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Redbridge Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE) has long been aware that religious and cultural issues can impinge, to a greater or lesser degree, on the life of schools in Redbridge. It is also aware that headteachers, in particular, can find making a response perplexing because of a lack of background knowledge and understanding.

SACRE briefing papers are designed to provide a context of knowledge and understanding within which schools can make appropriate and sensitive responses to cultural and religious issues. They have been written in response to questions posed by schools and carefully discussed by a SACRE sub-group before being presented to all SACRE members.
Briefing Paper 1: Ramadan and Its Implications for Schools (2nd edition, December 1997)
Briefing Paper 2: Jehovah’s Witnesses and the School (December 1997)
Briefing Paper 3: Sikh Appearance and Identity (April 1999)

Briefing Paper 4: Muslim Madrasahs in Redbridge (February 2003)

Over the years, positive and mutually beneficial relationships have been developed between schools and the many faith communities represented in Redbridge. The 2001 local agreed syllabus for religious education emphasised how important such links are both for schools and for community well-being.

The March 2004 HMI report on the effectiveness of Redbridge Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE) made the judgement that ‘SACRE, in conjunction with the LEA, is making an important contribution to developing greater understanding between different religious communities in the Borough’.

But organising a successful visit to a religious centre
 is a process that demands a number of skills and sensitivities. It is therefore useful to be reminded of what organisational issues need to be addressed as well as the cultural and religious traditions that need to be borne in mind when visiting particular centres.

During 2003-4, Anne Krisman, RE Teacher Consultant for Redbridge, agreed to draft some new guidance for schools on visiting religious centres. Once these were written, a draft was sent out to representatives of the various faith communities as well as a sample of experienced teachers of RE. The draft was amended in the light of responses and then agreed by Redbridge Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE).  
This guidance is being sent to schools during the Summer Term 2005 and can also be downloaded from the Redbridge RE Network website (www.redbridgerenet.co.uk).
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These terms are shown in ITALICS in the text


Visiting religious centres: an introduction

A visit to a religious centre can be one of the most stimulating RE experiences that schools can provide, putting the religious tradition being explored into a vibrant and living context. Pupils can see what believers do and how they behave in an authentic and meaningful setting.

Visits also provide different modes of learning in an environment that is substantially different from the classroom.

The Redbridge Agreed Syllabus for Religious Education
 expresses the desire for the local community to become partners in RE, ‘supporting schools in their striving to create a well-informed, relevant and challenging form of RE for their pupils’. It also suggests that members of the community can also learn from encounters with schools. In other words, a successful school visit should mean a learning experience not only for pupils but also for the members of the faith community.

Redbridge has an exciting range of religious centres
. Some, like the Buddhist vihara in Balfour Road, are based in houses, whilst many churches are historical, purpose-built buildings. Some mosques have extended their premises to reflect the population changes in Redbridge. One synagogue is based in a former hospital chapel. Albert Road, near Ilford Lane, is a road along which a whole series of religious centres stand side-by-side - ideal for a ‘trail’ of a number of centres. 

It is important that teachers try to differentiate between ‘religious’ and ‘cultural’ aspects of religious centres, though a clear distinction cannot always be made. Sitting on the carpet rather than on a chair is not necessarily ‘’Muslim’, ‘Hindu’ or ‘Sikh’, for example; it is part of Eastern cultural practice. The same can be said of removing shoes. On the other hand, the altar in a church building, using Arabic for prayer in a mosque and reading out the sacred scriptures in Hebrew in a synagogue are all specifically religious features.

General Guidance and Suggestions

Visits can involve many rich experiences. For example, pupils may be able to: 

· meet believers, who can share their knowledge, beliefs, experiences and views on life;

· see worship and related activities in action;

· get first-hand responses to their questions;

· find out how the community uses the religious centre;

· focus on a particular community or group;

· explore the building, its atmosphere, architecture, layout, furnishings and symbols; 

· challenge stereotypes encountered through images seen in text-books, perhaps; and

· reflect on their own feelings and responses during the visit. 

