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Foreword
On behalf of the funding bodies I should like to thank all those who have
given so generously of their time and expertise to make this review such
a comprehensive, thoughtful and positive event. The conference
delegates have not only contributed at the conferences themselves, but
have also carried out consultations within their constituencies which have
involved them in considerable work and effort. Steering Group members
have spent many hours at planning meetings and in discussions
considering the issues surrounding collective worship and the various
possible routes into the future.
Special thanks are due to the chainnan of the conferences, Desmond Rea,
for the expertise and insights he brought to the Steering Group and the
conferences; to Eric L ord and Carol Robinson for undertaking the
administrative complexities; and finally to Gwen Palmer, Chair of the
Steering Group, for all her skill and tact and for her resilience over the
long review period -on occasions it became for her virtually a full-time
work-load.
The fact that so much has been achieved is due to the combined
professionalism, understanding and efforts of all who have taken part.

John D Gay
Culham College Institute
January 1998
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1. Introduction
In recent years, collective worship in schools has moved from being an
activity taken largely for granted to an issue which is widely discussed.
The more formal expectations set out in the Education Reform Act, and
in particular in the 1994 Circulars, have led to wide variations in practice.
Many opinions on the subject have been voiced. In 1995 there were
discussions taking place within the RE Council for England and Wales,
the National Association of SACREs and the Inter Faith Network for the
UK about the possibility of undertaking a national consultative process
on collective worship.1
The three sponsoring bodies were well placed to consider such
consultation. The Religious Education Council for England and Wales is
an independent body. Its membership is composed of a wide range of
faith communities, and of nationally representative professional RE
teacher associations. It provides a national forum for considering and
taking action on matters affecting religious education and associated
areas in schools.
Historically, Standing Advisory Councils on Religious Education

( SACREs) are bodies established by Local Education Authorities to
provide advice and guidance to the LEA on matters to do with religious
education and collective worship in schools. Since 1988 SACREs have
also had responsibility for authorising alternative arrangements (known
as 'determinations') for collective worship where a 'broadly Christian'
act of worship is judged not to be appropriate. A National Association of
SACREs was founded in 1993. The great majority of local SACREs are
affiliated to the National Association, which assists SACRE members to
fulfil their responsibilities with regard to religious education and
collective worship in the schools of their area.
The Inter Faith Network for the UK links eighty organisations with an
interest in promoting good relations between people of different faiths.

1 Collective worship in voluntary schools is conducted in accordance with the school's
Trust Deed.
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Its membership includes national representative bodies from Britain's
main faith communities; national and local inter-faith organisations; and
educational and academic bodies.
All three bodies were aware of contention over the interpretation of the
legislation on collective worship in schools, and the difficulties
encountered in implementing it, highlighted, for example, in Ofsted
reports. They agreed that the best way forward would be to convene a
series of conferences to explore the extent to which there might be a
broad consensus on the form of collective worship which is educationally
appropriate and practicable for the future. The conferences would also
consider what changes, if any, might be required to the present statutory
framework.
To aid this process, a research report tracing developments in collective
worship since 1 944 was prepared under the editorship of Dr. Brian Gates
of the University College of St. Martin, Lancaster. Called Collective
Worship in Schools, it was published in 1996. Copies were provided for
conference members and it is also generally available (price £8.50) from
CEM, Royal Buildings, Victoria Street, Derby DEI IGW.
Three one-day conferences were held in 1997, each chaired by Professor
Desmond Rea, Chairman of the Northern Ireland Council for the
Curriculum Examinations and Assessment, and funded by two
educational trusts: All Saints and St. Gabriel's.
Members of the reviewing conferences included delegates from the
churches and other faith communities, the teaching profession and other
educational organisations. ( A list of organisations invited to send
delegates is given on page 1 3 , and a list of individual delegate names is
given in Appendix 2.)
This report has been compiled from working documents produced in the
course of the review and already circulated in various forms. It sets out
the origins and development of the consultation, summarises the views
expressed, and concludes with a process recommendation.

Gwen Palmer
on behalf of the Steering Group
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2. The 1996 Research Report: Collective Worship in
Schools
The origin of the research report
Over the past few years the Christian churches and other faith
communities as well as a variety of educational organisations have been
considering both the underlying principles and current practice relating to
collective worship in schools, and these deliberations have led in some
instances to the publication of a number of reports, pamphlets and
conference resolutions.
In 1 995 it was decided to commission a literature survey tracing
developments in practice and principle since 1944, the range of current
views on this feature of the community life of schools, and some of the
key issues which have emerged, particularly since Circular 1/94. The aim
was to bring together all the existing published information and research
about collective worship in England, and to present it in a published
document which could be made widely available.

