never recovered from this abuse, especially in education. In spite of its 
philosophical meaning and origins which cannot be reduced to its later 
ideological abuse, it would not occur to anyone who wishes to be taken 
seriously in the feld of education, to suggest reintroducing ‘worldview 
education’. Both historical types of worldview education functioned in 
parallel ways to making a totalitarian worldview the basis not only of all 
politics but, specifcally, of education at school. This is why the Ger-
man term Weltanschauung continues to be used in a descriptive manner 
but could hardly be found attractive as the designation of a (new) school 
subject in the twenty-frst century. In other countries, for example in 
Norway, the concept of ‘worldview’ also carries with it a special history 
(cf. Bråten and Everington 2019). Even today, it remains tied to the 
Humanists as a group opposing the infuence of the church and of Christi-
anity. Parallels to this may also be found in other countries, among others 
again in Germany. The values pursued by these groups as stated in their 
mission statements typically remain vague, for example, by referring to 
‘science’ and ‘reason’ as their basis. 

Now, one could possibly argue that such historical legacies and burdens 
should not affect the discussion in the United Kingdom where neither 
National Socialism nor state socialism could take hold and where the 
Humanists are a small minority. It is certainly possible to take such a 
stance if one limits oneself to the United Kingdom. Yet in times of inter-
nationalisation and globalisation it has become harder to show no aware-
ness of the international discussion. Moreover, the question may be raised 
if and what can possibly be learned from other countries. Why is ‘world-
view education’ such a sensitive matter? Understood in today’s sense, 
worldviews differ from other content, in that they offer a comprehensive 
interpretation of the world, its character and meaning. This interpreta-
tion includes the person who might take over the respective worldview, 
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not only in terms of shaping that person’s outlooks and understandings 
but – at least in many cases – also her or his lifestyle. In other words, 
the adoption of worldviews may have far-reaching consequences. At the 
same time, they may claim to be based on science (as in the case of social-
ist worldviews in the GDR or the Humanists today) but, upon closer 
scrutiny, it is unscientifc beliefs they are based upon. It is easy to see that 
any combination of modern understandings of education and worldview 
education is intrinsically diffcult and problematic. Most philosophers of 
education can probably only endorse the critical analysis or deconstruc-
tion of worldviews an adequate task for education – an assumption which 
does not seem to be shared by CoRE even where it refers to the ‘critical’ 
study of worldviews (2018: 35). 

Worldview education and the issue of freedom of religion 

Freedom of religion is one of the core human rights. The importance of 
religious freedom is no coincidence. It refects the history of the relation-
ship between religion and the state as well as the especially sensitive nature 
of this relationship. Religion is not an uncontroversial subject. It has never 
been uncontroversial throughout history, especially concerning the role of 
the state vis-à-vis religion. For a long time, it was considered legitimate for 
the state to regulate religious adherence, practices and even convictions of 
its citizens. The road to individual freedom of religion, now considered a 
core human right, has been long, and even today this right is not secured 
in many countries. Modern democracies are premised on freedom of reli-
gion which, in turn, excludes any attempt of the state to interfere with 
religious adherence, practices and convictions, unless it can be shown that 
they infringe upon the freedom of others. 

The need for the democratic state to abstain from setting religious agendas 
also applies to state-sponsored education. In many ways, state-maintained 
schools can even be considered the true test case for religious freedom, in 
that pupils often have no choice but to attend such schools and because 
religious or irreligious infuences in childhood and adolescence may well 
have lasting effects even in later life. This is the background against which 
the different models for guaranteeing religious freedom at school in differ-
ent countries have to be understood, sometimes even implying that there 
should be no religious education in state-supported schools at all, as in 
France or in the United States of America. Other countries like Germany 
rely on a complex system of internal limitations for state infuence on reli-
gious education, for example, by not allowing the state to determine the 
curriculum. In Britain, SACREs can be seen to fulfl a similar function by 
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putting the syllabi in the hands of various non-state actors. Still other coun-
tries like, most of all, Sweden and, more recently the Canton of Zurich in 
Switzerland as well as Luxemburg, have opted for a type of teaching about 
religion based on complete neutrality of the subject concerning religion 
and worldviews. 

It is this neutrality-based model which now seems to be preferred by 
CoRE as well. The suggestion is for a centralised small group of a ‘maxi-
mum of nine professionals’ to be in charge of the future of Religious 
Education (or Religion and Worldviews) (2018: 39). The SACREs are 
not to be abolished but to be transformed into a ‘Local Advisory Net-
work’ (2018: 56). Yet questions of state infuence which could be clearly 
strengthened at the expense of other stakeholders in the new model are 
not even considered by CoRE in this context. The only issue which is 
discussed concerning such implications is the right of withdrawal which 
the commission, rather ‘reluctantly’, wants to see upheld (2018: 67). 

