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Michelangelo said of his sculpture, “I saw the angel in the marble and I carved until I set him free.”
Shaping spirits

In the Jewish religion, there are blessings for all manner of things. When you see a rainbow. When you hear a clap of thunder in the clouds. Upon seeing fruit trees bloom in the Spring. When you experience an earthquake. And there is also a blessing upon seeing a person with a disability.  

‘Blessed is the Lord our God...Creator of a variety of creations.’

These words affirm the diversity and difference at the heart of our world. Nowhere more is that distinctiveness of humanity true, than within a special school.

Within Little Heath Foundation school, we have a remarkable group of children, who throughout the years have been the shaping spirits in the way RE has been taught not only within our walls, but nationally. Together we have ‘sung a new song’ for Religious Education, creating a subject which tells the story of our pupils’ lives. 

I would like to thank Bill Gent and Redbridge SACRE for giving us the inclusive definition of RE as ‘exploring and responding to religion and human experience’ rather than the austere Qualifications and Curriculum Authority’s ‘learning about and learning from religion’. 

The mention of human experience has meant that the many spiritual moments in the classroom that may not traditionally be seen as RE, are noticed and celebrated. My form is Year 11. Jared from my class recently had a shave and the boys in the form stroked his face appreciatively and said, “Look, a new Jared!”  

In more recent years, all of our staff has had to face changes as we have greeted more pupils with autism and more complex needs. They are children who experience the world through their senses, who don’t communicate in a conventional way. There is one boy who often has a dab of paint on his nose, because after he has done a painting, he just has to get as close as possible to it and smell it. On one hand it has meant that the old teacher tools, like discussion, don’t work any more. And on the other hand you get a chance to metaphorically build an extension on your home and try new things.
Binding the self

Within the special school, we can develop a powerful form of Religious Education, an RE of the heart, where learning about religion takes second place to learning from the lives of the children with special needs. Many pupils are acutely aware of their difficulties. Some have faced extraordinary challenges in such a short life. Others live in the here-and-now, in a state that Buddhists would strive for. 

Their history of difficulty leads them into a relationship with themes in RE that deal with suffering, the reality of life and death, and the triumph of love. While these concepts may be considered challenging, for pupils in a special school they are familiar, for they link with their own lives. Our pupils are led into the burning core of religion and human experience. 

I remember when a 15 year old boy with speech and communication difficulties suddenly called out, “Is it true?  Is it true that we’re born and then we die, is it true?”  The class went very quiet and then each child took turns to comfort him, to say that, yes, it was true. The boy sat with his head in his hands, saying again and again, “That’s bad, that’s really bad.”  Suddenly it felt that we had the Buddha in the class with us and we were present at his painful turning point in life, when he learnt the meaning of suffering. And this meant that our future work could never ever start from a low baseline.
A pupil who had experienced medical problems in his life, once spoke to me about his experiences, his painful times elevating his understanding. He used a wonderful expression, saying that his supportive parents had given him “an outer shell of life”. His words resonated with religious concepts of devotion and duty. He explained, "If I win the lottery, I would give half to the Royal Free and half to Great Ormond Street Hospital...because they have done so much for me in my past and in my future."
What I am saying is that Religious Education for my pupils can never be abstract, can never be a collection of facts, but is always about binding the self with the religious theme. I once taught a lesson on the Five Pillars of Islam, asking pupils to write the five things that were the most special to them in their lives. Marlon filled in his five pillars, his Mum, his Nan, his friends, his football and Seeing Pandas. As an autistic boy, one of his consuming interests was pandas. He used the task to reflect his joy when he came across a picture of his obsession. 

RE teachers will be familiar with Professor Robert Jackson’s ‘interpretative approach’ to religious education and the concept of ‘building bridges’ between our own experiences and our readings of other religious traditions. Our pupils with special needs will interpret stories very much from their own experience, using them as springboards to the self, giving us fresh insights. 

When I read the parable of the Prodigal Son, many children saw it as a story about a broken family, immediately picking up on the fact that the mother does not appear in it, and linking it with their own home lives and experiences. One child, when asked who the most important person in the story was, said, ‘the mother’ -  “because she has died and has left her spirit in the heart of her sons." She used the glorious words that I hear again and again from my pupils – heart and spirit, heart always accompanied by a tapping of the chest. If you play back the children’s instinctive vocabulary to them, asking them for example, to ‘speak from the heart’, rather than, ‘say what you think’ the responses will always be deeper and richer.

To reword a saying from the Hindu guru Sathya Sai Baba, our pupils’ lives are the message. 

