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Report on the NASACRE AGM: Stronger Together 
- Celebrating the Power of Community  
at Merchant Taylors’ Hall, 30 Threadneedle St, London EC2R 8JB  

on 24th May 2018 

 

Delegates were welcomed to the conference and AGM by NASACRE Chair, Paul 
Smalley, who noted that this was NASACRE’s 25th anniversary. 

The Right Honourable Charles Clarke congratulated the Association and 
addressed the conference theme. He said that there has been much to 
celebrate: the syllabuses, the involvement of tens of thousands of individuals, 
the efforts and commitments of all involved in SACREs. Our education system 
owes them a debt of gratitude. There have been challenges too, including where 
the law has not been respected. SACREs have carried out their responsibilities 
in rapidly changing circumstances, including changes in the picture of belief. 
The contribution of SACREs has been major in relation to community cohesion. 
Bringing people from different religion and belief communities together has been 
a great success, spreading understanding.  

CC noted that the role of SACREs has been good but needs support from 
national and local government to do more. Community cohesion must involve 
good inter-faith relations. Louise Casey’s report addresses this and much is in 
the integrated communities green paper. Things can not be kept as they are. 
Action has to be taken. Engagement between faith communities has been 
helped most by SACREs. Clarke and Woodhead will be publishing their 
response urging government to put faith and belief at the heart of the 
government’s response. The experience of properly resourced SACREs offer an 
excellent example of what can be achieved. Best to expand their role rather than 
invent a new structure. Develop relations with universities - schools will welcome 
such developments. The time is right to build on the expertise and experience.  

———————  

The keynote speech was made by Dr Vanessa Ogden, the CEO of Mulberry 
Schools Trust, Tower Hamlets, where 98% of the pupils are practising Muslims. 
Vanessa is a Commissioner on the CoRE. Her title was ‘SACREs, Schools and 
Society: Building Bridges across the Faultlines. Social justice is her motivating 
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inspiration. 

VO noted the rapidity of social change and changing interactions between 
people. Technology is creating gaps between generations and affecting 
education. The compression of time and space is intensifying human 
experience: powerful for some but creating distance for others. Some of these 
faultlines reach and threaten religions and religious believers. RE is one of the 
most important subjects in our curriculum. Challenging such things as the recent 
‘Punish a Muslim’ Day where letters were sent around certain communities and 
posted on the net. Richard Littlejohn in the Mail Online talked about “a school 
full of girls in headscarves in the Islamic Republic of Tower Hamlets” ... “(And is 
this the face Britain wants to show to the world?)” 

RE contributes to an enlightened society. When Vanessa started teaching RE 
was helped by a fantastic locally agreed syllabus in Ealing, put together by 
Roger Butler, which featured six religions and humanism. Her experience was 
that it’s even possible to get deep individual change in pupils’ attitudes through 
good RE.  

She was inspired by a Jesuit priest, Brother Daniel, who worked in India and 
London on bridging religious and social divides. ‘The lamps are many but the 
light is one.’ Good RE can support this programme. Pupils have to master the 
skills of religious dialogue including being able to interpret religious language, 
signs and symbols and knowing when propaganda or hate is motivating 
communication on social media.  

Confidence in identity is fundamental to well-being. There has been shocking 
Islamophobia directed against the Mulberry girls, including physical assault. 

Michele Obama visited the school last year. She said that more people these 
days see beyond the headscarf. The Times noted, ‘Liberated, charming and 
fiercely ambitious, these teenagers defy lazy preconceptions about British 
Muslim women.’ 

Young people must not feel alienated from society. This brings extreme danger.  

Dealing with alienation: RE tackles the big questions. Challenging the 
widespread fear of the other. Challenging what people WANT to believe 
irrespective of what may be true. Specialists in the classroom are essential to 
allow pupils to deal with the controversial issues in a safe and secure 
environment. 
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SACREs are important but need to change. There are troubling challenges to the 
curriculum, funding and time etc. A national entitlement for RE is needed for 
headteachers to publish online. SACREs need to consider a wider leadership 
role. In many parts of the world the integrity of society is at stake; it can be 
threatened or enriched by religious and cultural diversity. Anthony Gibbons 
wrote about the global age and people’s identities being under threat. 