CoRE also does not consider the experiences which other countries 
have had with the neutral model of religious education. In Sweden, for 
example, this model was introduced about 50 years ago, yet it seems that 
the goal of neutrality has not really been achieved. One of the most recent 
investigations concerning Swedish religious education points towards seri-
ous breaches of neutrality because the allegedly ‘neutral Religious Edu-
cation’ appears to teach Swedish pupils that being Swedish means being 
neutral and consequently, non-religious (cf. Kittelmann Flensner 2015). 
In other words, religious neutrality is equated with being non-religious 
and has turned religious education into a non-neutral subject – a tendency 
which, in Britain, was critically foreseen by Terence Copley (2005). In 
Luxemburg a new model with a focus on social cohesion was introduced 
as a replacement for traditional religious education. While neutrality is one 
of the aims the new subject is striving for, it seems that, in reality, it has 
led to an exclusion of religious topics altogether (cf. Ehret 2018). In a 
less spectacular sense the alternative subject of Ethics in Germany can also 
be quoted here. While Ethics is supposed to provide pupils with knowl-
edge concerning religions by teaching about religions in a neutral manner, 
respective syllabi in fact indicate a receding attention to religion compared 
to philosophical topics and worldviews. So-called neutral models do not 
appear to be a good way to achieve quality religious education, at least 
judging from these experiences. 

Moreover, what is the message of the neutrality-based model for 
minorities, for example, for Muslim children and their families? Is it due 
to their presence in Britain, they may wonder, that the system now has 
to switch to neutrality instead of allowing them a voice of their own, for 



 

 
 
 

 

176 Friedrich Schweitzer 

example, by offering Islamic religious education as in a growing number 
of other European countries? From their point of view, the preference of 
neutral models may well appear as a tacit strategy to exclude them from 
equal rights. 

To say it again, in all these respects my considerations should not be 
taken to mean that a certain model from another country should be adopted 
for Britain. Such transfers have never worked. Yet it would make sense 
to look at what experiences with similar models as the one suggested by 
CoRE are available and how they can be evaluated, among others in terms 
of how religion is treated in these models and of how effectively they sup-
port freedom of religion. That this question cannot be avoided becomes 
visible once one looks at what decisions about content imply, for religious 
education as well as for Religion and Worldviews. 

The challenge of making decisions about content 

The question of freedom of religion and state neutrality is not only a mat-
ter of how a subject is to be taught. Before that come decisions about what 
should be taught. What is important enough to be included in a syllabus 
and what not? And who should have the authority to make such deci-
sions? As can be illustrated by another example from Germany, the intro-
duction of a religiously neutral new subject in Brandenburg for teaching 
about ‘Life Style-Ethics-Religious Studies’ (LER, cf. Edelstein et al. 2001) 
in the 1990s, raises controversial questions. More concretely, the state of 
Brandenburg saw, in its initial syllabus, a need to teach pupils about which 
religions or worldviews are valuable for the future and which ones are not. 
Again, a clear breach of neutrality, in that the state claimed an authoritative 
role concerning different religions and worldviews. Moreover, how much 
space and time should be allotted to a particular religion or worldview? It 
is hardly possible to assume that the answer to this question can be given 
on neutral grounds. One may point to rules like the ones set by the Brit-
ish 1988 Education Act (the syllabus ‘shall refect the fact that the religious 
traditions in Great Britain are in the main Christian whilst taking account 
of the teaching and practices of the other principal religions represented 
in Great Britain’). Yet can British history, which has led to this kind of 
representation, really justify privileging certain religions over others? How 
can such privileging be reconciled with the claim to neutrality? In a similar 
way, the Norwegian state was taken to court because of privileging Chris-
tianity in the syllabus for a mandatory subject on Religion (a legal contro-
versy addressed by CoRE, 2018: 65). 
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Such examples indicate that the principle of neutrality should neither 
be considered the solution to all problems nor should it be automatically 
considered the preferable principle for democracies. This consideration 
becomes more concrete once one turns to the question of which world-
views should be taught in school and whose worldviews these would be. 
As pointed out above, CoRE’s reliance on the term worldview is surpris-
ing in that it shows no awareness of the historical contexts compromising 
this term, especially in connection with education. The Report points to 
the German Weltanschauung as the origin of the English neologism world-
view (2018: 4) but neither National Socialism nor state socialism are even 
mentioned. This also explains why the content of respective worldviews 
promulgated by these regimes – racism, antisemitism, presumed superiority 
of the ‘Aryans’ in the case of National Socialism, materialism, superiority 
of the working class, the ‘socialist personality’ in the case of socialism – 
are not mentioned either. Had the Report done so it would also have 
been obliged to address the problematic nature of certain worldviews and 
consequently, the need for making critical judgments in this respect. Only 
by limiting itself to referring to worldview as a category in the abstract is 
it possible for CoRE to stay in line with its claim to neutrality. In other 
words, the correct observation of CoRE that today’s situation can be char-
acterised as diverse in respect to religions and worldviews, obviously is 
not enough. It should also be stated what limits are needed within this 
diversity concerning the hostility and bigotry of others. Antisemitism and 
hostility to Islam can also be called worldviews. Yet the Report remains 
silent about them (with the certain exception of ‘extremism’, but only 
in the context of what is criticised as ‘a lack of understanding of world-
views’ (2018: 28), which makes readers wonder if CoRE’s understanding 
of worldview is limited to its benign varieties while problematic forms 
which often are more challenging in the context of education, are not 
taken account of. 