A good visit will include a range of activities. These could include:

· a welcome from a member of the community, with a brief introductory talk (related to the learning objectives of the visit);

· a guided tour of the religious centre, showing people engaged in worship-related activities where applicable, but also pointing out the various parts of the centre and the activities associated with them eg the eating area (in a Sikh gurdwara), the wash rooms (in a Muslim mosque), the community meeting places (in a Christian church building or a Jewish synagogue);

· a practical demonstration eg a Christian priest/minister showing how a baby is baptised, Hindu worshippers taking part in the aarti ceremony, a Muslim reciting in Arabic from the Qur’an, a Christian member of a church playing the church organ or other musical instrument;

· an opportunity for pupils to be involved in some way eg sharing in langar in a Sikh gurdwara, helping to dress the Torah scroll before it is put away again in a Jewish synagogue; 

· an opportunity for pupils to ask questions or to share observations; and

· a quiet time for pupils to reflect, think and take in the atmosphere of the place of worship.

Effective planning and organisation is the key to a good visit. For example:

· it is essential that, within school, the organiser liaises with the school visits coordinator so that all requirements, including those relating to health and safety, are met;

· in communicating with parents, it is important that the educational purposes of the visit are stressed. That is, the visit is for pupils to increase their knowledge and understanding, not to engage in worship or any other activities that might compromise their own beliefs, traditions and values;

· unless a religious centre has a clear organisation for large visits from schools, it is best to limit the visit to one class; a better quality of learning will result from a smaller group; and

· it is important to have adequate time for a visit so that pupils can have time to soak up the atmosphere of a religious centre, meet people and ask questions, watch worship or related activities in action where applicable, and share refreshments (when offered).

Pre-visits aid planning. Unless the teacher has already developed a routine with a particular religious centre, a pre-visit is essential. Such a visit can address and clarify issues such as:

· date of visit: what days are best to visit, whether there are any festivals or special events happening at the time (eg a flower festival in a church, or a sukkah in a synagogue);

· number of pupils in the context of how many pupils can be accommodated comfortably;

· parking: is there parking space that a school can use?
· structure of the visit: how long will be spent there, what the visit will include etc;

· activities: what things the pupils will be able to do;

· dress code: what is required, whether headscarves will be provided etc;

· customs and courtesies: what pupils should be reminded of (eg removing shoes upon entering a Muslim mosque, Hindu temple and Sikh gurdwara; not sitting on the ground with their feet facing the holy book in a Sikh gurdwara);
· health and safety issues eg is there any building work going on? Are the stairs manageable for children with special needs?

· storage: where pupils can put their bags;

· toilet facilities: where the toilets are situated;

· photography and video: is it allowed?

· refreshments: will they be provided?

A pre-visit can also agree and clarify aims and objectives with the centre’s representative who will be leading the visit, answering the following questions in particular:

· what are pupils expected to gain from the visit?

· is the representative aware of the pupils’ level of knowledge and understanding as well as the objective/s of the visit?

· is the religious community clear about the educational aims of RE and that there should be no proselytising or worship by the pupils?

· will there be opportunities to ask questions as well as to listen?

· what range of experiences will be offered eg watching a Christian priest put on vestments used during worship, hearing a Muslim sound the call to prayer in Arabic, hearing about the significance of the ner tamid (everlasting light) in a synagogue?

Preparation for the visit in school is important and could include:
· hearing about the practical arrangements, such as travel and refreshments;

· focusing on the purposes of the visit and how it fits into RE class work;

· reminding pupils that there is diversity and variety within all traditions (ie the building being visited might differ in some ways from other buildings of that faith tradition);

· underlining the importance of correct behaviour, rules and dress codes (some children need to be reassured that places of worship will keep their shoes safe when they take them off);

· looking at pictures of the actual or similar place of worship (see footnote 2 above); 

· planning questions to be asked during the visit; and

· planning and clarifying follow-up (including how thanks can be expressed to the host community).

Follow-up after a visit is important and could include:

· a discussion in which impressions and feelings are shared (including things that surprised, fascinated or puzzled the pupils);

· pupils interviewing each other about how they felt, what they remembered the most etc;

· use of drama techniques such as ‘hot-seating’ or simulating being a reporter finding out about the visit;

· responses through writing or creative work;

· making a display with pupils’ questions and the answers that were given;

· writing thank you letters to the host community;

· making a PowerPoint presentation of images from the visit; and

· putting an assembly together or a presentation to another class/group or parents.

