
	Features of successful RE
	Five most essential features

	1
	Pupils get higher ‘levels’ than expected.
	

	2
	It links well with other subjects and/or areas of the curriculum.
	

	3
	It links well with assemblies.
	

	4
	OFSTED have judged RE to be very good.
	

	5
	Pupils are given regular and constructive feedback on their progress.
	

	6
	The senior management team and governors take a particular interest in RE.
	

	7
	There is effective use of ICT in promoting pupils’ learning.
	

	8
	There is a budget appropriate to the subject’s needs.
	

	9
	It is highly rated by the vast majority of pupils.
	

	10
	There are detailed schemes of work based on local guidance.
	

	11
	There are detailed schemes of work based on QCA guidance.
	

	12
	There is a lot of experiential learning.
	

	13
	There are enthusiastic and inspiring teachers.
	

	14
	Parents are kept well informed of their children’s progress and of the content of RE courses on offer.
	

	15
	There is a positive image of the subject within and beyond the school.
	

	16
	There is regular monitoring and evaluation of teaching and learning in the subject.
	

	17
	There is a trained RE ‘specialist’.
	

	18
	The priority is to include ALL pupils in each RE activity.
	

	19
	The priority is on managing pupils’ behaviour in line with school policies.
	

	20
	There are high quality resources sufficient for the numbers of pupils.
	

	21
	There are good displays of pupils’ RE work in the classroom / around the school.
	

	22
	RE is given the curriculum time recommended by the syllabus.
	


(Exercise from BetterRE website)

What does Ofsted look for in a good RE lesson?

Alan Brine, HMI’s RE inspector, suggested the following points:

1) In general, when considering any particular subject inspectors follow the Ofsted grade criteria for inspections.

2) Ofsted looks for signs that pupils are able to make links from the content of individual lessons to the aims of the RE curriculum.

3) Ofsted looks for signs that pupils are being set challenging tasks.

4) They look to see whether teachers have ever taken a group of pupils aside and asked for feedback, i.e. what the pupils think of RE lessons.

Indications of effective RE teaching include:

· as a result of the teachers’ high expectations, pupils pursue fundamental religious and philosophical questions with sustained vigour and thought, and seek meanings and interpretations of religious texts, artefacts and symbols; 

· pupils develop a coherent understanding of religions, because of the teachers’ skill in relating one to another; 

· through the teachers’ knowledge and genuine interest in religion, ethics and philosophy, pupils are motivated and 
learn the value of religions in helping to understand the important moral and spiritual questions and issues in their own lives; 

· because of the atmosphere of mutual trust and respect created by the teacher, pupils have the confidence to draw upon their own faiths and beliefs to enhance the learning of the class; 

· pupils are able to learn from sensible and mature consideration of controversial and delicate issues, when they arise, because of the teachers’ awareness of the sensitivities involved and skills in handling such issues with their classes; 

· the pupils increase their understanding through the teachers’ stimulating use of audio-visual reference material, relevant ICT resources and visits to places of worship and religious interest. 

When looking at areas of weakness in the teaching of religious education, Ofsted noted that it may lack:

· rigour or depth, 
· a command of the subject, or 

· be badly matched to the pupils’ needs, with the result that learning is not as good as it should be. 

Examples might include:

· over-dependence on the use of a single textbook, which restricts pupils’ opportunities to learn in different ways through a variety of media; 

· setting tasks for pupils which do nothing to develop a conceptual framework or to promote an understanding of religion and an interest in it (for example narrow comprehension exercises, drawing, word searches or ‘filling in spaces’ with one- or two-word answers); 

· placing an undue emphasis on learning about the phenomena of religion rather than the beliefs and values behind the phenomena; 

· giving few opportunities for pupils to learn from religion by asking fundamental religious and philosophical questions; or 

· failing to build upon pupils’ previous knowledge, understanding and skills in RE, offering little that is new or challenging to pupils. 

Teaching is judged by the impact it has on pupils’ learning and, as a consequence, teaching and learning will usually be of the same quality.

Three principles of inclusion are identified, as set out in the National Curriculum. These are:

· setting suitable learning challenges 

· responding to pupils’ diverse learning needs; and 
· overcoming potential barriers to learning and assessment for individuals and groups of pupils. 
Comments about religious education in Ofsted inspection reports of Ealing high schools

	Recurring themes

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· Good lessons are well structured with imaginative starts.