In short, introducing a school subject called Religion and Worldviews 
automatically raises the question of which worldviews should be treated 
and who is responsible for their selection and presentation. Concerning 
the choice of worldviews to be addressed in school, the report tries to be 
as open as possible – excluding, however, one of the clearest examples of 
an explicit worldview, i.e. Communism, which, surprisingly, the report 
does not want to acknowledge as a worldview to be included in Reli-
gion and Worldviews (2018: 75) – possibly due to the respective discus-
sions in the 1960s and 1970s when Marxism claimed a place in British 
schools next to Christianity and other religions. Yet on what grounds can 
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Marxism be excluded if it understands itself as a worldview? Who should 
have the authority for such exclusion? What are the criteria applied by 
the Report? 

The obvious problem remains, of which worldviews deserve a place 
in the curriculum and what qualifes the encounter with them as educa-
tional. What should be the criteria for treating worldviews in school? And 
of no less importance, what does education mean in relationship to different 
worldviews? Again, the report remains rather vague in this respect, refer-
ring to ‘refnement’ as the aim of Religion and Worldviews (2018: 5): ‘. . . 
young people come to a more refned understanding of their own world-
view’. What does this mean concerning, for example, fundamentalism and 
ethnocentrism, racism or, to mention some examples from different felds, 
neo-liberalism and evolutionism? How can they be ‘refned’? Is ‘refnement’ 
an adequate aim in the case of ‘prejudice and discrimination’ (2018: 28)? It 
is obvious that CoRE does not have in mind that education should function 
according to such worldviews. Yet nevertheless, any decision concerning 
the content of teaching and the criteria applied in teaching is neither obvi-
ous nor innocent. All choices and selections of topics should be transparent, 
democratic and based on participatory procedures. Moreover, they should 
be informed by scientifc analysis concerning both the respective world-
views themselves (including their implications for society) as well as educa-
tion referring to worldviews. 

Cooling (2020) argues that most objections against using the term world-
view along with religion (as CoRE suggests) can also be raised against the 
concept of religion. Upon frst glance, this seems to be indeed the case but 
in the context of education it is not convincing, for at least two reasons: 
From the perspective of sociological functionalism, worldviews and religions 
may appear the same. Yet as soon as one goes into more detail concerning 
the actual contents of both, which is inevitable for purposes of teaching, 
this functionalist interpretation turns out to be too undifferentiated. As has 
become clear above, not all religions and worldviews are the same! 

Moreover, and more importantly, in the case of religion and religious 
education a number of checks and balances have been developed which 
are meant to prevent any infringement upon religious freedom. For this 
purpose, different countries have developed a whole variety of legal and 
systemic precautions which, in spite of the differences between them, fol-
low the same logic of avoiding the privileging of a particular religious con-
viction by the state. Some of these regulations also include worldviews, 
but only in terms of legal protection for individuals and not on a systemic 
level. Such systemic regulations typically refer to the institutional level, 
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concerning churches or other religious bodies. On the whole, in spite of 
the existence of institutional worldviews to which CoRE refers as one 
of the varieties under discussion, there are no equivalents for this in the 
feld of worldviews, with the possible exception aspired to by Humanist 
associations. 

