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Introduction
I might start with a welcome, followed by work on planning, then teaching RE, then
assessment, before concluding with thanking you and asking if you have any questions.
But first shall be last, and last shall be first. So here goes.
Any Questions?
What is your burning question, when you come to an event like this, or when you think
about religious education? Talk with the person next to you, and agree on a good
question to ask me.
Thank You
Thank you, everyone who is here today for the launch. It is good to see everyone, and
to see them coming together for something entirely positive, I hope – something
collaborative and productive and creative and influential.
Thank you, Marilyn Cowling and Sue Holmes. You have been influencing religious
education around here for a long time, and your continued enthusiasm and energy is
matched by your knowledge, understanding and skills. It’s a huge pleasure working
with you – as I have done at least for the last 15 years.
Thank you, John Hull. Ten years ago – two Agreed
Syllabi ago – many of us met at Lazaat for the launch,
and John Hull was the launcher. Here he is,
coincidentally, in a launch, it seems. He fired us up, with
the relevance of religious education, and the importance
of all education for making a better world. For many
years, he was the doyen of
religious education not only in this
country but around the world, and he inspired all of us. Last
year, he died, and I am determined – as so many of us are – to
continue his work, on lively, controversial, socially-engaged,
dialogic, vital religious education. Thank you, John.
My next thank you is for a philosopher. Nel Noddings is one of
the world’s leading philosophers, writing about care ethics, and
about education. I was lucky enough to meet her and interview
her, last year. Like John Hull, she continues as full of passion
and commitment as anyone could be. She told me:
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the most important function of education … is to produce better people. That’s the
idea: to produce better people. People say, ‘Well, what do you mean by ‘better’
people?’ I say ‘That is a question that should always be open’, and they say, ‘Well,
you’d be in an interminable discussion’. And I say ‘Yes, that’s right, it would be
interminable’, which doesn’t mean you never get anywhere. You become more and
more enlightened, but it never ends. (Quoted from Stern 2016.)
Nel Noddings’ commitment to the interminable discussion, debate, dialogue –
conversation – is vital (Noddings 1994, 2015, and see Avest et al 2009).
And thank you, Sana Kaladia. When I was asked to present at
this launch, I was told about the website where the syllabus
would be published (http://eriding.eastriding.gov.uk/re). On
going there, I found an introduction – written by Sana Kaladia, a
student at the St Lawrence Academy, Scunthorpe. I was so
proud of the whole team involved in writing the Agreed Syllabus,
and in the work of Sana herself. This indicates the commitment
of everyone to make the Agreed Syllabus a conversation in
which young people are as involved as teachers and advisers. I
have all the more confidence in the whole process, and in the
future of religious education in this region. So thank you, Sana.
At the End of the Day
So, starting at the end of the teaching process, let’s see what happens at the end of the
day. Well, for most school students, it’s homework, and for most teachers, it’s marking.
Assessment is the end-point of one stage of teaching. Some are uncomfortable having
too much assessment in religious education, but of course religions have been
‘assessing’ people for millennia. In this picture, Hieronymus
Bosch shows Judgement Day, or the assessments at the end
of Key Stage Life. Note that here, as in Dante’s Divine
Comedy (http://www.divinecomedy.org/), assessment is not
just about whether you can live your life according to an
ethical framework, but how good that framework is. Much the
same can be said of assessment in religious education today:
we are expecting good arguments for your position, but we
are also specifically promoting the so-called ‘British values’.
Perhaps, as well as getting a mark for being ‘well‐informed’ in
our ‘personal responses to significant moral and ethical
questions’ which involves ‘using reasoning’, we might also
look at lower or higher positive scores for those whose
responses are in line with ‘British values’ and lower or higher negative scores for those
out of line with ‘British values’? I’ll leave that to the professionals.
Whatever happens, the assessment must be
fair, and this is easier said than done at times,
as illustrated in this cartoon. Just setting the
same tasks for everyone is simply not enough.
We’ve got to work out how people can
demonstrate what they have learned, what they
can do. And, as part of this process, we need to
be acutely aware of how we use assessment in
practice. I have worked with schools in this
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country and the USA on what I call the ‘spirit of assessment’ (Stern and Backhouse
2011, Stern in Franck 2017). The written comments that teachers put on work, the
ticks, the underlinings, and all the comments, are often the most personal, individual,
regular comments that a teacher makes to that student – especially in secondary
schools. Written assessment feedback can therefore be the most personal, dialogic,
creative aspect of teaching and learning (Geiger 2015). Let’s make ourselves even
more aware of this.
At the end of the day, when all the assessment has been done, we can all be proud of
‘satisfaction’, of having had a worthwhile, satisfying, period of learning. Why has
‘satisfactory’ been so downgraded, so that everything must be at least ‘good’ if not
‘excellent’? Oh, well, I guess not enough people have heard of the Buddhist idea of
‘unsatisfactoriness’ as the great problem of humankind.
Teaching Religious Education
What about teaching religious education? One of the questions often asked by
teachers, is how they can improve their subject knowledge, as religious education is
such a huge subject to grasp – a huge and sensitive subject, where they feel, often
enough, as though they are walking on eggshells or dodging thunderbolts – to use the
title of an old BBC training video made by John Logan (Stone 1994). Some will say this
is religious education’s biggest problem: I say it is its biggest opportunity. Teachers
and students alike should be using religious education lessons as the most wonderful
opportunities to be researching these vital issues. Everyone needs to be researching –
to be making sense of the world – and religious education will be failing if anyone,
teacher or student, is simply parroting information gained second hand (Stern 2006,
2010). Personally, I think this should be true of all subjects, not just religious education
– but religious education has the huge advantage of being such a complex, enormous,
subject, based on the culture and the lives of all the people of the world over many
centuries.
