How RE and Reflection can promote community cohesion

1) Always keep in mind that modern religious education in state schools is a secular subject. In other words, it must be presented from a neutral standpoint.

2) Refer to ‘reflection’ rather than ‘worship’ when referring to the daily act.

3) Always use ‘framing’, i.e. “Christians believe that…” “Humanists believe that…”

4) Children from non-religious backgrounds need to feel included in RE, therefore try to ensure that reference is made to non-religious ethical stances and philosophies whenever possible. The following are a few examples:

	Unit
	Possible ways to include non-religious points of view

	The Baha’i faith
	Compare the idea of progressive revelation with the scientific understanding of the evolution of ideas: “If I have been able to see further than others, it is because I have stood on the shoulders of giants.” (Sir Isaac Newton)

	Creation stories
	Include a lesson on the ‘big bang’.

	Life after death
	If not a lesson, at least make sure that pupils know that there are many people who do not believe in a life after death, and explore how this affects the way they live this life.

	Modern day leaders
	Instead of focussing only on Gandhi, focus on the partnership between Gandhi and Nehru (who was a self-confessed atheist). 


5) Copious use of the words “What do you think?”

HMI Alan Brine provides a checklist of questions to ask in order to evaluate the way RE is contributing to the promotion of community cohesion:

· Do pupils value the subject and do they recognise the contribution it makes to their understanding of different communities and ways of life?

· Do pupils have real opportunities to explore and gain first-hand experience of diversity of religion, belief and culture?

· Does RE provide a context to build relationships with the communities in the local area and particularly those groups who might be hard to reach?

· Does RE provide a voice for minority groups within the school, developing a culture of mutual respect and harmony?

· Does the school treat religions and non-religious beliefs seriously and model ways of building respect?

· Does the school know enough about the diversity of religions and non-religious beliefs within the local community and does it explore ways of making links with those communities?

· If the school is mono-cultural, how well is RE working to foster a broader awareness of cultural and religious diversity?

· Is the school providing enough opportunities for fieldwork and enrichment activities to extend the potential of RE to promote community cohesion?

Ways to make the daily act of ‘reflection’ more inclusive

Many people, particularly those who belong to a faith community, believe that the human spirit is created by a god and can only be fully developed through a relationship with this god. At the same time a substantial number believe that the human spirit can be understood and developed without any reference to divinity. What unites these positions is the fact that they both arise from human experience, and that the ‘spiritual’ dimension can be expressed in ways that both religious and non-religious individuals can recognise. Such as:

	Mystery:
	experiences of awe, wonder and mystery about the natural world, human achievement and, for some, a divinity

	Values:
	attitudes and feelings about what is really important, what really matters

	Meaningfulness:
	the ability to make connections or to see potential patterns in life which give it meaning

	Changes in awareness:
	the feeling of being ‘at one’ with: God, nature, oneself and/or others

	Challenge:
	being challenged and moved by experiences such as love, beauty, goodness, joy, compassion, injustice, evil, suffering, death


By using the word ‘reflection’ rather than ‘worship’ we are striving to ensure the most inclusive experience possible. From September 2008 schools have been inspected as regards how well they contribute to community cohesion, and they will benefit by being able to show that their programme of daily reflection ensures that no segment of the school community feels excluded from the very activity intended to foster school spirit and shared values. 

Although it is unlikely that primary-aged children will understand the distinction between ‘reflection’ and ‘worship’, older children—not to mention members of staff—will, and ultimately the ‘space apart’ that we are trying to create on a daily basis should be equally open to those who wish to commune with their god, those seeking an inner dialogue (for example with a wiser part of their self), and those wanting to cultivate a meditative calm. Only then can these acts be truly ‘collective’.

To reiterate, the purpose of these daily acts is to provide children with an experience of stillness and reflection which: 

· is usually difficult for them to achieve in their busy day

· is integral to spiritual development

· helps them focus on their developing beliefs and values

· gives them space to consider the mystery which is at the heart of life

· supports their emotional development 
· they can draw on at times of need
One way to protect the integrity of belief of each person in the school community is through the use of ‘framing’, i.e. when elements specific to a particular tradition—e.g. text, artwork, song, or saying—are included, the piece should be introduced with words which clearly identify the tradition from which it comes. For example:

· “Today we are going to listen to a story from the Gospel of Mark. While this has special meaning for Christians we can all listen and respond in the way which is right for each of us.”

· “I would like to share with you a reading from the Gospel of Mark which has special meaning for me as a Christian. However I hope you can all find something in it which is helpful to you.”

Similarly, the session might end with a moment of silence introduced as follows: 

“Let us now end with a few moments silence, during which you can each reflect on the topic we’ve been discussing, meditate or pray according to your own beliefs.”

	Unit
	Possible ways to include non-religious points of view

	Founders of religion
	

	Religion in writing
	

	The environment in religion
	

	Moral dilemmas
	

	What do we value?
	

	Where do we come from?
	

	Why do we suffer?
	

	Why believers pray?
	

	Living with faith: how does belief affect living?


	


� Extracted from: Reflection: some guidance for schools.