Guidance and suggestions on visiting specific religious centres

Here are some brief guidelines about requirements when visiting specific religious centres. However, within a religion there may be different practices according to the denomination or branch of the faith concerned. It is always best to clarify guidelines with a representative from the particular host community.
Visiting a church building (Christian)

· Male visitors remove their hats when entering a church building.
· Certain parts, such as the altar area, may not be open for children to explore. This must be clarified with the host community before the visit begins.
· Some churches have a burial ground next to them. The gravestones can themselves provide a fascinating insight into people’s beliefs about life, death and the afterlife.
· Traditionally, church buildings are east-facing (that is, the ‘east end’ contains the altar) and various reasons are given for this.
· The amount of decoration and ornament in a church building will reflect the particular tradition and its beliefs. For example, Roman Catholic churches are generally highly decorated (statues, lamps and candles, stations of the cross etc) whilst buildings used by members of the Free Churches (such as Baptists) are relatively plain.
Remember that:

· the 2001 census showed that over 121,000 members of the Redbridge population count themselves as Christian;
· technically, the word ‘church’ means the people. This is why the term ‘church building’ has been used here;
· there is a huge variety of church buildings within Redbridge including one used by the Chinese Christian community (adjacent to Oaks Park High School).

Visiting a gurdwara (Sikh)

· All visitors will have to remove their shoes and place them in the shoe racks provided.
· All visitors will need to cover their heads. Headcovering for boys will be available in the gurdwara but a knotted handkerchief is acceptable. Other hats (eg baseball-style caps) are not appropriate. Girls will need to wear a headscarf. The gurdwara usually has a box of scarves, but pupils could bring their own or the teacher could keep a collection for this purpose.
· Few chairs are available and so, when sitting, this will be on the carpeted floor.
· On first entering the large prayer room, a small bow to the Guru Granth Sahib (the holy book) shows respect to the host community. Backs should not be turned on the Guru Granth Sahib or the soles of the feet pointed towards the book when sitting on the carpet.
· Visitors are usually offered kara parshad (sweet food offered as a gift) in the worship hall, which is usually given in cupped hands and eaten with the right hand. Teachers could take plastic bags to save children’s kara parshad if it is not to their taste - this is more acceptable than children refusing it or throwing it away.
· Children will be usually given langar (vegetarian food from the communal kitchen). It is better for them to take just enough rather than take too much and waste some.
Remember that:

· the 2001 census showed that over 13,000 members of the Redbridge population count themselves as Sikh;

· a gurdwara always has a triangular flag (the nishan sahib) flying outside it;

· many Sikhs prefer that you use the word gurdwara rather than the more general word ‘temple’;

· Redbridge SACRE briefing paper 3, Sikh Appearance and Identity
, contains a wealth of material about the Sikh tradition.


Visiting a mandir (Hindu)

· All visitors will have to remove their shoes and place them in the shoe racks provided.

· Head covering is not normally required.

· On first entering the worship hall, a small bow to the murtis (images of the deities set out at the front of the hall) shows respect to the host community. Backs should not be turned on the murtis or the soles of the feet pointed towards them when sitting on the carpet.

· Prashad – a gift of fruit, nuts and other blessed food - is often given to visitors as they leave and it is polite to accept this, though offence will not be caused if it is politely refused.

· Visitors usually sit on the carpeted floor.

· Sometimes, the priest will offer to place a red mark (tilak) on the forehead of pupils who want this.
 

Remember that:

· the 2001 census showed that over 18,000 members of the Redbridge population count themselves as Hindu;

· worship in front of the shrine at home is the main type of worship for most Hindus;

· there is no word for ‘religion’ in traditional Hinduism: instead, the word dharma is used. Hindus stress that their way is neither an ‘ism’ nor a ‘religion’ but a dharma.


Visiting a mosque (Muslim)
· All visitors will have to remove their shoes and place them in the shoe-racks provided.

· During prayer time, male visitors may be required to cover their heads. Females may need to wear a headscarf.