An alternative response to the enormity of religious education is, of course, guilt
(Hargreaves 1994, chapter 7). How many people here feel guilty most of the time, even
though you haven’t really done anything wrong? I thought so. (If you didn’t put your
hand up, you are probably lying, so you should, after all, feel guilty.) Teacher guilt –
guilt at the enormity of the task of teaching – is sometimes transferred to students, who
are made to feel guilty if they don’t do perfect work all the time (which of us manages
that?), or don’t behave like the automata in some of the early Ofsted videos. Although
a little guilt may be ‘good for the soul’, guilt is damaging if it is constant and
unresolvable. We must do what we can, and take responsibility for that … and move
on. I’m reminded the story of the two Buddhist monks (from Chödzin and Kohn 1997, p
24-25). They were not allowed contact with women, but on reaching a river, a woman
approaches the monks, and asks to be carried across the river. The older monk carries
her over, she thanks him and travels on her way. For the next hour, the younger monk
is getting grumpier and grumpier, finally shouting at the older monk for having broken
the rules. The older monk replies quietly, ‘Are you still carrying that woman? I put her
down an hour ago’. Let us teach well, and not be a martyr for things that are, at times,
less than perfect. As Dolly Parton said, in the movie Straight Talk, ‘Get down off the
cross, honey, somebody needs the wood’ (Kellman and Bolotin 1992).
On Not Planning and Planning
So, thinking back from assessment, through teaching, I guess the next thing to look at
is planning. Or not. Another story. Darwin was a very impressive scientist. His theory
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of evolution by natural selection was controversial when it was published. I don’t think
that was particularly because his theory contradicted a creationist religious view of
evolution. I think people were mostly upset that he seemed to describe an organised
and broadly efficient system that had not been the result of anyone’s plan, or strategy
document, or vision statement. Many leaders and managers – and I speak as one
myself – think that things only happen in life because they have made a plan. But they
should remember Darwin: it is possible for things to happen that are not fully planned.
What Darwin taught us is quite subtle. I am very keen on planning, as a teacher and as
a university professor. What Darwin taught us is that planning in itself does not make
things happen. An Agreed Syllabus does not in itself make things happen. What a
plan or syllabus does is act as a guide or an affirmation or a celebration alongside us
making things happen. (The alternative, often enough seen, is for plans and syllabi
acting as documents ‘for others to see’, whilst real work goes on entirely independent of
them.) That is what I want to emphasise today. This Agreed Syllabus is incredibly
helpful, it is full of valuable knowledge and understanding, wisdom I think, and guidance
on teaching religious education. What it is not, is something that means the rest of us
have nothing to do. Beware of false prophets, I might say. Don’t think that the syllabus
has done all the work, we just need to use it as a script. Teaching is a matter of
conversation, of dialogue: the dialogue does not end after the first person speaks, or
even after the tenth person speaks. It is interminable. So beware of false prophets,
people who (falsely) say they have the final answers. In the world of religious
education, there are a few people who act as though they have the last word. Some
act as though they have become an ‘ism’ or even an ‘ology’. I’m wary of that, and try to
avoid it myself. It cuts other people out of the conversation. Andy Hargreaves writes
about government education policy in the UK and the USA. He says that
In England and Wales, policymakers tend to treat teachers rather like naughty
children; in need of firm guidelines, strict requirements and a few short, sharp
evaluative shocks to keep them up to the mark. In the United States, the tendency
is to treat and train teachers more like recovering alcoholics; subjecting them to
step-by-step programs of effective instruction or conflict management or
professional growth in ways which make them overly dependent on pseudoscientific expertise developed and imposed by others. (Hargreaves 1994, p xiv.)
He concludes, ‘[m]easures like these are disrespectful’ (Hargreaves 1994, p xiv).
Indeed. Let us use this Agreed Syllabus as a stimulus to more conversation – amongst
teachers and students and families and communities. This takes us back to
conversations, to our lived experience as ‘insiders’ and as ‘outsiders’. And that’s
another thing I like about religious education. Somewhere in religious education, each
of us – each teacher, each student – is an ‘insider’, someone who really knows what
this feels like, from the inside. And, somewhere in religious education, each of us –
each teacher, each student – is an ‘outsider’, a stranger, a curious onlooker. How good
is that? It means we are not simply welcoming people into some ‘inner circle’. We are
working in a wonderful Spirograph pattern of circles, some overlapping, some quite
distant, and exploring as many as we can, expanding our horizons. This means our
conversation – conversation, again – is not a simple cosy conversation amongst people
who already agree with each other. It is a wonderful, sparky, robust conversation that
crosses boundaries, that stretches from the inside to the outside, from the outside to
the inside.
Our plans, therefore, should be made as though we mean it. As though there were no
tomorrow. And as though we were to live a thousand years. This syllabus is a
wonderful marker, a starting point for all these plans.
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Welcome
So, welcome to the new Agreed Syllabus! I look forward to our conversation over the
next five years, and more … and if we’re not here in five years, let’s make sure others
will be here to continue the conversation.
Hello, I’m Julian Stern, from York St John University, where we support RE teaching
and learning
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