Educational limits of neutrality in working with 
children and youth 

In many countries, there is a tendency towards limiting religious educa-
tion at school to neutrality and to ‘teaching about religion’. This tendency 
also is refective of the wish to make sure that the principle of freedom of 
religion is not infringed upon by state infuence. Yet it is also evident that, 
in working with children and young people and in doing justice to their 
personal and existential questions and needs, teaching about religion is not 
enough. In England, Grimmitt’s (1987) idea of introducing the additional 
dimension of ‘learning from religion’ has become a widely accepted basis 
for including more personal ways of dealing with religion or religions and 
worldviews. Similar tendencies can be found in many European countries 
(cf. the overview: Rothgangel, Jäggle and Schlag 2016 and the other vol-
umes in this series). Moreover, it has been shown that teachers of religious 
education in various countries actually do not follow the schematic distinc-
tion between ‘teaching about’ and ‘teaching from’ or ‘teaching religion’ 
(cf. Ziebertz and Riegel 2009). The realities of the everyday classroom 
seem to require more openness and fexibility than the abstract ideas of 
neutral teaching allow for. 

CoRE does not seem to take notice of such research results and devel-
opments, possibly because they come from other countries. Yet is it really 
still convincing in this day and age to only consider British experiences? 
Could it not be helpful, in the sense of the international knowledge transfer 
described above, to make use of international insights as well? 

A school subject with no academic basis 

In most cases in most countries and for most of history, the school curric-
ulum has followed the idea that school subjects should be clearly related 
to a delineated feld of study at university level, like English, Mathe-
matics, Chemistry, History, etc. This does not only imply that teach-
ers should have studied their felds of teaching at an academic level and 
should be certifed in their expertise by respective degrees but that the 
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content of the curriculum for a school subject should have a basis beyond 
school and beyond school administration or politics. This includes trans-
parent criteria for what should be considered adequate for teaching and 
what not. This understanding does not exclude further developments, 
like combining different felds of study in order to create new school sub-
jects. Yet it should always be clear what academic expertise is underlying 
a school subject. 

Such an academic underpinning is a requirement of educational quality. 
This presupposition corresponds to another basic principle endorsed by 
modern philosophy of education – the requirement that the knowledge 
taught at school should be in line with the current state of scientifc and 
educational research. While research as such is commonly not considered 
suitable for children and adolescents because it follows a logic different from 
that of teaching and learning at primary and secondary level, all knowl-
edge taught at school should have been tested against the current state of 
research. Concerning the Bible, for example, it would not be legitimate 
according to this principle for pupils to still be taught that many parts of 
the Old Testament were written between 1000 and 500 B.C. Nor would 
it be acceptable if the understanding of evolution taught at school were still 
to follow the outdated assumption that certain traits or abilities acquired by 
parents which are of advantage for their survival will be passed on to future 
generations. On a more pragmatic level, the relationship between indi-
vidual school subjects and academic disciplines opens up a feld of public 
critical discussion which can be quite benefcial in that it prevents political 
committees from drawing up syllabi merely at will. 

It is exactly this point which CoRE tries to circumvent by referring to 
quality training for teachers. But CoRE remains silent about which disci-
plinary expertise this would in fact require and how this expertise could in 
fact be obtained. There is agreement that there is no single academic disci-
pline which is devoted to the study of worldviews. Consequently, world-
view education is lacking an academic basis which would be comparable 
to other subjects. This lack is another reason why the subject would be 
vulnerable to political and ideological infuences. One can of course point 
to the numerous disciplines in which the topic of worldviews has played 
a role – philosophy, anthropology, sociology, religious studies, Christian 
theology and Biblical studies as well as other disciplines (cf. Benoit et al. 
2020) – yet it is hard to imagine that any one of these disciplines treats 
this topic as more than one of many topics. The lack of a clear relation-
ship between worldview education and an academic discipline also entails 
consequences for teacher education which, because of their importance, 
deserve attention of their own. 
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How to train teachers for worldview education? 

As already mentioned in the context of the foundations for instituting a 
school subject, in most countries it is assumed that teaching a certain sub-
ject should be based on respective expertise and that this expertise should 
or even must have been acquired in certifed ways. The place for certifed 
acquisition of such expertise is the feld of higher education, i.e. universities 
or at least a teachers’ college. How can such expertise be acquired concern-
ing worldviews? 