· Given the Muslim emphasis on modesty, clothing should cover arms and legs. The rule is – ‘loose and concealing, not tight and revealing’. If possible, trousers should be worn (not tight).

· Male and female visitors may have to sit separately, but this is unlikely during an educational visit.

· Visitors should avoid sitting with the soles of their feet pointing towards the mihrab (prayer niche at the front of the prayer hall).

· Children will find it interesting to see rooms used for Muslim children’s classes
 as well as the prayer hall. It is also important to spend time outside a mosque, looking at the shape and symmetry. Children might be interested in finding out about the history of the building: was it always a mosque?  Who funded the building?  Are there any plans to extend it? Why?
Remember that:

· the 2001 census showed that over 28,000 members of the Redbridge population count themselves as Muslim;

· the word ‘mosque’ (masjid in Arabic) literally means ‘a place in which people bow in prayer’;

· you do not have to belong to a particular ethnic group to be Muslim.

Visiting a synagogue (Jewish)
· All males have to cover their heads. Often synagogues have a supply of kippot (skull caps) to use but it is worth checking beforehand. Muslim crocheted topees would also be suitable to wear. Jewish married women wear headscarves or a hat when in an Orthodox synagogue. It is worth checking beforehand if married women teachers will need head-covering. This won’t be needed in a Reform or Progressive synagogue.

· In Orthodox synagogues, men and women sit in separate areas for worship. Pupils may like to go into the ladies gallery and see the different view of the synagogue from there.

· A visit to a synagogue during a lively festival eg Purim or Simchat Torah would add to pupils’ understanding of the Jewish way of life. Children would love to see a sukkah (during the festival of Sukkot).

· Seeing what makes a synagogue more than just the prayer hall could add to a visit. Ask the rabbi before the visit if pupils could see things like the kosher kitchen, religion school classrooms.

· Is it worth asking to hear the history of the synagogue building? What was it used for before? Has the community always been based there? How has the building and its use changed over the years?
Remember that:

· the 2001 census showed that nearly 15,000 members of the Redbridge population count themselves as Jewish;
· historically, Redbridge had one of the largest Jewish communities in Europe which explains the great number and variety of synagogues in the area;
· advice and assistance can always be sought from the three Jewish Schools in Redbridge: King Solomon High School, Clore Tikva Primary School and Ilford Jewish Primary School each of which incorporates key features of a synagogue into their provision. The resources officer at Sinclair House Youth and Jewish Community Centre (Woodford Bridge Road, Ilford IG4 5LN, ( 020 8551 0017) is also available for support.

 
Visiting a vihara (Buddhist)

· A gift of flowers to be placed in the shrine room, by the image of Buddha, is a kind gesture, as is a small donation.
· Visitors should remove their shoes before entering the shrine room.
· Visitors will usually sit on the floor.
· Some Buddhist monks are not allowed to touch women and do not shake hands. They will prefer to put their hands together in the traditional Eastern manner of greeting.
· Pupils could bring along questions to ask about life, suffering and happiness, which could be answered by the Buddhist monk or nun.
· It is important to clarify in a pre-visit whether the monk or nun, if a convert to the tradition, is happy to talk about their life before and what led them to become Buddhist.
Remember that:

· the 2001 census showed that 1052 members of the Redbridge population count themselves as Buddhist;

· though there are few professing Buddhists in Redbridge, many Western Europeans have shown great interest in Buddhism over the last half century or so;

· the story of the Buddha, particularly the ‘four sights’, raises big questions about how we make sense of life.


For further guidance

Available on the Redbridge RE Network website (www.redbridgerenet.co.uk):

· information and photographs about Barkingside Methodist Church;

· information and photographs about Albert Road Mosque;

· information and photographs about Redbridge Buddhist Cultural Centre;

· information and photographs about Bet Tikvah Synagogue (formerly Barkingside Progressive Synagogue);

· information and photographs about South West Essex Settlement and Reform Synagogue, Newbury Park;
· information and photographs about Sukkat Shalom (Shelter of Peace) Reform synagogue, Wanstead;
· photographs and accounts of visits by school pupils and PGCE students to religious centres in Redbridge;

· text of the booklet Jehovah’s Witnesses and the School (containing information on the ‘kingdom hall’, the Jehovah’s Witness religious centre);

· text of the booklet Muslim Madrasahs in Redbridge (containing information about the supplementary classes that are held in Redbridge mosques).

