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Purpose of the Workshop

Drawing on experiences of teaching R.E. and preparing student teachers in the religiously divided and increasingly ethnically diverse region of Northern Ireland, this seminar will offer suggestions for dealing with the controversies that can arise within the subject content and between pupils with differing views.  Taking examples from issues around poverty and inclusion, the session will include experience of some practical, active-learning strategies for the positive management of controversial issues in a range of different contexts.  Participants will be provided with documentation to assist them in applying the relevant principles and strategies to their own teaching situations.

Understanding Controversial Issues in the Classroom - Why are they significant for RE teachers?
· Religion itself is a controversial area.

· In some countries or regions there are particular controversies that arise from religious issues 
e.g. Northern Ireland is a controversial society in which religion plays a significant role.  
For further information on Northern Ireland and the situation of RE, see the EFTRE website: http://www.eftre.net/ - click on “R.E. across Europe” and on Northern Ireland on the map.
· Religious Education itself is often controversial – perhaps the most controversial area in the curriculum in the views of some people.

· Teachers need to be aware of potential controversies and have some skills in knowing how to deal with them.

Key Issues & Principles in Teaching Religion 
· The following principles are drawn from professional development work done with student teachers and others in Northern Ireland.
    
· RE should seek to encourage mutual respect in relation to differences.
· the purposes of R.E. should be clear – it is education not instruction; exploration not proselytisation

· teachers & learners need to learn to talk comfortably about religion – especially religious difference (between religions and within religions)
· this involves encouraging dialogue between equals
· teachers require skills in teaching controversial issues

· teachers need to create a sense of safe space in the classroom
· teachers & learners need to engage with identity and difference – within & between religions

· this is an important dimension of intercultural learning (which must be interactive – it must engage both individuals & communities)

· such a process needs to involve human encounter
· in which people are articulating & exploring their ideas (as individuals; as members of their communities)

· people have to be permitted to speak for themselves (“Of course, your religion teaches you that …” is inappropriate!)
· this not easy when religious controversy is a significant public issue (as, for example, in Northern Ireland)
· such work needs to be built on an ethos of respect, which must be built up over time, based on positive relationships and strong leadership
· this whole process requires well-trained teachers.
See also the Toledo Guiding Principles on Teaching About Religions and Beliefs in Public Schools (downloadable): http://www.osce.org/item/28314.html .
SCENARIOS
For  discussion – real situations that teachers of R.E. may have to confront and for which they may get little advance warning.  The questions for discussion in relation to each scenario are:
       What are your options?
       What could/should you do?

Display questions and scenarios on PowerPoint

· A parent requests to withdraw their child from Religious Education unless their own religion is being taught.
· A discussion on world poverty is sidetracked when some pupils frequently make remarks about other pupils who are asylum seekers from poorer countries in Eastern Europe or Africa.
· A small number of pupils in your class are from quite poor immigrant families.  You have to decide if it is okay to teach a unit of work on poverty and need.
· A Muslim pupil joins a fairly monocultural class and anti-Muslim graffiti begins to appear around the school.
· Your school does not permit any display of religious symbols, dress or artefacts.  Parents ask you, as someone teaching religion, to help them change this policy.

Norman Richardson

(August 2010)
n.richardson@stran.ac.uk
� Some of these points are drawn from a paper on “RE for Tolerance” – in Studia Kulturowa - pages 39-53 (University of Gdansk, November 2007):  � HYPERLINK "http://studia.kulturowe.ug.gda.pl/sk-2.pdf" �http://studia.kulturowe.ug.gda.pl/sk-2.pdf� .  