· Activities develop the literacy skills of the students and stimulate thinking. 

· Students are challenged.

· Subject is well-monitored and new staff very well supported to ensure a consistency of teaching. 

· Variety of resources and teaching styles.

· Discussion and questioning enables pupils to express their opinions and form clear judgements about religious and moral issues.

· Lessons have clear aims and objectives which are articulated to the pupils at the beginning.

· Pupils have clear guidance on what they need to do to improve.

· Pupils regard the subject as relevant to their lives.

· There is good planning and effective monitoring of provision.

· Teachers ensure that all pupils have relevant learning targets.

	· Pupils struggle with specialist vocabulary.

· Comments on work are too general, and don’t identify areas for improvement.

· Lack of sufficient variety of activities to add vitality to the lessons.

· Insufficient use of ICT.

· Insufficient enrichment activities (e.g. use of visits, artefacts etc.)

· Time for individual research and reflection is curtailed.

· Sporadic blocks of lessons hinder continuity of teaching and learning.

· Inadequate assessment procedures.

· Too little time for in-depth learning and the development of reflection and other aspects of spirituality.




	Specific comments on religious education taken from Ofsted reports

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	There is a consistency of approach to lessons with very good starter activities that develop the literacy skills of the students and stimulate thinking. …Students are well challenged…
The subject is well-monitored and new staff very well supported to ensure a consistency of teaching. 

Good and very good teaching had clear objectives, pace, and well-planned activities that engaged all students in the class, on occasions leading them beyond basic knowledge to personal insights and judgements.

Students know about the principal religions and have had some opportunity to consider personal responses to questions about the meaning of life and the existence of God… Higher attaining students…use research and ICT to produce good quality project work. 

Specialist teachers did the majority of the teaching that was good or better. Their very good subject knowledge enables students to more easily understand and link concepts.

Thorough question and answer sessions test and confirm previous learning. Most teachers stress the importance of the correct use of subject language, thereby helping the development of literacy skills. 

Much effective learning takes place in lessons where the teacher adopts a variety of methods to interest and stimulate the pupils. …Resources and a variety of styles were used effectively in a well-planned and prepared Year 7 religious education lesson introducing Buddhism – the lesson was interesting and motivating with clear aims and objectives.

A particularly good lesson in Key Stage 3 involved a game of ‘snakes and ladders’ to introduce the pupils to the concept of karma. The pupils enjoyed the game and understood the concept. A particularly good lesson at Key Stage 4 involved ICT very effectively in considering the Just War theory. The pupils were engaged in completing a worksheet and in visiting the Bite-Size revision site from the BBC. The teacher had planned and presented the lesson very well and, because it involved topical issues, such as relationships with Iraq, the results were very good and there was excellent progress in both learning and levels of attainment.

The pupils…regard the subject as relevant to their lives and they enjoy learning about other faiths and examining the similarities and differences between them.

…Good examples were seen of literacy promotion at Key Stage 3 in terms of difficult word lists for different religions.

The teachers’ very good use of discussion and questioning enables students to express their opinions and form clear judgments about religious and moral issues. 

The achievement of students with special educational needs is good, because students are provided with good support and work that matches their needs. 

Well-planned lessons maintained interest through the use of a wide range of teaching and learning styles and pupils learn easily about the links between marriage and religious teaching. 

Good opportunities for reflection are provided in religious education lessons – as observed, for example, in a Year 11 lesson on marriage, in which students compared the values portrayed in popular teenage magazines with those of devout Muslims, Hindus and Jews. 

Teachers make effective links between everyday experiences and religious values so that students generally make sense of what they study and are beginning to relate it to their own lives. This was evident in a Year 8 lesson, for example, where some students were able to verbally compare the symbolism of a Sikh kangha with practices in their own religion.  

Topics are covered in sufficient depth to enable students to build on the knowledge, understanding and skills gained in previous years. …

Higher-attaining students develop their ideas in writing, supporting their beliefs with sensitivity and reason. A good example was in work that required students to consider their own thoughts about the concept of religious martyrdom. Students are led to realise that religious education has a practical application to everyday life and are enabled to consider their own values and beliefs about a wide range of moral and ethical issues. This was evident, for example, in a Year 10 lesson where students have recently examined the concept of a just war. 

