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Dear Ms Grant

INSPECTION OF THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SACRE PROJECT

First of all, I would like to thank your LEA staff, teachers, the Chair of SACRE and its members for their co-operation and hospitality shown to me and my colleague Janet Thompson during our visit on 11 and 12 March 2004. As you know the purpose of the visit was to evaluate the effectiveness of SACRE. Following the feedback we provided to Sue Nolan and Bill Gent at the end of the visit, I promised to confirm our findings in writing.

Key Findings

1. Redbridge benefits from a very good SACRE. Members display a high level of commitment, enthusiasm and imagination.

2. SACRE enjoys excellent relationships with the LEA and its schools, mediated through the highly effective senior adviser who has responsibility for RE.

3. SACRE exercises all its statutory responsibilities carefully and thoroughly.

4. The guidance, provided by SACRE and the LEA, to support the implementation of the Agreed Syllabus is of high quality and is providing to be effective in developing the provision for RE across the borough.

5. SACRE, through its members and the LEA, provides a comprehensive support programme for teachers both in relation to RE and collective worship.

6. SACRE, in conjunction with the LEA, is making an important contribution to developing greater understanding between different religious communities in the Borough. Increasing use is made of faith group representatives by the Borough in its continuing work to promote successful community cohesion.

Redbridge benefits from a very good SACRE.  It has excellent working relationships with the LEA, helping it to perform all its statutory duties appropriately. SACRE is active in the support it provides for schools in relation to both RE and collective worship. SACRE has clear and well defined terms of reference, including striving ‘in its own working and style, to be a model of co-operation between people of varying religious, political and educational backgrounds’. The work of SACRE members exemplifies this aim well in practice. Annual reports follow the QCA guidelines in relation to content and structure. The reports are clear and informative and illustrate the enthusiasm, hard work and commitment of SACRE members and professional staff.

SACRE meetings are well attended and marked by a high quality of discussion. The work of the highly effective senior adviser, with his knowledge and long-standing experience, is pivotal to the success of SACRE. More recently, the adviser’s time has been reduced but the impressive strengths of SACRE members and other professionals, including the contributions of teachers and a part-time teacher consultant, have ensured that key functions are carried out and support is maintained for schools. Senior LEA staff, including the Director, have attended SACRE meetings in the past. The regular presence of such staff would benefit both the SACRE and the LEA.

SACRE and the LEA work well together in the process of seeking and providing advice from and for each other.  Although SACRE’s statutory role concerns its relationship with the LEA, not with schools, it is notable that its work contributes to raising standards and the quality of teaching in religious education. Professionals work hard to raise SACRE members’ awareness of what is happing in schools.  SACRE’s claim to be a ‘learning community’ is rightly justified. Meetings are held in a variety of locations, including schools and places of worship. Teachers make presentations which help members to make informed decisions and plan their level of activities. The LEA’s ‘Religious Education Improvement Plan’ for 2003-04 identifies the key priorities for the year, including the contribution made by SACRE. There is a useful delineation of maintenance and improvement tasks with associated costings.  However, the plan lacks success criteria and there is no linkage with the LEA’s Education Development Plan.

The latest Redbridge Agreed Syllabus for religious education was published in 2001 following a detailed process of review. Statutory requirements for the curriculum are set out clearly. The content to be covered at all key stages is appropriate. The level of detail about content diminishes from Key Stage 3 onwards but requirements are grouped around challenging questions. Although there is a considerable flexibility for teachers in how they implement these requirements, the effectiveness of delivery depends largely on the subject expertise of staff at the secondary level of education.  The teachers interviewed during the inspection welcomed the flexibility offered by the syllabus and valued its clarity and purpose. Continuity across the key stage sections is good, ensuring that knowledge, understanding and skills are revisited and developed. The Agreed Syllabus includes reference to achievement and progress in religious education. It incorporates an eight-level scale of attainment which draws on guidance given by the QCA. The expectations are appropriate and schools are expected to receive further guidance in the form of exemplification of standards in due course.

Considerable attention has been paid to developing guidance material to support the Agreed Syllabus. At the primary phase there are detailed units of work which have been drawn up by skilled teachers within the ‘REview’ team which also involves SACRE members. This guidance has helped teachers, especially non-specialists, to develop their planning and assessment. Currently, the team is formulating similar units of work at Key Stage 3. This is a timely venture in the context of the national Key Stage 3 Strategy, particularly with its focus on assessment for learning. It would be useful for those who are developing the units to have an eye on sharply defined pupil learning outcomes in a way that enables pupils’ progress and attainment in religious education to be assessed.

The Redbridge RE website is impressive. It provides useful information, suggestions for effective teaching and planning and an array of helpful resources. Its use extends beyond Redbridge. Included on the website is the guidance on collective worship.  Over the years SACRE has published specific guidance on school worship and assemblies. The most recent publication in 2004 ‘School Worship: clarifying, refining practice and preparing for inspection’ is an amendment of a publication from 1996. It is a very useful document, clearly written and succinct. The document ‘Gatherings’ provides further guidance which extends beyond worship and assemblies. Other notable SACRE publications include a series of briefing papers for schools on Sikh and Muslim pupils, as well as on pupils who adhere to the beliefs of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

SACRE has some effective mechanisms in place to monitor standards and provision in religious education and collective worship.  SACRE meetings discuss the findings of OFSTED Section 10 inspection reports on the Borough’s schools and sends congratulatory letters to schools that receive positive reports.  These letters are appreciated by schools and are a further means of raising teachers’ awareness of SACRE.  Offers of support are made to help secure improvements where they have been identified, including non-compliance with statutory requirements.  SACRE also receives information about provision in schools mediated through the advisory staff.  However, this is not as extensive as it might be.  SACRE members have discussed GCSE and Advanced level examination results, but this practice is inconsistent.  Members are, therefore, unable to compare the Borough’s results in religious education with those attained nationally and in similar LEAs. The teacher consultant is currently in the process of visiting all secondary school religious education departments to ascertain an accurate picture of provision. This should enable SACRE and the LEA to determine the nature of future support, as well as to better evaluate the impact of their work.

A major strength of the SACRE is its strong representation from a wide range of religious communities in the Borough. The council recognises this strength and is accessing the expertise of members in its task of addressing the challenge set out in the Government’s social cohesion agenda. A Redbridge Faith Forum has been set up and three SACRE members play a prominent part in helping to support its work.  Another initiative by the SACRE to contribute to the promotion of community harmony is the establishment of a ‘Faith Visitors Forum’. It aims to develop a network of support between the faiths represented in the Borough and schools by acting as a resource which teachers can access. This is done through school visits and opening up places of worship to visitors. It requires considerable energy from volunteers which is freely given. SACRE’s annual lecture provides another means whereby links between it and the wider community are sustained. The LEA’s recruitment and retention service also utilises the expertise of individual SACRE members and their places of worship to provide an experience of a multicultural and multi-faith Redbridge to trainee teachers from other parts of the country.

Recommendations

In considering the further development of the very good work of the Redbridge SACRE, it is recommended that consideration might be given to:

1. Using information and data, in addition to OFSTED school inspection findings, to provide SACRE with more evaluative information about pupil progress and standards in RE. This should also enable SACRE to further evaluate the impact of its work.

2. Providing a clearer link between the work of the SACRE and the LEA’s Education Development Plan.

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 later this year.

Yours sincerely

Dilip Kadodwala

HM Inspector