Other material that schools might find useful:

· the booklet Positive encounters between schools and local faith communities published by Bradford Interfaith Education centre (( 01274 731674);

· the 8-page pamphlet Religious Believers Visiting Schools produced by the Professional Council for Religious Education (PCfRE). It includes a code of conduct prepared by PCfRE. See online catalogue: www.rumple.co.uk/cem/acatalog/. 
Glossary of technical terms

Aarti
The key act of Hindu worship (puja) which the worshipper performs in front of images (murtis) of the deities.

Church
This word, properly speaking, refers to the community of Christian believers. As such, the building where a Christian group meets is a ‘church building’ – but often shortened to ‘church’.

Dharma
‘Way of life’ or ‘duty’, the term that is used to describe the Hindu way of life.

Kara parshad
Literally, ‘sweet gift’. This paste-like food (made of clarified butter, sugar and wheat flour) is shared by Sikhs and visitors as a symbol that everyone is equal.

Kippah
Small brimless cap, sometimes called a ‘skullcap’, worn on the head by many Jewish males and, in some traditions, by Jewish females too.

Kosher
Food that is permitted to Jewish people according to the laws of kashrut.

Gurdwara
The Sikh religious centre and place of worship. The word means literally ‘door to the Guru’. There are many famous historical gurdwaras In the Panjab region of India, including the ‘Golden Temple of Amritsar’.
Guru Granth Sahib
The Sikh holy book. Sikhs look back to ten human gurus (spiritual teachers). Before the tenth Guru died, in the early 1700s, the teachings of the Gurus (as well as some other non-Sikh holy people) had been gathered together to form a book. This book is now treated by Sikhs as their guru which is why it is shown so much respect.

Langar
This has a double meaning for Sikhs. It refers to the act of eating together in the gurdwara as well as the place set aside in the gurdwara for this purpose. Eating together symbolises equality and community.
Nishan sahib
The triangular flag which is flown outside a Sikh gurdwara and by which the building is recognised as such.

Mandir


Hindu religious centre and place of worship.

Mosque
Literally, ‘place of prostration’. Muslim religious centre and place of worship and learning.
Mihrab
The mark or recess in a mosque prayer hall which indicates qibla – the direction of the kaabah in Makkah, Saudi Arabia, to which Muslims face during worship

Murti
A physical image of a deity – such as Krishna or Ganesh – used as a focal point of worship and devotion in the Hindu tradition.

Ner Tamid
The ‘eternal light’, a small lamp that is kept burning in front of the ark (special cupboard containing the sacred scrolls) in a Jewish synagogue.

Prashad
Literally ‘gift’: the food (often nuts and fruit) that is offered to the deities in a Hindu temple and then received back as a gift by worshippers.

Purim
The minor Jewish festival that celebrates the saving of the Jewish community of Persia, which is retold in the biblical book of Esther.

Qur’an
The sacred book of Muslims. But remember that, for Muslims, the Qur’an is primarily experienced as sound: it is not the Qur’an unless it is heard.

Simchat Torah
Te Jewish festival that marks the annual cycle of reading from the Torah.

Stations of the cross
14 representations (which might be paintings or sculptured tablets) showing scenes from the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus mounted around the nave of the church. Roman Catholic Christians focus various devotional activities on the stations of the cross.
Sukkah
The artificial dwelling that is constructed by members of the Jewish community during the annual festival of Sukkot.

Synagogue
The religious centre used by members of the Jewish community. It literally means a place for ‘meeting together’. The layout and design of synagogues will vary depending on such factors as the Jewish tradition that members follow (eg Orthodox, Reformed) and the age of the building.

Tilak
A mark placed on the forehead by many Hindus as a sign of divine blessing.

Torah
A Hebrew word that means ‘teaching’ or ‘instruction’ and which refers to the contents of the first five ‘books’ of the Jewish Bible.

Vihara
Literally a ‘dwelling place’. A Buddhist religious centre, monastery and place of teaching.

“As soon as I walked in, I knew I was in safe hands.”