Students are being taught to think for themselves and to consider a wide range of moral and ethical issues. As a result, they work diligently and enjoy their lessons. Lesson introductions are used well to recap work from previous lessons and so enable students to consolidate their understanding. …

In lessons where teachers worked hard to ask students a full range of questions… they responded with enthusiasm and interest. This was evident in a Year 10 lesson where students examined a range of environmental issues and voted on the most important. The ensuing debate was lively and knowledgeable and students drew on knowledge from other subjects, particularly geography, to illustrate their views.

[SEN school] A wide range of resources are used to support the learning of pupils with the most complex needs. Pupils are interested in the lessons and learn effectively from each other… The emphasis in the curriculum on the importance of using the senses in practical ways in learning about religion is particularly relevant to pupils and students with severe and complex learning difficulties. Displays of photographs help pupils remember and recognise sequences and communicate their experiences which support their good progress. In one lesson, the teacher ensured there was a genuine feeling of spirituality by the soft lighting and religious music. Several artefacts were passed around and pupils were encouraged, with support, to look and feel carefully and recognise the object.

Planning is good and teachers ensure pupils have relevant learning targets, well matched to their individual needs.

Carefully annotated and dated end-of-module assessments record progress. The co-ordinator recognises that this needs to be linked to P scale recording. He has worked hard to develop and adapt the curriculum in accordance with the locally agreed syllabus so that all pupils and students, including those with PMLD, have relevant practical activities and useful resources. 


	Relatively weaker aspects of teaching…re seen in the marking of the students’ books when the constructive comments are rather general so students are not always clear about what is specifically needed to raise their attainment level. 

In some cases there is lack of sufficient variety of activities to add vitality to the lessons.

…Opportunities were missed to challenge and enable students to develop further their thinking of religious matters. 

There was much incomplete work [in exercise books], and students were seen to be unsure of the expected outcomes of their religious studies lessons. 

There was no evidence of the use of ICT.

Marking did not sufficiently well identify areas for improvement, insist on high standards of presentation or check the completion of work. Similarly, commentary was sometimes of a generic type and not always related to expected learning outcomes.

Time is not built into the schemes of work…for students to pause, reflect and appreciate the intangible…

 The use of [ICT skills for research purposes] is not very common. There is not a range of visits and visitors to gain the interest of and to motivate students…

…Some of the non-specialist teachers rely too heavily on the prepared materials and worksheets…These lessons are sound but do not sparkle...

[As regards RE for SEN pupils]  Homework too frequently consists of requests to finish work started in class with no additional work for the more able. 

[Re: GCSE short course] As Year 11 studies are taught in intermittent six weeks blocks, the continuity of teaching and learning is hindered. 

Not all staff articulated clearly the aims and objectives at the start of the lesson and then checked with pupils at the end to see if these had been achieved. 

There needs to be a more rigorous assessment procedure … 

There needs to be more consistency in the quality of diagnostic and formative marking.

There is currently no specific assessment on learning from religion. Not enough work is done to set detailed targets and so students are unclear about the standards they are reaching.
Most teachers lack familiarity and confidence with the criteria for assigning different levels to pupils’ work and this is lessening the effectiveness of assessment.

Insufficient use is made of ICT to support pupils’ learning.

Good teaching was seen in GCSE classes and the curriculum is systematically taught but there is too little time for research, extended writing or detailed preparation for high quality discussion.

Well-marked, regular homework is used to reinforce and extend pupils’ knowledge and understanding. However, the fortnightly lessons hinder its impact as pupils wait a long time before feedback. 

Students’ oral work continues to achieve a higher standard than their written work that for many is dependent on the text. Many students continue to struggle with the use of specialist words.

Although students’ work is marked regularly, comments provide them with insufficient guidance on what they must do in order to raise the standard of the work. In [some] lessons teachers do not involve students actively enough in discussions or ask them sufficiently searching questions. As a consequence, although amenable and well behaved, they do not always show high levels of motivation in their work.




Extracts from recent subject inspections of three schools given ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ ratings for overall effectiveness of RE.

	Subject inspection: school 1

	Teaching and learning: outstanding
	· Lessons at Key Stage 4 are characterised by enthusiastic, innovative teaching and meticulous preparation for examinations.

· Pupils make very good progress as a direct result of a skilful balance of imaginative teaching strategies and rigorous assessment for learning.