The need for such a survey arose partly out of discussions on collective
worship within the Religious Education Council of England and Wales
working in partnership with the National Association ofStanding
Advisory Councils for Religious Education and the Inter Faith Network
for the United Kingdom, and partly from discussions within the All
Saints Trust. The Trust decided to fund the survey which was to be
sponsored by the three organisations concerned and co-ordinated on
behalf of the AllSaints Trust by Culham College Institute.
A small steering group was established for the survey, consisting of
Gwen Palmer (Chairwoman of the RE Council) chair of the group, Dilip
Kadodwala (Chair of the National Association ofSACREs), Brian Pearce
(Director of the Inter Faith Network) and John Gay (Director of Culham
College Institute).The group was subsequently enlarged to include Alan
Brown (Church of England Board of Education/NationalSociety),Sheila
Dainton (Association of Teachers and Lecturers), Brian Gates (University
College ofSt Martin, Lancaster), Peter Hartley (AllSaints Trust),
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Mohammad Akram Khan-Cheema (Muslim Education Forum) and
Laurie Rosenberg (Board of Deputies of British Jews).
Some initial research was undertaken by Catherine Christie. The work
was then taken up by Brian Gates and Peter Gedge at the University
College of St Martin, Lancaster. Both brought to bear a long-standing
expertise in the subject. The Steering Group played a significant role in
suggesting additions and emendations and the final version was the result
of an interactive process with all the strands being brought together by
the editor Jan Greenough at Culham College Institute.
The report was written from an informational and reference perspective,
and so a neutral tone was adopted in relation to the sources quoted. The
fact that some faith and educational organisations do not feature in it does
not imply their lack of interest in collective worship; it simply means that
they had not produced any published documentation on the subject.
Two main roles were envisaged for the report. Firstly, three one-day
conferences on collective worship were planned for a widely
representative group of some thirty-five delegates. The document aimed
to provide delegates with both background information and a starting
point for discussion and consultation.
More generally, the report was designed to be a source of information
and ideas for all concerned with the future of collective worship in
2
schools.

The content of the research report
Part I -Collective Worship 1944-1996 is in the main historical. It traces
half a century's debate about collective worship, including attempts to
define its educational justification. It also notes the long-standing
preference in many schools for the term 'assembly' rather than that used
in the 1944 and subsequent Education Acts, 'collective worship'. This
section also records the difficulties experienced in dealing with the
conceptual problem of defining collective worship. In addition, the report
provides evidence of the debate surrounding collective worship both in
relation to the 1988 Education Act and the DfE's Circular 1/94.
It should be noted that references to collective worship in the Welsh
Office's Circular 10/94 gave rise to controversies within the Principality
similar to those in England. 3

2

Collective Worship in Schools, Foreword.

l

Opening address by Professor Rea at Conference I on 25 February
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1997.

Part I concludes with the following statement:
But in the considered view of a wide range of groups concerned with
education the government's attempts to preserve the nation's Christian
heritage, through tighter definitions of the legislation concerning
collective worship, had raised very difficult theological, educational and
4
practical issues.

Part II -Key Issues turns to examine some of these issues. It does so
under a series of headings:

1 . Defining worship
2. Corporate or collective worship
3.

Educational school worship

4.

'Wholly or mainly of a broadly Christian character'

5.

' . . . accord a special status to Jesus Christ'

6.

How 'religious' are assemblies and 'subjective worship'?

7.

Collective worship in Circular 1/94

8.

The place of other faiths and world views

9.

A 'daily' act of collective worship?

10. Assessing current attitudes. 5

The report was published in 1996, in good time for the first of the
conferences; it was widely welcomed as offering an excellent summary
of 'the story so far', and provided a good starting point for preliminary
thinking and the first stage of the consultative process.

4 Collective Worship in Schools, pp 37-8.
5 Collective Worship in Schools,

Part II.
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3. The Conferences
Their origins
As outlined

in

the Introduction, the three conferences of the Collective

Worship Review have their origins in the discussions between three
national organisations: the RE Council of England and Wales, the
National Association of SACREs and the Inter Faith Network for the UK.
They joined together with the full support of their members and the
interest of funding trusts to review the concerns being expressed
regarding collective worship in schools. The Steering Group established
for the research report was expanded (see Appendix 1), and included both
education professionals and representatives from faith communities. It
then turned its attention to developing a programme for the conferences.
In addition, Professor Desmond Rea was invited to act as Chairman of
the three conferences.
All members of the Steering Group agreed at an early stage that any
review must be independent, drawing upon sound research and involving
open and widespread consultation. The review would include a series of
major conferences and lead ultimately to an open report in which the
findings are published both generally and to the government.
The Steering Group's goal was outlined in the research report:
The conferences will provide an opportunity for members representative

of a wide range of interests, including educationalists, the faith
communities, teachers' professional associations and others to explore
ideas about provisions for collective worship which are educationally
6

appropriate and practicable.

