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Association of University Lecturers in Religion and Education

Secretary of State for Education


  
6th December, 2010.
                                             
Department for Education

Sanctuary Buildings
Great Smith Street
London

SW1P 3BT

The Rt. Hon Michael Gove

Dear Mr. Gove

The Association of University Lecturers in Religion and Education 

I write to you as Chair of AULRE to congratulate you on your position as Secretary of State for Education, and to share with you some of the concerns of our organisation. AULRE is the professional association for all those working in the field of religion and education in higher education, whether in Initial Teacher Training, Continuing Professional Development, Education Studies or research. Many members are also involved in teaching Theology and Religious Studies at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. As such we are well placed to make the vital connections between subject study at university level, in teacher training and in schools.

Religious Education and the White Paper

In relation to Religious Education in schools, although we understand that the statutory requirements for religious education will remain, we were very disappointed to find that there were no explicit references in the White Paper The Importance of Teaching to the crucial role of religious education in the school curriculum. If we are to have a society where everyone from whatever background, including faith background, is treated fairly and given equal opportunities, then it is vital that pupils of all ages have access to a high quality education that enables them to be informed about and understand the diverse nature of our society, as well as the religious heritage of our country. Silence about the subject is in danger of being interpreted as giving a message that the subject is no longer considered important. We would urge that religious education is given a high profile in any review of the school curriculum. 

Religious Education in the English Baccalaureate

We are also concerned that Religious Studies is not recognised as one of the Humanities subjects in the proposed ‘English Baccalaureate’. Most schools – and my own university – locate Religious Studies within Humanities faculties, and see the vital importance of studying religions and beliefs past and present alongside History and Geography. Religious Education gives students access to understanding religious diversity in England and globally and engages them in exploring their personal beliefs and values. Religious Studies at both GCSE and A level has seen a remarkable rise in popularity with students in the last decade. We urge you to reconsider and include RS under the heading of Humanities.

Training of teachers

Many AULRE members are involved in teaching postgraduate and undergraduate teacher training courses and are aware of the importance of partnership between universities and schools in offering both initial teacher training and continuing professional development. Successful partnerships have been built up over the years (as recognised by OFSTED), and any moves to relocate training from these partnerships to schools alone risks disturbing the clear links between university level subject knowledge, educational research, and classroom practice. 

English Religious Education: an international success story 

There is an understandable concern about how English pupils are performing against their peers in other countries in a variety of subjects, but there is one subject in which England is recognised to be a world-leader. The role of AULRE in linking research with classroom practice enables us to be aware of the high prestige in which English religious education is held around the world. The work of scholars such as Professor Robert Jackson of Warwick University is internationally renowned, and many other AULRE members are invited to speak about English RE in other countries when they are considering how best to approach religious diversity in Education. Members work closely with the European Forum for Teachers of RE (EFTRE) and the International Seminar on Religious Education and Values (ISREV). It is recognised that we in England have forty years of experience of teaching religious education in a diverse society. One danger of reducing the role of universities in teacher education is that the critical mass of scholars in religious education in England will be reduced to a point where we are no longer able to keep up this world-leading reputation. 

Collaboration

AULRE as an organisation welcomes the stress on the importance of teaching and shares with you the desire to provide the best possible education for children and young people from nursery to postgraduate level. Our membership has considerable expertise in all areas where religion and education meet, not just religious education but issues such as faith based education, and religious equality and diversity within education. We work closely with other professional associations in our field, and we would be happy to participate further in any discussions about the place of religion in the curriculum and in our schools and universities.

Yours sincerely
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Professor Denise Cush

Chair, AULRE

Bath Spa University, BATH, BA29BN

T: 01225 875468 E:d.cush@bathspa.ac.uk W: www.aulre.org.uk

cc. AULRE Exec; AULRE members; Chair of Religious Education Council of England and Wales; Chairs of NATRE, AREIAC, NASACRE, SHAP.