A Muslim pupil on visiting a synagogue for the first time





Agreed Syllabus links





Foundation Stage 	Festivals, Belonging to Religious Groups


Year 1			What does it mean to belong?


Year 2			Why are different books special for different people? 


Year 4			How might being Jewish affect how you live your life? 


Year 4			Why is Pesach a special time for people who are Jewish?





School-designed ongoing units on Celebrations, Festivals and Community





Key Stage 3           	eg How has Judaism influenced the lives of people in Redbridge and beyond?)





Key Stage 4/post-16	eg a multi-faith coach tour





Agreed Syllabus links





Foundation Stage	Festivals, Belonging to Religious Groups


Year 1			What does it mean to belong?


Year 2			Why are different books special for different people?


Year 6			Why is the gurdwara an important place for the Sikh community?


Year 6			Why are the ten Gurus special for Sikhs?





School designed ongoing units on Celebrations, Festivals and Community





Key Stage 3  	eg How has Sikhism influenced the lives of people in Redbridge and beyond?





Key Stage 4/post-16	eg a multi-faith coach tour





Agreed Syllabus links





Foundation Stage	Festivals, Belonging to Religious Groups


Year 1			What does it mean to belong?


Year 3	What makes me the person I am? (special objects, the Qur’an, life of Muhammad)


Year 5	Why are prayer and the mosque important to Muslims?


Year 5	Why is Muhammad important to Muslims?





School designed ongoing units of Celebrations, Festivals and Community





Key Stage 3 	eg How has Islam influenced the lives of people in Redbridge and beyond?





Key Stage 4/post-16	eg a multi-faith coach tour





Agreed Syllabus links





Foundation Stage	Festivals, Belonging to Religious Groups


Year 1			What does it mean to belong?





School designed ongoing units of Celebrations, Festivals and Community





Key Stage 3 	eg How has Buddhism influenced the lives of people in Redbridge and Beyond?





Key Stage 4/post-16	eg a multi-faith coach tour





Agreed Syllabus links





Foundation Stage	Festivals, Belonging to Religious Groups


Year 1			What does it mean to belong?


Year 3			How and why do Hindus celebrate Divali?


Year 3			How and why do Hindus worship at home and in the mandir?





School designed ongoing units on Celebrations, Festivals and Community





Key Stage 3 	eg How has Hinduism influenced the lives of Hindu people in Redbridge and beyond?





Key Stage 4/post-16	eg a multi-faith coach tour





Agreed Syllabus links 





Foundation Stage	Festivals, Belonging to Religious Groups


Year 1			What does it mean to belong?  (especially Christian baptism)


Year 2			Why is a church building special for many Christians?


Year 2			Why are different books special for different people?


Year 2	How do I feel about change?  (ceremonies such as weddings, funerals)


Year 3			What makes me the person I am? (St Francis)


Year 4			Why is the Bible special for Christians?


Year 5			Why is Jesus important to Christians?


Year 6			How do Christians try to follow Jesus’ example?





School designed ongoing units on Celebrations, Festivals and Community





Key Stage 3 	eg How has Christianity influenced the lives of people in Redbridge and Beyond?





Key Stage 4/post-16	eg a multi-faith coach tour
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Briefing paper 5: a note on its context











� The term ‘religious centre’ has been used instead of ‘place of worship’ because religious centres will be the focus for a wide range of activities as well as worship


� The full text and illustrations of the 2001 local agreed syllabus can be accessed through the Redbridge RE Network website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.redbridgerenet.co" ��www.redbridgerenet.co�. 


� See the ‘Visits’ section of the RE website. This contains both information about some Redbridge places of worship and many digital photographs that can be downloaded for classroom use – before a visit, for example.


� Available on the Redbridge RE Network website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.redbridgerenet.co.uk" ��www.redbridgerenet.co.uk� 


� Though this is an exciting thing to have done, teachers should consider this carefully. Might it suggest to some parents, for example, that their children have somehow engaged in a religious activity? If so, this would clash with the educational grounds of the visit.


� See Redbridge SACRE briefing paper Muslim Madrasahs in Redbridge (� HYPERLINK "http://www.redbridgerenet.co.uk" ��www.redbridgerenet.co.uk�) 
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