· The regular use of multi-sensory resources and a variety of tasks enables all pupils to achieve very well.

· Teachers have high levels of expertise and their regular collaboration adds strength to their teaching.

· There is an excellent balance between work based on the two attainment targets; effective use of resources, and a level of challenge that stretches pupils to their limits. Above all this department makes RE enjoyable.

	Quality of the curriculum: outstanding
	· The Key Stage 3 curriculum is particularly interesting and unusual. Its focus on developing pupils’ understanding of core religious concepts as a basis of learning about religions is a particular strength.

· The curriculum succeeds admirably in building on prior learning and has a strong focus on developing the basic skills of literacy.

	Leadership and management: outstanding
	· The subject leader instils a vibrant sense of purpose into the department and sets an excellent example to other teachers with his emphasis on promoting enjoyment in learning, setting high standards and encouraging the broad personal development of pupils.

· Management is very effective. Highly efficient use is made of resources, and the inclusion of all pupils is a priority. Morale within the department is very high.

· The department makes an important contribution to the school’s work in the community.

	Implementation of the agreed syllabus
	The department is consciously trying to enable pupils to reach the levels set out in the syllabus. They achieve this in spirit more than in the detail of the level descriptions as a result of using the abbreviated form of the levels, which do not give an accurate sense of the quality of work expected. The curriculum has not as yet been audited against the programmes of study.

	Inclusion
	The curriculum and teaching meets the needs and interests of all pupils very well and as a result all groups of pupils achieve well.


	Subject inspection: school 2

	Teaching and learning: 

good and often outstanding
	· Lessons are very well planned with careful attention to structuring and managing the pupils’ learning. Activities are usually varied, pacy, carefully explained and highly engaging. Very good use is made of white board technology and pair work to ensure pupils are actively involved in their learning.

· A specific strength is the effective use of questioning and discussion work to extend pupils’ oracy skills, focus their learning and check their progress. In most lessons the interplay of oral work and written tasks is very well managed and, as a result, pupils quickly establish and consolidate their knowledge and understanding. Very careful and successful attention is paid to encouraging pupils to work in mixed gender groupings.

· The department is building a strong pattern of assessment arrangements to track pupils’ progress and ensure they are clear about ways of moving to a higher level of attainment. Effective use is made of self and peer assessment. Good support is provided to help pupils develop and deploy the literacy skills required by the GCSE examination.

· There is scope to use a slightly wider range of strategies to extend the level of challenge for the most able pupils and the opportunities for all pupils to develop higher order independent learning skills.

	Quality of the curriculum: good and often outstanding
	· The curriculum meets statutory requirements and the provision of a range of accredited courses to meet the needs of all pupils from Year 9 onwards is very impressive and extremely well-managed. The take-up for full course GCSE is high, again reflecting the very positive attitudes pupils have towards RE.

· A strength of the curriculum and assessment arrangements is the skilful way in which the department interweaves the two major areas of RE attainment into pupils’ learning.

· There is a good range of enrichment activities to support learning in RE including use of visits and visitors as well as booster classes. There is scope to extend the opportunities for pupils to experience a wider diversity of religious traditions.

	Leadership and management: outstanding
	· RE is taught by a range of staff, some of whom are not subject specialists. A strength of the department’s leadership and management is the highly effective way in which these staff are supported …

· The head of subject…monitors and evaluates the work of the department effectively. She has established a department which embodies very high expectations and an excellent climate for learning, and has a clear commitment to continuous improvement.

· The resources and accommodation for the subject are very well managed. Documentation to support colleagues is clear and straightforward. Careful attention is paid to ensuring that the arrangements for assessment and target-setting are efficient and manageable although care will need to be taken to ensure these arrangements do not become over-complicated.

· The subject receives excellent support from the senior leadership team and makes an outstanding contribution to the life of the school.

	Inclusion
	The provision of a varied, well-managed range of accredited courses, meeting the needs of all pupils, reflects the strong commitment of the department to inclusion. This is further reflected in the high standards attained by all groups of pupils. The pattern of attainment of both boys and girls is very good as a result of the highly effective range of strategies designed to secure equality of opportunity for all. Pupils with learning difficulties and/or disabilities make good progress and are well-supported by, in particular, the teaching assistant attached to the department. There is scope to extend the challenge for the most able pupils.