Pathways to understanding

I have never believed that children with special needs walk a pathway of limitation, and I don’t like the phrase ‘barrier to learning’. I prefer the Hebrew word ‘pardes’ – a sacred orchard – as a symbol for RE rather than the stark metaphor of a barrier. My belief is that there is a Yin and Yang of RE and special needs.  From loss comes gain. This is reflected in the Talmud’s Aramaic term for blindness – sagi nahor – ‘much light’.

A history of constant failure and difficulty could lead to an empathy with the lives of people who have suffered. My pupils have an affinity with Bernadette, who could not learn her catechism because of her asthma and learning problems, Bilal, the slave who was tortured because of his belief in one God and who gave the first Call to Prayer, Moses, who was ‘slow of speech’ and of course, Jesus, who suffered on the cross. I once told the story of the First Revelation of the Qur’an. Jagdeep, a slow reader, jumped in recognition and smiled when the prophet Muhammad exclaimed to the angel Jibril, “I cannot read!”  
A difficulty with carrying out any task may lead to a stronger instinctive engagement with people’s feelings and moods and therefore a deeper awareness of human values. We have pupils who constantly ask, “Are you feeling sad?” “Are you feeling angry?” When skills are stripped away what can remain is the purest essence of compassion. One girl said to me, “I might not be able to read but at least I know how to be kind to people.” 

In a recent lesson, a class listed the things they would like in their lives. Only a few mentioned a new mobile phone or computer game. At the top of their lists were things like ‘having more friends’, ‘to have my family with me all the time’ ‘to have a good bat chayil’ (Jewish girl’s coming of age ceremony) and in once case, ‘to live forever.’

Confusion with language may lead to unexpected insights – such as the boy, who when writing a poem about St Francis, wrote, ‘Where there is hate, let me bring ‘calmony’ – a word which was a mixture of calm and harmony and which managed to perfectly sum up the spirit of Francis. 

A lack of inhibition and awareness of society’s unwritten rules can lead to freedom of thought. One sixth former, when sitting in a sukkah for the first time, a temporary structure with hanging fruit, vegetables and greenery said, “Ah, I understand what this is about…it’s about bringing the outside in.”

A fascination with watching others, often while you are waiting for help, or for the school bus to come at the end of the day, may lead to an interest in what people belonging to religions do and why they do it. 

My pupils’ reading difficulties liberate them from text books which can see religions as watertight boxes. We dig where we stand and look within our walls for interesting immediate examples of faith and belief. A Sikh boy who formerly wore a turban but cut his hair was the centre of attention for many pupils, as was a religious Muslim boy who, because of his drug treatment, could not fast during Ramadan. 

The ritualised movements and fixations of some pupils may find a reflection within the behaviour of religious believers. An autistic pupil, for example, was very excited when he saw how Jewish women bless the Shabbat candles, as it was close to his own ritualised hand movements. Our pupils are very aware of the importance of ritual and routine, especially those who need to have regular medication.

Our pupils’ difficulties in one context, too, can be positive in another. I remember visiting a local gurdwara and seeing our pupil, Satnam helping out. He was very hyperactive and a bit of a handful in school. 

In the gurdwara, it was as if there was ten of him. One minute he was directing cars into the car park, the next he was following a procession with the Guru Granth Sahib, then he was singing devotional songs, then he was helping with the communal kitchen (langar). When visitors came in, despite his speech problems, he welcomed them and introduced himself. The gurdwara offered hundreds of activities where his energy was an asset. He was the epitome of devotional service.

From loss can come ‘much light’.
A way forward

There are different perceptions nationally about what RE should be taught to children with special needs. Some prefer an approach based around religious festivals, but this gives an impression that religion is just about celebration. 

A recent RE Easter activity in my department, where pupils made a card model of memorial candles dedicated to those they remembered, released a tidal wave of feelings of loss and sadness. Memories of fathers they rarely saw, grandparents in Pakistan, pets who had died, friends who went to different schools. Our RE should be brave enough to respond to pain as well as the happy times.

I have read one Agreed Syllabus that states that pupils within special schools should be exploring ‘shared spiritual experiences and values’ and that religious material should only be introduced ‘when they begin to develop a sense of themselves and others’ and ‘when teachers are confident that children can distinguish between their own tradition and others’. 

This ‘readiness for religion’ approach does not feel right to me. I have always been inspired by JS Bruner’s philosophy - that we start where the learner is, that we teach in an intellectually honest way and we render a subject worth knowing.

If we perceive children with special needs as living examples of the themes of the subject, then it is not a matter of waiting until a particular level is achieved. This time might never come. It’s about finding the right approach and the right themes that will ‘set the angel free’ and that will create a dialogue between the religion and the individual child. 

There can be a powerful way in which spirituality, the lives of our pupils and the essence of religion traditions can be melded. I have recently been focusing on the concept of devotion. Our pupils experience this in abundance from their family and school. 