It makes sense that CoRE takes major offence at the current situation 
in Britain in which teachers of religious education often have no adequate 
training and have never acquired a degree in anything even close to religion. 
Yet if it is true that teachers lacking adequate expertise is one of the factors 
causing the problem, should the solution not also aim for clear provisions 
for the future in this respect? Where could and should a future teacher 
acquire expertise in Religion and Worldviews? As mentioned above, there 
are a whole number of different felds of study which have addressed top-
ics related to this context – theology, philosophy, religious studies, soci-
ology, psychology, cultural studies, ethnography, to mention just a few. 
CoRE remains vague in this respect, which is why it can be feared (or 
even argued) that the future of teacher education for the new suggested 
subject Religion and Worldviews does not look very bright. Instead, the 
confusion concerning the required expertise might just continue or could 
even increase, since the term worldview is even less defned than the term 
religion, especially concerning the academic expertise to be acquired for 
teaching it. Will it be enough for a teacher of Religion and Worldviews to 
have studied ‘something’ that touches upon worldviews? What expertise 
and which degrees in what felds will be considered acceptable? As long 
as such questions remain undiscussed, the possible shape of a new subject, 
Religion and Worldviews, remains vague, in general but also in terms of its 
possible realisation in schools. 

How religious education could be improved 
without giving up the subject 

CoRE seems to assume that religious education in its current form is 
beyond hope (for a new subject is being proposed in its place), therefore it 
is important to consider ways of improving religious education without los-
ing it. Since religious education is not the only subject which has come to 
be viewed critically, for example, in the light of the results of international 
studies like PISA, it makes sense to consider the options which have been 
developed for improving their situation. 
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The most widespread possibility for improving the situation of a subject 
is based on the recommendation that teaching not only in general but in 
all subjects should have a stronger research base. In most cases, this implies 
empirical research, for example, examining different teaching strategies and 
their effectiveness concerning pupils’ actual learning or competence devel-
opment (for religion-related subjects cf. the contributions in Schweitzer 
and Boschki 2018). Moreover, the demand is that teachers should be famil-
iar with research results and actually make use of them in designing their 
teaching. Surprisingly, CoRE does not show much interest in such exper-
tise for teachers, not in the case of religious education nor concerning the 
academic qualifcation of teachers for the new subject recommended by 
CoRE. Indeed, there seems to be a certain scepticism towards research 
throughout the Report in general. The research on religious education 
itself is not quoted and no role for research is foreseen in the wished-for 
new subject. 

CoRE claims to listen to a wide range of stakeholders. Yet it is easy to 
see that this is not identical with research-related insights upon which rec-
ommendations could be based. Internationally speaking, there is a clear ten-
dency that evaluations of a subject as well as recommendations for its future 
development should not only be based, for example, on school inspection 
or even subjective evidence which often remains anecdotal, but should 
more and more rely on transparent and intersubjective investigations and 
scientifc data. While CoRE claims to be based on research, this research is 
not really identifed. As mentioned above, research on religious education 
allowing for generalisable results and robust insights has remained particu-
larly rare in Britain. Might this be one of the reasons for the deplorable situ-
ation of religious education described and criticised by CoRE? If this holds 
true one may wonder why this should not also be changed in the future, 
quite independently of the designation and scope of the subject. Good 
teaching should be informed by research. Good school inspection needs to 
have a scientifc basis it can rely upon. 

May one then not also foresee a different future for religious educa-
tion in Britain (and in other countries) as well? Should it not be possible 
to foresee a future existence for religious education, with a clear focus on 
religion(s) instead of a diffuse mixture of religions and undefned world-
views? This does not mean that worldviews – religious as well as non-
religious worldviews – should not be addressed in religious education (see 
Barnes 2020: 108–110) or in other subjects, for example, in history or social 
studies (and its equivalents). Yet it must always be clear from what perspec-
tive they are being addressed and for what reasons particular worldviews 
are selected. 
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The challenges identifed by CoRE concerning the status of religious 
education in schools are convincing. It does not make sense to continue 
with commitments and practices that ensure that it cannot fourish. There 
is a clear need for well-grounded curricular improvements and for bet-
ter teacher education. Yet this could certainly be done without giving up 
the current balance between state and non-state infuence on the subject 
and without taking up the rather ill-defned and compromised category of 
worldviews for renaming the subject. 

In conclusion, I want to repeat my praise and agreement. Access to edu-
cation concerning religion is a human right and indeed an entitlement of 
all children. This is what religious education should stand for, now as well 
as in the future. 

Note 

1 This chapter builds on my earlier article (Schweitzer 2019). It incorporates pas-
sages from this article but expands and elaborates the argument in the light of 
the later discussion about the Report and introduces additional material and 
research results. 
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