The process of conferring and consulting, of identifying and clarifying
issues and concerns is fundamental to the review, and the overall
programme of conferences was based on that premise. Delegates were
asked to consult widely within their own constituencies, and asked to
report diversity of opinion as well as agreement if that was what they

6

Collective Worship in Schools, Foreword.
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were encountering. The aim was for an independent and open review,
involving open consultation, leading to an open report. 1

The delegates and observers
Delegates came from a wide range of organisations from England and
Wales:
Association ofReligious Education Inspectors, Advisers and Consultants
Association of Teachers and Lecturers
Board of Deputies of British Jews
British Humanist Association
British Sikh Education Council
Buddhist Society
Catholic Education Service
Christian Education Movement
Church of England Board of Education/National Society
Conference of University Lecturers in RE
Evangelical Alliance
Free Church Federal Council
Inter Faith Network for the UK
Local Government Association
Methodist Church
Muslim Educational Trust
National Association of Governors and Managers
National Association of Head Teachers
National Association of SACREs
National Association of Schoolmasters and Union of Women Teachers
National Confederation of Parent-Teacher Associations
National Council of Hindu Temples
National Union of Teachers
Professional Council for Religious Education
Religious Education Council of England and Wales
Secondary Heads Association
Society of Education Officers
Values Education Council
Welsh Association of SACREs
(For the names of individual delegates see Appendix 2.)
Official observers were invited from the Department for Education and
Employment and the Welsh Office, the Schools Curriculum and
Assessment Authority (later the Qualifications and Curriculum

7 Opening address by Professor Rea at Conference I on 25 February 1997.
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Authority), the Teacher Training Agency, and the Office for Standards in
Education.
Representatives were also present from the two funding trusts (All Saints
and St Gabriel's) and from the Steering Group for the Collective Worship
Review including the Conference Co-ordinators. The conferences were
chaired by Professor Desmond Rea, the Chairman of the Northern Ireland
Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment.8

Pre-conference consultation
As preparation for the first conference, delegates were sent pre
conference consultation sheets, for discussion with their colleagues. The
obj ect of this exercise was mainly to trigger the consultation process, and
also to see whether the sheets drew sufficient responses for a crude digest
to be made available to delegates at the first conference.
In the event, over one hundred responses were received from members of
9
bodies participating in the conferences.
These responses suggested that many of the concerns referred to in
Collective Worship in Schools remain unresolved. They included a
number of broad recurrent themes; among the most prominent were:
•

Support for good quality assemblies which are inclusive,
emphasising the ethos and values ofthe school community, and
concerned in particular with the spiritual and moral but also the
social and cultural development of pupils and of society.

•

Support for gatherings which take account of religious and non
religious belief systems and which avoid syncretism.

•

Support for collective worship as an educational activity, often
linked with the development of pupils' awareness ofthe UK's
'Christian heritage' and of the importance of schools observing
the law.

•

A widely shared feeling that the frequency of any such gatherings
(collective worship or assembly) should be regular but less than
daily, and with scope for flexibility.

8

'Collective Worship Reviewed- a conference paper' (a briefing paper circulated
before Conference 2).

9

'Collective Worship Reviewed- a conference paper' (a briefing paper circulated
before Conference 2).
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•

Requests for help and advice regarding training, resources,
guidelines, examples of good practice and the involvement of
individuals or groups from the local community.

•

The roles of SACREs and of OFSTED; the provision of
opportunities for separate religious worship; the need to rethink
the effects of and requirement for determinations and
withdrawals.

•

Issues of professionalism; concern that collective worship does
not count as 'taught time' as defined in DES Circular 7/90, and
many teachers do not take part.

•

The need for in-service training on collective worship: not simply
about conducting worship/assembly, but rather about what it is
for. As one respondent put it, 'Staff are not clear on the purpose
of the activity.' 10

10 'Collective Worship Reviewed- a conference paper' (a briefing paper circulated
before Conference 2).
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4. Conference 1
The programme
The programme for the first conference contained two group sessions and
two plenaries; delegates were assigned to one of six discussion groups.
Each discussion group contained members representing a range of
perspectives, and each was chaired by a member of the steering group.
The groups were asked to consider and record their views on issues of
substance which had been identified in the survey report, in the pre
conference consultation, and/or in the sharing of views and experience
during the day.
In the morning session two questions in particular were explored:
1.

What is the educational value of a community gathering as part of
primary/secondary education? If there is value in such a gathering,
how frequently should it take place?

2.

What is an assembly? In what ways is this different from collective
worship?

In the afternoon two further questions were tackled:

3. Schools have a formal responsibility to promote pupils' spiritual,
moral, cultural, mental and physical development. What elements are
necessary in a community gathering if the first three of these
responsibilities are to be carried out?
4.

Broadly speaking, what do you see as the major problematic aspects
of the current legislation?

Following each of the two group discussion sessions, group leaders
presented their group's findings.
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Conclusions
Following the conference the Steering Group met, assessed the day's
discussions, and found that it was possible to identify some clear areas of
agreement; possible areas of agreement; areas needing further
clarification; possible areas of disagreement; and clear areas of
disagreement. For convenience these are shown in the table on page 18. 11
In his closing remarks, Professor Rea noted that the main concern of all
the delegates was essentially children and young people: children as
individuals, in groups, and as members of the community. One group had
asked the telling question, 'What does it mean to be a full human being?'
and pointed out that the spiritual dimension was important.
Everyone was aware of the shared responsibility for developing the
school community. Someone had asked the question, 'What is the extra
dimension that community gathering brings?' Others had offered the
suggestions of social and educational dimensions, of promoting the ethos
of the school and its value system. Some groups had wrestled with what
they understood by the 'spiritual' dimension.
There seemed to be a preference for assembly rather than collective
worship; this partly had its roots in the widespread antipathy to the
requirements of Circular 1/94. Many delegates emphasised that a review
of that Circular (particularly the clauses referring to the Christian
character of the worship) was essential in order to encourage all schools
to participate in collective worship.
Several groups were preoccupied by the issue of frequency; the various
suggestions seemed partly to depend upon the maturity of the pupils.
Above all, the consensus was that whatever the form of collective
worship, it must be conducted with skill and to the highest standards if it
2
is to retain the respect of the pupils.1

11 'Collective Worship Reviewed- a conference paper' (a briefing paper circulated
before Conference 2).
12

Summary of Professor Rea's closing remarks at Conference
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I.

Reports from both group and plenary sessions at the first conference suggested the following spectrum of views, indicating areas of agreement
and disagreement:

Clear areas of agreement

Possible areas of
agreement

Areas needing further
exploration/clarification

Possible areas of
disagreement

Justification of any type of
gathering larger than of

Retention of the term

Retention/abolition of the

'collective worship'

present legislation on

Value of regular 'gatherings'
of the school community or

Gatherings to include focus

sections of it

cultural development of
pupils, school, society

normal class

Frequency and flexibility of

The role of religions and
other belief systems in the

on spiritual, moral, social,

such 'gatherings'

context of school gatherings

Retention of the present
interpretation of legislation on
collective worship through
Definition of the aims,
content and leadership of

collective worship
spiritual development
assembly

collective worship

Areas needing further
exploration/clarification

Criteria for and evidence of
good practice in any/all of the

Definition of the aims,
content and leadership of

00
-

cont.

above

assemblies

The need for continuance of

Means of promoting and

The appropriateness of/need

determinations; of rights of

monitoring quality of pupil's
experience

for legislation on assemblies

withdrawals of pupils and/or
of teachers

and its interpretation through
the DfEE and Welsh Office
Circulars

Whether or not areas
identified as needing further

Means of promoting and
monitoring protection of

exploration/clarification are

pupil's and teacher's

common to all types of
schools

personal/group integrity

disagreement

collective worship

the 1994 Circulars
Problems of definition of:

Clear areas of

5. Conference 2
The programme
Five delegates from organisations represented at the conferences each
offered a personal contribution about their experience of collective
worship in schools. These comments were discussed in an ensuing
plenary session.
The conference then discussed the range of options for the future. Five
groups were provided with options and subsidiary questions intended to
provide a basis for debate. These included the continuation of the present
statutory requirement, changes in the statutory requirement and the
removal of the statutory requirement.
During the afternoon, reports were received from each group and
discussed in a plenary session.

Group discussions
Delegates were asked to focus on what might be seen as the fundamental
range of options for the future. Each option inevitably gives rise to
subsidiary questions of policy and practice, some examples of which are
listed below. The list was not intended to be definitive or exhaustive, but
to provide a basis for debate.
•

Continuation of the present statutory requirements:
-with or without interpretation by Circular?
-allowing for flexibility on issues such as frequency?

•

Changes in the statutory requirements:
-with a requirement for regular school assemblies?
- focusing on the spiritual, moral, social and cultural
development of pupils and of society?
-with or without 'opting out'?

•

Removal of the present statutory requirements:

19

-with nothing put in their place?
-with national or local guidelines on what schools might choose
to do?
-with new statutory requirements? 13

Conclusions
Following the second conference the Steering Group met and assessed
the day's discussions, which indicated that there is widespread unease
about and non-compliance with the present requirements for collective
worship in schools. Various views were expressed about the most
appropriate way forward; in the end it was possible to identify three
broad positions.
•

Some delegates maintained that the difficulties which had been
identified could be overcome within the present statutory
framework, while recognising that there might be a case for
revising the interpretative guidance issued in 1994 by the DfE
(Circular 1 /94) and Welsh Office (Circular l 0/94).

•

Other delegates took the view that the current requirements
should simply be withdrawn, on the basis that it is inappropriate
to ask county schools to make provision for any form of religious
observance.

•

A more broadly based consensus seemed to be emerging that a
new approach was needed, which would retain a requirement for
regular gatherings with a moral and spiritual dimension, but with
the withdrawal of the present requirement for collective worship,
and permitting a more flexible approach to the content of these
gatherings.

Advocates of a new approach pointed to the need to take account of the
cultural and religious diversity of contemporary society in England and
Wales. Any legal requirements should respect the integrity of both pupils
and teaching staff and should not cause justified concern to parents.
The main characteristics of such an approach would be:
•

the material used in such assemblies might draw upon prayers,
readings from scriptures and other material with a spiritual and
moral dimension, together with contributions from those taking
the assemblies

13 Conference 2 Programme.
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•

the material used would take account of the traditions represented
within the school community

•

the offering of opportunities for participation ranging from
personal worship to quiet reflection

•

a planned focus on the spiritual, moral, social and cultural
development of pupils and of the school

•

opportunities to reflect upon the values of the school and of the
community which it serves

•

exploration and appreciation of the beliefs which lie behind the
values

•

support for pupils in learning to live with difference while
preserving their own integrity and respecting that of others

•

more scope for variety and diversity of approach

•

more flexible groupings and opportunities for educational
experiences which go beyond that which can be offered within the
individual classroom. 14

14 'Collective Worship Reviewed- a consultation paper' (a paper circulated before
Conference 3).
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6. Consultation
Before the third conference a consultation paper was circulated, asking
delegates to consult with their constituencies and report their collated
views on a response form provided. They were asked to return one
response each but it was understood that in the case of an organisation
with more than one delegate, only one response was required. As the
purpose of the consultation was to gain a general picture of possible ways
forward, the questions were deliberately framed in broad terms and kept
to a minimum.
Delegates were asked to respond to two main questions:
A.

Please indicate which of these three broad positions you think the
majority in your constituencies favour:

•

Option 1: A 'new way forward' based on a statutory requirement

for regular assemblies of a spiritual and moral character, with the
present requirement for collective worship being withdrawn. (See
page 20.)
•

Option 2: Maintenance of the present requirements either entirely

or substantially in their present form.
•

Option 3: Withdrawal of the present requirements without

replacement.
B.

Would your constituency support the 'new approach' if this
appeared to have the prospect of securing a broadly based
acceptance? 15

Methods of consultation
Clearly, different delegates had different ways of ascertaining their
constituency views. Some organisations already had policy statements
upon which they could draw. Others had clearly defined machinery using

Is

'Collective Worship Reviewed- a consultation paper' (a paper circulated before
Conference 3).
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perhaps an existing committee structure of elected representatives or
other agreed reference groups. Yet others had no suitable existing
mechanisms and instead had to create a method, sometimes within very
tight resource constraints. For all organisations the time scale of two
months and the nature ofthe consultation itself imposed some
difficulties. Even organisations with pre-existing position statements did
not always find these fitted the nature of the questions being asked.
Recognising the diversity of both the organisations represented and their
internal structures and methods, it was left to delegates to consult in the
manner they felt best suited to their circumstances. Briefing papers about
the consultation were provided for internal use and many delegates
distributed copies of these and a response form to appropriate groups
within their membership. No attempt was or could be made to monitor or
assess the consultation process within each organisation.
Delegates undertaking consultation had been nominated by the
organisations themselves and were therefore officially appointed
representatives of the organisations for whom they were speaking. Given
that delegates are likely to be accountable to their organisations for any
statements made on their behalf, it is reasonable to accept that the
responses accord with each organisation's position on collective worship.
While many delegates reported that they had not been able to carry out as
wide a consultation as they might have wished, there was nothing in their
replies to indicate that the views they expressed were not representative
of their respective organisations.
Some delegates completed the form, others sent in letters addressing the
main questions and a number also provided additional information.
The responses were analysed at Culham by a Project Officer and were
then independently analysed by one of Culham's consultants (a former
HM Staff Inspector for RE at the then Department of Education and
Science) and also by the Chair of the Steering Group.

An overview of delegates' responses
From the 29 delegates responsible for reporting the views of their
constituency, 29 responses were received, including a blank response
from the Church of England Board of Education/National Society.
The majority of responses favoured Option One for Question A, and were
prepared to support this option if it appeared to have broadly based
acceptance. However, many delegates raised questions about the detail of
this option, and whilst supporting the principle, wanted further discussion
of its operation in practice.
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Question A
Of the

29 respondents, 24 delegates said that the majority of their

constituency favoured Option One. The delegates from the Catholic
Education Service and the National Association of Governors and
Managers reported a majority support for Option Two. The delegate from
the Evangelical Alliance reported equal support for Options One and
Two. The delegate from the Muslim Educational Trust reported that the
constituency supported a combination of all three options.
Question 8
Of those who returned responses,

19 delegates thought that their

constituency would support Option One if it appeared to have the
prospect of securing a broadly based acceptance. Around half of these

19

delegates said that further clarification of Option One was required before
their support for this could be confirmed, and they detailed provisos to

acceptance. The delegate from the Conference of University Lecturers in
Religious Education (CULRE) said that the constituency would
'probably' support Option One, if the option was clarified. The delegate
from the National Association of Governors and Managers (NAGM)
reported that the constituency would not support Option One 'at the
moment ' . The delegate from the Muslim Educational Trust said that
support for the new approach was 'highly unlikely'. Seven responses did
not address this question.

The sponsoring bodies: responses from 'umbrella' organisations
The three sponsoring bodies (the RE Council of England and Wales, the
National Association of SACREs and the Inter Faith Network for the

UK) are each 'umbrella' organisations, drawing their membership from a
wide range of organisations concerned with religious education. As such
their responses can provide an insight into the generality of responses
from delegates.
The Religious Education Council of England and Wales
Of the 50 member organisations, 18 responded. Of these, II did not have
a delegate separately representing their organisation in the Review.
Of those who responded:
•

12 favoured Option One

•

2 favoured Option Two

•

l favoured Option Three

•

3 did not choose any (single) option
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•

Some of those members of the RE Council's constituency who favoured
Option One called for clarification on a number of points: the frequency
of assemblies, the use of the term 'spiritual' and a facility for faith groups
to meet for acts of worship.
In answer to Question B, the RE Council delegate reported that the new
approach would be supported if these concerns were addressed.
National Association of SACREs
Of the

122 member SACREs, 40 responded. Of those who responded, 29

chose Option One.
Several SACREs were concerned about the clarity of Option One, and
the delegate reported that at least three focused on the need for
definitions of 'regular'. One SACRE felt that Option One would extend
the differences between county and aided schools. Two SACREs wanted
Option One to be worded to include both collective worship and
assemblies. One SACRE said that if Option One really was more
educationally sound it should count as part of the school 's curriculum
time. One SACRE was concerned about resourcing. One SACRE felt it
was already providing Option One within the context of the current
legislation.
The Inter Faith Network for the United Kingdom
Of the 80 member bodies,

16 responded. Of these, 14 did not have a

delegate separately representing their organisation in the Review.
Of the returns received:
•

5 were from faith community organisations

•

3 were from national interfaith organisations

•

5 were from local interfaith organisations

•

3 were from educational and academic organisations

•

13 favoured Option One

•

3 did not select an option

The delegate from the Inter Faith Network supplemented this response by
reporting that virtually all of the Executive Committee favoured Option
One. Clarification was requested on a number of points linked to this
option. These included whether there would be a requirement about the
content of material used, or whether this would be left to the discretion of
the schools; whether rights of withdrawal would be retained; the
possibility of a less frequent obligation; provision for 'single-faith'
worship as a supplement to the new gatherings; and encouraging schools
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to consult with members of their local community and parents about
suitable provision.

Individual organisations: responses from delegates by constituency
Delegates from individual organisations naturally fall into distinct
categories. The order in which these categories are discussed is not
intended to present any judgements.
Responses from Christian denominations and organisations
Responses were received from five delegates representing Christian
denominations and organisations, namely: the Church of England Board
of Education/National Society, the Catholic Education Service, the Free
Church Federal Council (FCFC), the Methodist Church and the
Evangelical Alliance.
The Church of England Board of Education/National Society returned a
blank form, and hoped this would not be regarded as a neutral response.
The delegate reported:
The Board's policy is that the law should be upheld but that it would
be willing to engage in discussion with other interested parties when
appropriate ... We cannot, however, choose one of the three options
because the choice is neither clear nor balanced. It would be very
helpful if work could continue on Option One (and indeed Options
Two and Three) before choices were required to be made.

The Evangelical Alliance was unable to complete the form, because there
was no majority view within the organisation for any of the options
offered. The delegate reported, however, that
when taken together, the support for Options One and Two indicates
overwhelming

support for

finding

a formula

whereby

acts of

collective worship can continue.

The 'small minority' within the Evangelical Alliance in favour of Option
Three did not think it was possible 'to engage in authentic Christian
worship without faith'. The 'significant group' supporting Option Two
thought that the

1988 Act 'has achieved positive results'. The delegate

reported that
An equally significant group favour Option One, with one crucial
qualification. There is a deep suspicion within our constituency that
this option is a Trojan horse. They believe it has attractive features
which address difficulties created by current legislation but that it also
allows

interpretations

which are

deeply

Christianity.
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offensive

to orthodox

There was also in the Evangelical Alliance 'a suspicion that Option One,
as set out in the consultation paper, is capable of being interpreted in a
way that encourages syncretism'. This would lead to a significant
increase in the number of withdrawals by Evangelicals.
The Catholic Education Service delegate reported a majority in favour of
Option Two, saying 'it was felt that Option Two, with adjustments and
additional provision, is at present the best option'. 'Sympathy' was
expressed 'for the difficulties experienced by colleagues in multi-faith
schools.' The delegate reported that 'more emphasis needs to be placed
on training of teachers in the planning, organisation and presentation of
collective worship in schools'.
The Methodist Church delegate reported a maj ority in favour of Option
One, and felt sure that this option 'does have the prospect of such
acceptance' and provided an opportunity to resolve some of the perceived
problems of the current legislation. In particular, the Methodist Church
delegate thought Option One would be attractive to schools 'all of whom
recognise the importance of moral and spiritual development, but mostly
find the concept of"compulsory worship" a contradiction'.
The FCFC felt that:
Option One may not be what the churches would like ideal ly

-

but it

comes closest to what good schools are currently doing and is flexible
enough to allow, on appropriate occasions, a Christian dimension to
be presented.

However, the delegate reported 'the support for (Option] One is
reluctant'. On the issue of frequency, the FCFC wanted the requirement
to be 'at least one assembly per cohort/school ... each week

'.

Responses from other faiths
Responses were received from the Buddhist Society, the British Sikh
Education Council, the National Council of Hindu Temples, the British
Humanist Association, the Board of Deputies of British Jews and the
Muslim Educational Trust.
The Muslim Educational Trust delegate reported that the constituency
had opted for a combination of all three options. They favoured a
statutory requirement for regular school assemblies of a spiritual and
moral character, and the withdrawal of the present requirement for
collective worship. They were concerned that the complete abolition of
acts of worship might lead to 'a total secularisation of such assemblies,
which is again religiously unacceptable'. The delegate reported the
suggestion that
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in schools where the majority of pupils belong to a specific faith and

parents are in favour of an act of worshi p according to that particular
faith, such a wish should be respected and granted. Furthermore, if

there is a considerable m ino rity that expresses the same desire, this
should be catered for accordingly.

Such acts of worship would be in lieu of the statutory school assemblies.
The delegate reported that the constituency wanted determinations
abolished, and the nature of the act of worship described to be determined
by the head teacher, governing body and parents, with infonnation about
this included in the school policy document. The delegate also reported a
wish for the right of withdrawal to be maintained. Support for Option
One, if it appeared to have the prospect of securing a broadly based
acceptance, was recorded as 'highly unlikely'.
The British Humanist Association, the Buddhist Society, the British Sikh
Education Council, the National Council of Hindu Temples and the
Board of Deputies of British Jews all reported a majority in favour of
Option One, although the BHA delegate reported a 5% minority support
for Option Three. The Buddhist Society was emphatic in its support for
Option One. The Board of Deputies of British Jews delegate said that the
Jewish community would want an additional facility to meet together as a
faith group for acts of worship, 'conducted by and managed on behalf of
official accredited and recognised Jewish personnel'. However, they
would also very much want Jewish pupils to play a full and complete part
in the school community, and thus were strongly in favour of Option
One. The BHA and the British Sikh Education Council both said they
would support Option One if it appeared to have the prospect of securing
a broadly based acceptance. The BHA delegate reported, however, that
they were concerned about the term 'spiritual ' , preferring the inclusive
sense used in the SCAA paper of 1996 on Spiritual and Moral
Development, and saying "'spiritual" is not synonymous with
"religious"'.
Responses from teachers' associations
Responses were received from five delegates representing teacher
associations: the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL), the
National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT), the National Union of
Teachers (NUT), the National Association of Schoolmasters and Union
of Women Teachers (NASUWT) and the Secondary Heads Association
(SHA).
All five delegates reported that the majority of their constituencies
favoured Option One and would support this option if it appeared to have
the prospect of broadly based acceptance. The SHA delegate reported
that this option was supported 'unanimously'. The NAJIT delegate
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reported a minority of the constituency supporting Option Three, because
Option One was 'too restrictive'.
Four of these responses raised a number of points about Option One.
ATL wanted decisions about the appropriateness of assembly or
collective worship to be made by the school, following consultation with
the SACRE. NAHT wanted an understanding that 'head teachers have the
main responsibility for ensuring, and often carrying out, the
requirements'. The delegate from SHA reported that the
withdrawal of the word 'worship' was particularly important, and
SITA would not be able to support a change merely from 'daily' to
'regular' worship.

SHA also felt that 'it would not be helpful to define "regularity" of
assemblies too precisely' but that 'SHA members would not wish to
abuse any flexibility provided in amended legislation'. SHA also wanted
the right of withdrawal for pupils and staff to remain.
The NUT delegate reported that members believed there was a need for
advice and guidance on moral and spiritual development; a need to
recognise that Option One reflects existing good practice in personal,
social and moral education, and that Option One should give more
explicit expression to the value of learning from world faiths.
Responses from RE professional associations
Four responses were received from delegates representing RE
professional organisations: the Christian Education Movement (CEM),
the Professional Council for Religious Education (PCfRE), the
Conference of University Lecturers in Religious Education (CULRE) and
the Association of Religious Education Inspectors, Advisers and
Consultants (AREIAC).
In all four organisations there was a majority in support of Option One.
The delegate from PCfRE reported that the organisation would support
Option One if it appeared to have the prospect of broadly based
acceptance. The CULRE delegate answered 'probably' to this question,
reporting that some of the constituency found the concept of legislation
to cover it impossible or at least improbable. Whilst not directly
answering this question, the CEM delegate shared this concern about the
practicality of getting legislation amended.
Another shared concern was that of the definition of 'regular', raised by
CULRE, CEM and AREIAC. PCfRE asked for the phrase 'best practice'
to be used, to encourage schools, but also to acknowledge difficulties.
Option One was supported because it provided an opportunity for
reflection, and would gain support in developing the community life of
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the school. CEM and CULRE were both concerned about how a new
Circular might look, and the role of determinations and withdrawals.
CEM raised a number of other issues, including the danger of
downgrading religion, pupil involvement, the need for training and
resources, ensuring that schools reflected the range of religious and non
religious standpoints, and how QCA might provide guidance. The
delegate reported 'the present position is untenable and at the very least
the Circular should be replaced'.
Responses from Wales
The delegate from the Welsh Association of SACREs (WASACRE),
representing SACREs from the 22 unitary authorities, reported that
Option One 'was only marginally' preferred to Option Two. The majority
of those who favoured Option One wanted to see an element of collective
worship retained, but not on a daily basis. WASACRE also expressed the
view that such acts of worship should be of a high quality and that
adequate resources and in-service training should be provided. The
delegate reported that 'a number of comments were made about the
different attitudes to collective worship between the primary and
secondary sectors and the need for this to be addressed' .
Responses from other educational groups
Other educational groups who responded were the Local Government
Association (LGA), the National Association of Governors and Managers
(NAGM), the Values Education Council (VEC), the Society of Education
Officers (SEO) and the National Confederation of Parent Teacher
Associations (NCPTA).
The LGA, VEC, SEO and NCPTA delegates all reported a majority in
favour of Option One. With the exception of the SEO, who did not
address this question, they answered 'yes' to Question B. The NCPTA
said that parents understood the importance of moral, social and cultural
development for pupils, and wanted their chi ldren to experience the sort
of assemblies they had experienced at school. The delegate from the VEC
reported that the organisation wanted included in the legislation an
indication of where responsibility rested. The delegate from the SEO said
that Option One 'is most likely to provide a framework for quality
experiences which will provoke thought and reflection in those whose
faith is limited and sustain faith where it is already strong' .
A majority ofNAGM (65%) supported Option Two. Option One was
supported by 20% and Option Three by 1 5%, a figure which the delegate
reported included a few spoilt papers and those who wanted only secular
education. NAGM would not be prepared to support Option One if it
appeared to have the prospect of securing broadly based acceptance 'at
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the moment, with new education legislation pending.' They also felt that
any changes were ' a waste of time' without resources.
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7. Conference 3
The programme
To open the conference, the results of the pre-conference consultation
were presented as outlined above. A Conference Paper (Appendix 3) was
then introduced (tabled at the suggestion of the Steering Group),
addressing in greater detail the issues raised about the 'new way forward'
and exploring the possibilities of new arrangements which might take the
place of the present requirements for collective worship.
Delegates were then divided into five groups, each with six or seven
members: each group was chaired by a member of the Steering Group
(who was not also a delegate). Eight questions were discussed - four in
the morning and four in the afternoon - and each discussion period was
followed by a plenary session in which the views of each group were
reported by the group leaders. These reports were recorded, and this
summary is drawn from a transcript of the recordings.

Group discussions
1.

Should the present requirement for collective worship in schools be
replaced by one for inclusive assemblies with a spiritual and moral
basis to them?

Two groups reported a general consensus in favour of replacing the
present requirement for collective worship in schools with one for
inclusive assemblies with a spiritual and moral basis. In one of these
groups, one member strongly disagreed. