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Dear Ms Chaplin,

Making Sense of Religion.

Thank you for your letter of 11 December 2007 in which you offer, on behalf of the
Executive of the National Association of SACREs (NASACRE), a response to the
recent Ofsted report Making sense of religion.

I am pleased that the NASACRE Executive welcomes the focus of the report and that
you are keen to engage in the debate about the future direction of RE but I note you
have a number of comments and concerns which I would like to address.

You mention the evidence base on which the report is based. Our surveys in the
foundation subjects and RE are based on an annual sample of 30 primary and 30
secondary schools. Over the three year period between ‘long’ subject reports, the
evidence is based on 90 secondary and 90 primary visits. In the case of the reports
published in 2006/7, which included citizenship and history as well as RE, additional
use was made of data from the most recent year of Section 10 inspections to
enhance the evidence base. Reference is made to this throughout the report. In
addition, we supplement this evidence with wider findings based on our regular
conversations and meetings with teachers, members of SACREs and other
representatives of the RE community. We are confident that the pattern of visits,
when supplemented by additional evidence from our broader intelligence, provides a
robust basis on which to raise issues and draw some conclusions about provision
within each subject area.

In particular, you note a number of references in the report to findings where you
question the basis of the evidence used. You suggest, for example, that the report
offers no evidence to support the statement that the inclusion of RE in the national
curriculum ‘would have the support of many SACRE members, teachers and other
professionals in RE” Our findings from inspection visits confirm that many teachers
and senior leaders in schools are frustrated by the current statutory arrangements
and would very strongly support some form of inclusion of the subject in the National



You raise an issue about the relationship between the statutory basis of the subject
and the production of support publications and resources. Our evidence is that too
many of the nationally produced text and other media resources in RE are of limited
quality because they are too generalised and not securely linked to an agreed
national syllabus. In addition, the effectiveness of the structures for national initial
and continuing education and training in RE is weakened by the locally determined
nature of the subject.

I note your point about the future for Agreed Syllabus Conferences as well as
SACREs. Clearly any move towards a more nationally determined basis for RE would
have repercussions for SACREs and Agreed Syllabus Conferences. I am aware that
many SACRE members fear that any centralisation would undermine their future.
Indeed this is a view which is frequently rehearsed by SACRE members with HML.
While Ofsted recognises the commitment of SACRE members and the voluntary
nature of their work, it was nevertheless appropriate for the report to raise questions
about the future role of SACREs. However, the section of the report to which you
refer goes to great pains to point out that there are powerful arguments in favour of
retaining SACREs. It also seeks to highlight the need for central government, the
QCA and local authorities to support the work of SACREs. Nevertheless, we remain
convinced that there is evidence to indicate the need for a review of the current
statutory basis of the subject. The question of the future role of SACREs would need
to be considered in the context of any such review and I expect that many of the
points raised in our report would be taken into account in any such considerations.

A number of further factors contribute to the view that the current statutory
arrangements for RE need a thorough review to establish whether they are fit for
purpose. In particular, I am aware that too many local authorities do not have the
resources to support their SACRE. Our more recent subject inspection visits have
provided further compelling evidence of the inconsistency in the effectiveness of
SACREs across the country and the wide variation in the quality of agreed syllabuses
and the support provided for their implementation. Few SACREs have the capacity to
undertake their key role in monitoring the quality of RE and the impact of their
locally agreed syllabus. More specifically, we are concerned about the ability of the
current arrangements to respond rapidly and effectively to wider changes in
education. Current evidence from inspection visits has confirmed that some schools
seeking to be creative in their thinking about the curriculum are leaving RE on the
margins; they cannot see how to square their thinking with what are often seen as
inflexible and over-prescriptive agreed syllabus requirements.