	Subject inspection: school 3

	Teaching and learning: good overall
	· High expectations and the skilful management of learning ensure pupils have a clear understanding of the purpose of their tasks and consolidate ideas and skills effectively. Some very effective use is made of high quality teacher exposition and questioning to extend pupils’ critical thinking.

· An emerging strength is the very good use being made of some evocative and challenging resource materials to extend pupils’ ability to interpret and respond to religious ideas and symbolism. Group work and discussion are handled effectively. Some highly effective use is made of whiteboard technology to, for example, record the outcome of group work and involve pupils in shaping the pattern of learning.

· Particularly effective GCSE teaching enables pupils to make rapid progress in deploying critical thinking to engage with complex philosophical and theological issues.

· While care is taken to ensuring pupils are involved in lessons, on occasions insufficient attention is paid to checking that all understand the learning.

· RE work is marked regularly and some good use is beginning to be made of levels in assessment. At its best, marking provides pupils with detailed feedback on their progress and clear pointers for improvement. Assessment at GCSE is particularly good and pupils are given very clear information about the criteria used to assess their work, their progress, and targets to improve. Good support is provided to help pupils prepare for their exams through the use of revision guides. Carefully designed and levelled assessment tasks are being introduced in Key Stage 3. Care needs to be taken to ensure these are not over-structured for more able pupils to the point where the opportunities for them to write independently are constrained. Some interesting and innovative use is being made of peer marking by, for example, encouraging Year 10 pupils to develop their understanding of assessment criteria through supporting the marking of the work of Year 7 pupils.

	Quality of the curriculum: good with some outstanding features
	· Very impressive progress has been made in the past year to develop the curriculum for Key Stage 3. The new schemes of work are mapped to ensure coverage of the requirements of the agreed syllabus. At the same time, planning has been revised to incorporate a very strong emphasis of blending aspects of modern youth culture with a rigorous investigation of religion.

· The approach to, for example, the introduction to RE in Year 7 includes a strong emphasis on developing higher order concepts and skills. Of particular note is a unit of symbolism which focuses pupils on linking very challenging biblical material with contemporary visual and musical imagery.
· The schemes of work are well planned with careful attention being paid to the provision of a clear overall picture of the purpose of each unit. The structure of the revised curriculum incorporates a strong pattern of continuity and progression in the pupils’ learning.

· There is good provision at Key Stage 4 with an increasing number of pupils opting for full course GCSE and consideration of entering some for short course GCSE. Various options for RE from Year 9 onwards are being carefully explored.



	Leadership and management: good
	· The subject self-evaluation is a frank assessment of the subject’s strengths and needs. It has rightly identified that recent improvement to address areas of weakness at the time of the last subject inspection has been good; the capacity for further improvement is very good if the issues about staffing can be resolved effectively.

· The subject specialist, who has a visionary approach to teaching RE, is providing some good leadership in terms of developing an exciting curriculum and beginning to transform teaching and learning.

· There are clear arrangements for monitoring the provision. Routine observation of teaching takes place and, unusually for RE, the monitoring of the quality of the curriculum is good. It will be important to sustain this pattern of monitoring as the new curriculum is implemented to ensure it makes a positive contribution to the progress of pupils across the whole ability range.

· Some very good use is being made of whiteboard technology in lessons but this is not consistent across all teaching. While the department is well-stocked with text book materials, the new curriculum and teaching approaches will require additional and more interactive resources.

	Contribution of RE to the promotion of community cohesion
	The subject currently makes a good contribution to many aspects of the promotion of community cohesion but recognises in the subject action plan that there is scope to go further. The underlying ethos of learning in the subject promotes a positive attitude towards diversity and the subject is not reluctant to engage with many of the more controversial issues about religion. Pupils usually demonstrate an interest in, and respect for, differences of opinion and value the opportunity to investigate the impact which religion has in the modern world. While there are some planned opportunities to use resources in the local area to enrich learning and promote community cohesion, the action plan recognises this is an area for further development.

	Inclusion
	The provision for inclusion in RE is good. The full course GCSE class has a relatively high proportion of boys reflecting the efforts made to secure their interest in the subject. There is also a high proportion of pupils from black and minority ethnic group taking the qualification, again reflecting the way the subject has sought to be inclusive. While more attention needs to be given to using data in RE to evaluate the performance of different ability groups, good use of setting arrangements ensure teaching strategies are varied enough to engage a wide range of learning styles.
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