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Tel: 01714216791

Fax: 01714216746

Website: www.ofsted.gov.uk

24 October 2003

Dr Caroline Whalley

Executive Director of Learning and Ambition 

Perceval House, P5: NE

14-16 Uxbridge Road

London W5 2NL

Cc: Joy Morning - Director of Achievement & Schools 

      Cllr Chris Payne - Chair of SACRE

Dear Dr Whalley

EVALUATION OF THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SACREs

First of all, I would like to repeat my thanks to you, your LEA officers, teachers and members of SACRE for working with me during my visit. As you know, the purpose of the visit was to evaluate the effectiveness of SACRE. Following the feedback at the end of the visit, I promised to confirm our findings in writing.

Main findings

1. Ealing LEA carries out its statutory duties in relation to SACRE.

2. There is a strong sense of identity and commitment within SACRE. Members give generously of their time and resources in order to implement SACRE policies.

3. SACRE is supported effectively by a creative and hardworking liaison officer. The SACRE in partnership with the LEA carries out its statutory responsibilities by publishing an annual report and requiring the revision of the agreed syllabus. Procedures for considering determinations are exemplary.

4. The Ealing Agreed Syllabus provides a good basis for continuity in pupils' 
learning but is less secure on standards and assessment.

5. 
SACRE has a very effective monitoring role. It is very well informed about the quality of RE in Ealing schools due to the LEA's provision of a detailed analysis of examination results and the high quality analyses of RE sections in schools' Ofsted reports, carried out by the liaison officer.

6. The appointment of a part-time consultant should help to compensate for the present lack of an agreed syllabus handbook, schemes of work or other guidance for teachers on RE and collective worship. He has already revived primary RE teachers' evening meetings and this is welcomed by schools.

7. 
There are a number of important factors which limit the effectiveness of the partnership between SACRE and the LEA. Members are generally unsure of how SACRE relates to the wider LEA structure or how and by whom SACRE's requests are communicated to the LEA. There are no formal procedures for communication.

8. The liaison officer contributes effectively to raising awareness of faith in the community. The membership of SACRE reflects the pattern of religious diversity within the Borough but SACRE as a body has limited opportunities to contribute to the authority's social cohesion agenda, although the LEA has referred to SACRE a community document about religious customs.

Commentary

The Ealing SACRE has, in recent years, developed some very effective practices; in particular its innovative procedures for considering applications for determinations. The policy of visiting applicants provides SACRE with important information, which extends members' understanding of schools in the borough and of how they implement the requirements for collective worship. The development of these procedures is characteristic of SACRE's resolve to fulfil its statutory responsibilities using the limited resources available to it. The wishes of SACRE have in this case been realized by the good will of a member who gives her time to make the visits. Each visit is reported clearly and succinctly and recommended action is well supported by evidence and argument. SACRE's awareness of school practice would be extended still further if non-teaching members requested to go on these visits. Determinations are taken very seriously by SACRE and reports on school visits are professionally presented and discussed with genuine interest.

The Ealing SACRE is unusually well informed about the quality of RE in local schools. The LEA provides statistical data on public examination results, which is included in each annual report. In addition, the liaison officer makes clear and helpful summaries of the strengths and weaknesses of the relevant sections of Ealing schools' Ofsted reports. Teachers interviewed believed that the quality of these summaries has become more accurate in recent years and that they now reflect the school situation well. The unusual initiative of inviting head teachers or their representatives to attend the SACRE meeting where their report is discussed is particularly effective in providing members with further insights into the realities of school life. There has been a good level of response to the Chair's letters to schools about their reports and the periodic attendance of senior teachers at SACRE meetings increases their awareness of SACRE's role.

There are number of strengths in the LEA's relationship with SACRE and these contribute positively to the effectiveness of the partnership. Ealing LEA carries out its statutory duties in relation to SACRE. The SACRE is properly constituted and the agreed syllabus has been reviewed in accordance with legal requirements. Termly SACRE meetings are well attended and are effectively supported by the LEA liaison officer. Meetings are chaired effectively, facilitating contributions from members across the four committees. The discussions at the meeting attended were good humoured and well focused on matters pertinent to SACRE's role.

SACRE membership reflects the wide religious diversity in the Borough, including to an extent the diversity within faith communities, and echoes the LEA commitment to social inclusion. Although Ealing no longer employs a full time RE adviser, SACRE benefits from the professional advice of teachers and others with extensive experience in RE. There is a strong sense of commitment within SACRE, with some members giving generously of their time and resources in order to implement SACRE policies. The recent appointment of an RE consultant is viewed by members as a positive move towards consolidating their work.

