Launch of 2008 Redbridge agreed syllabus
‘Some reflections’ by Bill Gent
(Former member of Redbridge School Improvement Service)
How marvellous to be back in Redbridge, in this hallowed hall of learning, culture and civilisation, with so many dear colleagues, acquaintances and friends ... and many others too.

Though the programme implies that I am to give a ‘lecture’, in fact what I have been asked to do is to give a few reflections in order to set the context for the launch of the latest version of the Redbridge local agreed syllabus for religious education – Exploration and Response.

Remember that what we are doing today could not be taking place in many other countries for the combination of religion and education – the creative, sparky combination of religion and education, at best - is a peculiarly English (perhaps British?) phenomenon. (Although there is a growing European interest in the role of religious education in promoting – or hindering – community cohesion.)
The story goes that, not too many years ago, a new Member of Parliament had just been given the job of Secretary of State for Education. So, in order to gen himself up, he paid a visit to one of the senior civil servants with a background in education. During the meeting, the civil servant unrolled a large piece of paper across his desk: it was, he told the new and nervous minister, a map of the English state school curriculum. And, indeed it was like a map, in a large atlas. There was English and maths (no talk of numeracy and literacy in those days!), and that little land mass there was history and geography. The new Secretary of State took all this in, but then the civil servant pointed to a little peninsula, almost hidden in the corner of the map. ‘What’s that?’ he asked, ‘Oh, that’s religious education’ said the civil servant, adding ‘and look what’s been written over it’. The minister looked closer and saw that, by hand, someone had written over the peninsula, ‘Here dwell dragons!’ 
Well, it is true that some people are frightened of anything to do with religion for fear of being burned.

But let me tell you another tale. The story goes that a mother brought her small daughter to Mahatma Gandhi  on a hot, dry, Indian day. Clutching on to her daughter’s hand, the mother asked the Mahatma if he could tell his daughter to stop eating so many sweets; it was doing wicked things to her teeth – not to speak of other parts of her body! 
After a moment of reflection, Gandhiji asked the woman to return, with her daughter, in three weeks time. How puzzling. Well, three weeks passed and, as requested, the mother once again brought her daughter before Gandhi and made the same request. This time, the Mahatma bent down to the little girl and whispered in her ear, ‘My dear, do stop eating so many sweets; it’s not good for you’. Some time later, the mother returned to Gandhi with the news that her daughter had indeed given up eating sweets and wanted to know what he had whispered in her ear. ‘I just asked her to stop eating so many sweets’ the saintly man replied. ‘But why the three-week wait before you told her to do this?’ the mother enquired. ‘Why?’, said the Mahatma, ‘because I had to go away and stop eating sweets myself!’

Forget the rumours of dragons; if that latter story, with its underlying belief that, if there is the force of truth – ​satyagraha – behind our words and actions, then anything is possible ... if that story holds a fascination for you, then RE (religious education) is the place for you – a place of interest, fascination, puzzlement, frustration, and wonder (of both sorts).
And, in Redbridge too, over the years we have devised our own map of RE which, we hope, carries its own truth force in that it makes plain common sense – free of jargon and in plain English. (What rebels we are in RE!)

The Redbridge RE map has six areas of exploration. What we’re saying, simply, is that a good, balanced and humanising education is lacking if it does not invite pupils (and their teachers) to explore six areas of human experience:

· What people do; 

· How people express themselves;
· What people believe; 
· How we make sense of life; 
· How we make sense of who we are; and
· How we make sense of values and commitments. 
Yes, number-bonds are important in an education – and so too connectives and spelling - but who would deny that, in the big picture, these six areas of RE are not a thread that link together people of all kinds and ages, cultures of all types and locations, ways of looking at the world, both religious and non-religious?

But how does a school help pupils to explore each of these areas and then respond through their questions, their reactions and responses, their intellectual and artistic endeavours? What a tall order.
Well, the Redbridge agreed syllabus provides a very clear structure from age 4 to 18.
In the Early Years Foundation Stage it offers three themes that should mesh in with how schools work and how young children are already seeking to make sense of themselves, others and the world around them:

· Celebrating special times;
· Aspects of identity and relationships;
· Stories and what they tell us.
And then, right through infant and junior years, the agreed syllabus offers units for each Year group together with detailed support material. Some of the units, and all of the support material, is new, usually based on what has already gone well in schools

During the secondary years – remember that RE should be part of the curriculum for students up to the age of 18 – the agreed syllabus offers a flexible approach for schools:
· at Key Stage 3, for instance, schools have considerable latitude in devising a programme that is right for them, though this revised agreed syllabus now says that a the programme should include investigation of key aspects of the Buddhist tradition as well as considering secular world views (in keeping with national guidance);

· at Key Stage 4, schools are encouraged to either devise their own course or to enter students for either a short or full GCSE course. And do remember that, nationally, each year hundreds of thousands of students now take a GCSE short course in RE, more than any other subject;

· for students beyond 16, schools are encouraged to adopt an even more flexible approach. Some schools, for example, have over the years developed the tradition of holding an annual RE conference (see Woodford County High website).
So there we are: the map of RE for a world that needs, as never before, a generation of thoughtful, sensitive and socially aware – dare I say also, spiritually literate? – individuals and groups.

It only remains for me to thank those people who have worked so hard in devising this updated agreed syllabus. I would like to single out:

· Lynne Broadbent who, in taking over from me this year, really didn’t know just what she was taking on. She has worked tirelessly through the past year, far beyond her allotted hours;
· Claire Clinton who, in visiting secondary schools, has done so much to spread not only good practice but also enthusiasm for the possibilities inherent in RE;
· Julia Diamond-Conway who, as AST for primary RE, has set a standard that has been breath-taking and who has been responsible for so much of the revised support material for primary teachers;
· the many teachers, too many to name individually, who have joined so many working groups along the way;

· SACRE members who have read through so many drafts that some has asked for draft-excluders (though not part of any special allowance – The Daily Telegraph please note!);

· members of Redbridge faith communities – a source of so much as yet untapped experience and support;
· and many others, known and unknown – a true ‘cloud of witnesses’ as they say in the Christian tradition.

And the result of all this endeavour? 

‘Generosity of spirit’. That’s the name of the game: no more, no less.

So I will now return home, tend my own garden ... and give up sweets for three weeks!

Thank you.

Bill Gent, June 2009