We must invest ourselves in a productive educational programme. In order to 
avoid superficial approaches and understanding of religion and belief we need 
good RE. It’s vital to human flourishing.  

Q&A 

Q. How would you answer a student who asks. ‘Why should I study unbelievable 
things?’ 

VO. In a classroom, it’s often useful to bring in visitors who can usually deal with 
such questions, taking them seriously. 

Q. Should RE be ‘promoting community cohesion’ when the focus of RE, and 
education generally, would be better focused on encouraging pupils to become 
independent thinkers? Aren’t we just swapping one form of confessionalism for 
another? 

VO. We need to get away from dystopian visions towards a more positive vision 
of how things could be better. 

Q. Should RE have many purposes or just one?  

VO. RE has 3 purposes: all to do with a social/civilised society. 1. Academic 
rigour; 2. rich spiritual, moral, social and cultural development; 3. helping young 
people to interact confidently in a diverse society. 

Table discussions 

We discussed the presentation and filled in some information about SACRE’s 
current challenges. 

David Hampshire gave the afternoon keynote. He is Deputy Director of the 
Interfaith Network, currently working on a project to engage young people (16-
25 year olds) in inter faith activities: ‘Connect’. 

Five conferences have been held across the country, from Cardiff to Glasgow. 
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The young people were motivated by the ideal of making the world a better 
place. They would ‘like to be empowered to do their own interfaith stuff.’ But 
they did welcome adult support. 

The public have no idea about how religious groups responded to the financial 
crisis, eg, Neasden Hindu temple working with Muslims, Christians etc to 
provide for people on need in London. 

How could young people be empowered to meet others not like themselves? 
And what happens to the ‘nones’? There is some research going on at Warwick 
at the moment into the ‘nones’ and what they actually believe/think. They are 
generally the most interested in interfaith work.  

Q&A 

Q. What advice do you have for SACREs? 

DH: Some SACREs do work well with faith groups. Teachers need to know what 
is going on in their communities. What is the local demographic? Link with local 
interfaith groups. Is there something in the syllabus about local worldviews? 

Q. Should there be a Youth section for interfaith, not just an adult one? Don’t we 
need young leadership to mirror SACREs and interfaith organisations? 

DH: That is happening in some places, eg, Devon, Torbay, Newham, Lancashire. 
Young people are interested in the work, but not so much in succession models. 
What matters is that work gets done, not so much who does it. We need to 
recognise that we engage with people where they are - so room for different 
media. 

—————————  

SACRE Presentations based on last year’s Westhill NASACRE awards 

Bradford SACRE: work on collective worship by Geraldine Cooper, Helen 
Sellers and Ros Garside. 

The aim was to help pupils’ think critically etc within the collective worship 
programme. The pupils and tutors attended a day seminar. The 2nd phase was 
about the number of schools applying for determinations. They worked with a 
city centre primary school that had a determination for separate faith group 
collective worship, but wanted to change it so that it was more inclusive and the 
focus was on such questions as the difference between moral and spiritual. This 



 5 

resulted in a new policy that ensures whole-school ‘worship’ includes all the 
children, rather than worship in separate faith groups.  

Newham SACRE: Claire Clinton told us about the student SACRE that they 
started and its work for PSHE, RE and Citizenship on religious bullying. A short 
film was shown with religious representatives and pupils, challenging bullying 
attitudes and actions. The pupils made the film. They made slogans to show the 
world, which were tweeted and made into signs that could be used around the 
school. We collected a handout with links to the Vimeo films they have made. 
The NASACRE grant enabled the project to hire a professional poet to help the 
children write their own.  

Hampshire SACRE: Elizabeth Jenkerson presented their ‘Youth Voice to 
SACRE’ project. The group brings together year 9 and 10 representatives from 
5-7 schools once each term - usually about 25 young people. There’s an annual 
conference too. The students investigated a wide variety of faiths. Sometimes 
the young people attend SACRE, hence, ‘Youth Voice to SACRE.’  

—————————-  

Westhill Awards 2018-19 

Michael Metcalf introduced this year’s awards. There were five applications. 

Bedford, Cheshire East, Cheshire West, Cumbria, Newham & Waltham Forest 
(joint) won £4K awards each. 

—————————  

Question Time: Charles Clarke, Vanessa Ogden, Jane Brooke, Rudolph 
Eliott Lockhart 

Q. Is there a future for locally determined agreed syllabi; what are the 
alternatives? 

CC: We should be moving to a national entitlement / curriculum but with a local 
component, including a role for SACREs. The alternative of keeping things as 
they are is hazardous. The service is patchy across the country. There’s a role 
for the faith component of SACREs to be better resourced. 

JB: Also wants a national entitlement with local elements. 

REL: There is a future for locally agreed syllabuses, with the law as it is at 
present, but there are challenges, eg, academisation, funding, etc. A third of 
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agreed syllabuses already follow an ‘RE Today’ model, so there’s the beginnings 
of a national model by stealth. There’s talk of a national entitlement. 

VO: A national entitlement that headteachers can use to account for their 
provision of RE on school is critical. Not just for the quality but how much time 
on the curriculum and how much impact it has, in the same way as for SEN. 
Senior leaders in schools will have pay due attention to what the statutory 
requirements are. The future of locally agreed syllabuses is that it has been very 
important to have local involvement to speak to the needs of the local 
community but the requirements can be invisible because they are not nationally 
reinforced. Finding a way to ensure it happens needs a clear statement.  

Q.: What action can be taken against local authorities that do not give sufficient 
resources to SACRE? 

VO: Collective community action. In Tower Hamlets, they listen to such groups. 

CC: Legal sanction is difficult, the obligation is unclear. CC asked Stephen 
Timms to put some questions down in the House and the Education Minister, 
Nick Gibb’s answers were disappointing. Sympathy but no action. 

Q: Is there any way that SACREs and NASACRE can encourage more people to 
become RE Teachers? 

REL: Make sure that NASACRE is fully in the picture to enable campaigning. It’s 
a problem across the curriculum. Publicise the ‘Beyond the Ordinary’ TeachRE 
campaign. 

JB: RE Ambassadors - NQT Teachers as ambassadors in schools through 
LTLRE. Ask about CPD.  

Q: How much influence can RE have in promoting positive attitudinal change? 

VO: RE is not a silver bullet. But you can change one bit at a time. Headteachers 
can be highly influential - can we reach them? 

CC: Schools can’t solve it all, but they can play a major role in taking it forward. 
RE can’t claim too much but can create a climate for children to be formed in a 
much better way.  

Q: What about the disconnection between home and school? 

REL: a YouGov poll rated RE very low in parents’ list of importance, particularly 
for the non-religious. So how will they be convinced? We need to work on the 
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language to appeal to the broader audience and reassess how we talk about the 
subject. 

JB: Visits speak louder than words; get parents along. 

Q: What about the place of Church schools? How do Faith schools support 
community cohesion? What about SACRE relations with the CofE - helpful? 

CC: Information about the work of faith schools is often used in an imprecise 
way. They are different. Some of those schools need to demonstrate that they 
are engaging pupils with interfaith matters. Some schools are very narrow - this 
must be contested. See Westminster Faith Debates website. 

REL: The relation of the SACRE with the CofE is an exciting and interesting 
question: further debate could take more time than we have here. 

VO: Note the increasing number of independently developing faith schools.  

———————-  

AGM 

Various reports are published on the website. 

There will be a rise in subscription to £105 for the coming year.  

Two new members were elected to the executive: Sheila Gewolb and Linda 
Rudge. 

Robert Morgan was voted to be the new Vice-Chair of NASACRE. Roy Galley 
will be on the executive. 

Alex Klein suggested that the executive reflect SACRE groups, ie, representation 
from religious communities. Paul said that SACREs need to put motions, not 
individuals, so Salford need to propose the debate, 3 months in advance. 

———————  

Dave Francis  
Associate Adviser, Bath & NE Somerset SACRE 