At Parents Evenings, when speaking to families from a wide range of beliefs and from none, it feels we share the same language. Our commitment to the children is stronger than any difference in culture.  Devotion is therefore a glowing concept that links our pupils directly with the world of religion and human experience.

This became very clear to me when one of our teachers, a Russian Orthodox convert, came to speak to my sixth form about his beliefs. His language was deep and emotional – he talked about being ‘married to Russia’ and his intense commitment immediately communicated to the young people in the class. He recounted an experience in Russia when he entered a monastery and his awe at seeing a high wall of golden icons. The class was spellbound. One student said, “We know how you felt, Sir, you were gob-smacked.”

Let’s connect this idea with what we teach to our special school pupils. It is very common to teach about Shabbat, especially with a focus on the family Friday night meal. However, I am particularly interested in the mystical elements of the festival, the idea of Shabbat being welcomed as a bride and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel’s description of Shabbat as ‘a palace in time’. 

There is a ceremony called ‘Havdalah’ that marks the end of Shabbat and the beginning of the working week. It means ‘separation’, a concept that is deep in the Jewish experience. 

This also strikes a chord in the special school – staff and parents believe that that children with special needs thrive in a separate, but small and nurturing environment. Here is a ceremony that is perfect for pupils with special needs to explore. It is brimming with multi sensory experiences.

It has a beautiful plaited candle, spices to smell, and the hiss of the candle as it is extinguished into wine that has overflowed from the cup onto a plate. There are mystical melodies and the idea of saying goodbye to something special. 

A lesson on Islam that links with devotion could be inspired by the mystical Sufi tradition. It could begin with qawaali songs, stimulating to pupils because of the building intensity of the music, the drumming and clapping. Using the idea of ‘dhikr’ – remembrance of God’s name - pupils could touch Islamic plaques with raised Arabic letters. They could make marks, copy Arabic letters or their name in gold paint on black paper and then fold the paper to make a reflection.

For Buddhism, pupils could explore the concept of annica, that all is impermanent. They could have a collection of leaves, flowers and natural objects and see how they change over the week. They could try to get used to a change in the classroom. They could carry a statue of the Buddha around the school, taking photographs of him in different places. 

For Hindu beliefs, pupils could look at the aum symbol and listen to the Gayatri Mantra, adding their own musical effects. They could record their own sounds and identify each other speaking or making sounds. For Christianity they could look at the idea of Jesus, Light of the World. They could create a design by scratching away black crayon to reveal a layer of white underneath, while listening to uplifting music, like Vivaldi’s Gloria. In Sikhism the key idea would be loving all, with children collaging pictures of members of the class around a picture of Guru Nanak, to show loving kindness. 

For Baha’is, The Báb (meaning Gate) was a messenger who prepared humanity for the coming of Bahá'u'lláh, the founder of the religion. A task could be to deliver special messages about peace and love around the school in gold envelopes. For Jainism, the key idea would be ahimsa – non violence. Pupils could go on a Jain walk, brushing away insects in their path so they don’t kill them. 

These are just a few ideas. But I am suggesting that these devotional experiences offer authentic RE that meshes with our pupils with special needs. If we have to pare down what we teach, because our pupils take time to learn and understand, then we must go straight into the core and work outwards.

And on the subject of devotion, I am reminded of something that Pooneet, one of our most extraordinary ex pupils said to me, when he had less words.  For me, it sums up the pupil-teacher relationship. He said, “I am a devotee of you and you are a devotee of me.”  

Releasing sparks

My Year 7 class are studying the Muslim story of Bilal, the first person to do the Call to Prayer, the first muezzin. I carry a step stool into the playground and the children, in the role of the first congregation, scatter to different corners. Sami, an Algerian, volunteers to play the part of Bilal. He stands on the stool, puts his hands to his ears and begins the call to prayer in Arabic. The sound is so sweet, electric and strong, and the other children run towards him and listen, awestruck. It feels like we are hearing the adhan for the first time.

Each pupil then tries to call out “Come to pray” as loudly as they can. Last to get on the stool is Khadijah, a quiet Muslim girl with communication difficulties. But this time she doesn’t whisper but shouts very loudly, at the top of her voice, “Come to pray, come to pray!” Our support assistant says, with tears in her eyes, “Well, we couldn’t have planned that.” 

Our story was about Bilal, but it was also about pride and releasing sparks and how the person with the smallest, stillest voice can be lifted up to the sky. That’s the story of our RE.

Growing in RE

We make shapes, etch out, tear

We shout, are quiet, we are new worlds

Together we grow, we glow

We throw 

Moments of sparks

Glitter on the floor

We close the door

Till next week
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‘Setting the Angel Free’ is dedicated to Bill Gent, for all his support, warmth, humour and encouragement over the years.
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