However, there are also some significant weaknesses in the partnership between SACRE and the LEA, which limit its overall impact and effectiveness.

SACRE is emerging from a period of change, during which it lost its Chair, clerk, RE adviser and several established members. At the same time, reorganisation of LEA structures led to the demise of the education committee, which had been the point of reference for SACRE matters through the adviser. The current working relationship between SACRE and the LEA operates through the professional networks of the Chair, the liaison officer and the consultant. They report to the Principal Adviser who may take matters of concern to the School Standards Committee. However, these procedures are not well known among the SACRE members interviewed, most of whom were uncertain about how and through whom SACRE relates to the new committee structure and were unsure about how to 'get things done'. Those interviewed were not aware of the role of the RE consultant. Neither were they aware of any advice given by SACRE to the LEA or of matters brought to SACRE by the LEA, with the exception of guidance on funerary rites, which SACRE was asked to comment on by the LEA. Several members interviewed identified this as a good example of collaborative working between SACRE and the LEA.

SACRE's existing development plan is due for renewal. The existing plan has many good qualities; notably its realism and focus on what can be achieved in terms of making SACRE more efficient. It is clear that many of its objectives have been achieved, although they have not been formally signed off; and there is some confusion among members as to who should monitor the development plan. The LEA could provide more direction by, for example, extending its priorities so that they are informed by the LEA's own plans for RE and other local and national initiatives, for example, the Key Stage 3 Strategy. It could also ensure that the plan and the time when objectives are achieved are dated.

The LEA does not provide a budget to support the work of SACRE but funds specific activities as and when requested, such as the publication of the agreed syllabus.

The Ealing Agreed Syllabus is broadly unchanged from that adopted in 1994. It meets statutory requirements with explicit reference to Christianity in most topics in every key stage. The syllabus is less prescriptive about other religions in the locality, providing flexibility for schools to meet the needs of their diverse populations.

An advantage of the present syllabus is its clarity and accessibility. The syllabus content is broadly appropriate for the age groups intended and there is good continuity between one key stage and the next, as pupils revisit themes studied in earlier phases. However, the unit on religious language sits oddly at Key Stage 2 and might better permeate all units at all key stages. Some teachers interviewed were concerned that the syllabus does not appear to make provision for the coherent study of a faith in its own right, apart from through the prescribed themes. This is a matter that the newly appointed Agreed Syllabus Conference might wish to discuss.

Those responsible for the present revision of the syllabus might also wish to give further attention to standards, progression and assessment to ensure its revision provides a more effective basis for planning, teaching and learning in RE. In the existing syllabus the 'action' words (e.g. know, be aware of) are generally the same at key stages 1 and 2; and often at Key Stage 3. This could contribute to the low expectations noted in the summaries of schools' Ofsted reports provided for SACRE. It would be helpful if the conference were to compare similar themes at different key stages to ensure an increase in challenge for pupils as they get older. The learning outcomes attached to each unit are not differentiated and it would be useful for the conference to know how these are currently used by schools. The majority of primary teachers interviewed admitted to not assessing RE at all and some believed that the introduction of an eight-level scale would facilitate assessment, aid planning and bring RE into line with other subjects.

As the conference begins its work, the LEA might consider what help it can provide for members on broader educational issues. In particular the conference might wish to bear in mind the extensive changes that have affected schools in the last decade as a context for the new agreed syllabus; in particular the introduction of the Literacy Strategy and the Key Stage 3 Strategy. Both are influencing teaching styles and the way teachers plan their lessons and both stress the importance of ongoing assessment and teachers' use of assessment to pitch their expectations of pupils' learning appropriately. In addition the new Ofsted inspection framework stresses the importance of achievement and learning. This means that teaching will be judged to be unsatisfactory if pupils' learning and achievement is not what would be expected for their age and ability. Account could also be taken of the national developments in RE reflected in, for example, QCA guidance on the subject. The conference might also wish to bear in mind that three primary school senior teachers interviewed admitted that they did not use the agreed syllabus at all, but the QCA schemes of work instead. Their view was that the present syllabus does not fit in with their accustomed ways of planning. It is not possible to extrapolate from these instances to determine the extent of use of the present syllabus in the Borough. However, if the resources were available, it would be helpful for the conference to know more about the use of the existing syllabus and the changes that would be welcomed by teachers.

SACRE collects a significant quantity of important data on RE and collective worship. What is less clear is whether there is any analysis of the overall data, for example, to identify the most common weaknesses in Ofsted reports or the extent of non-compliance. The school standards panel independently analyses Ofsted reports for schools in the borough, identifying strengths and weaknesses. However, SACRE members are not generally aware of this; neither is there any comparison between the panel's analysis of Ofsted reports and those presented to SACRE. It would be helpful for SACRE members to know how their work relates to that of other committees and to receive relevant feedback on how their report analyses are used and what, if any, action has been taken or is planned as a result.

Other aspects of SACRE's activity have declined over the last three years and there is evidence to indicate that this has restricted the ability of SACRE, in partnership with the LEA, to raise standards in RE and the quality of RE teaching; notably, its ability to offer guidance on standards and the quality of teaching in RE. Unusually there is no guidebook to accompany the agreed syllabus, although teachers believe that it was promised in 1998; neither are there any schemes of work or guidance documents to support teachers' subject knowledge. Similarly the numerous training opportunities for teachers provided until 2000 have now almost ceased. This is partly a result of the loss of the full time RE adviser but the reduction is also in line with changes in the LEA's wider policy on supporting subjects. Some teachers interviewed understood this and one senior teacher was very positive about the new opportunities to seek support to meet her school's needs in RE and worship from a wider range of sources than those provided previously. Teachers value their connections on SACRE with members of faith communities and the opportunities this provides for developing their knowledge of faiths and discovering new resources. However, while welcoming the appointment of an RE consultant, most teachers interviewed currently experience difficulty in finding professional subject​-specific support beyond the QCA website. The liaison officer's development of a web page for RE and SACRE is anticipated enthusiastically by teachers, who believe that this will provide a source of much-needed information.

SACREs do not have any formal responsibility for contributing to the social cohesion agenda by improving religious/racial harmony in the community or supporting inclusion in schools. However, as a statutory body with a multi-faith membership, SACRE has the potential to contribute positively to inter-faith and inter-cultural relations. Members of SACRE interviewed believe that their membership has enhanced their personal understanding and respect for people of all faiths and none. They also believe, as do the teachers interviewed, that RE plays a central role in promoting inter-faith understanding and respect in schools. In the past, members of SACRE contributed to significant exhibitions and events that presented local faiths to the public and particularly schools; but there are fewer opportunities for such activities now. The liaison officer has produced a helpful calendar of festivals, taking account of minority faiths in the Borough as well as those with larger membership. She has also produced a website "Glimpses of a Holy City" (based on the book of the same name by Brother Daniel Faivre), which is of value to schools, members of the community and those from further afield wishing to learn about the religious life of Southall. Most members and others interviewed believed that SACRE should have closer links with other organisations in the Borough concerned with faith and race. Senior teachers who were not members of SACRE praised LEA guidance on 9.11 and on war in Iraq, and assumed that these documents were sent to SACRE for comment. It is not clear that they were and the LEA might wish to consider making more extensive use of this statutory body, which by law includes representatives of all the major faiths.

Key Recommendations

1. SACRE members would be better able to plan for the future if they had more information about the roles of the Chair, liaison officer and consultant and their channels of communication with the LEA. SACRE would also be more effective if matters arising from its meetings were communicated formally and in writing from the Chair on behalf of members.

2. The partnership between SACRE and the LEA would be strengthened by the closer integration of SACRE into the LEA committee structure. This would facilitate the exchange of information and expertise between groups with similar interests and concerns.

3. The newly convened Agreed Syllabus Conference might wish to take into consideration the national strategies, recent QCA guidance in relation to RE and the new Ofsted framework in order to produce a syllabus that will enable RE teachers to meet the current demands upon their practice. This would mean paying particular attention to standards, progression and assessment. As the conference begins its work, the LEA might consider what help it can provide for members to inform them about the broader educational context within which RE is now placed.

4. SACRE might consider how to meet further its responsibilities in legislation to advise the LEA on training, resources and teaching methods for RE. In order to raise standards in RE, the LEA could support SACRE in providing further guidance for teachers, particularly on assessment, subject knowledge, and on raising pupils' achievement. It may be helpful to make links with SACREs in LEAs with a similar ethnic and religious profile to see what is available there.

The LEA might wish to refer to SACRE matters relating to inter-faith and inter​cultural relations in education and the wider community that would benefit from members' perspective.

Your participation in this inspection survey has been much appreciated. The information gathered by HMI from this and similar visits to other LEAs will form the basis of a report which will be published by OFSTED next year.

Yours sincerely
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(pp) Barbara Wintersgill

HM Inspector
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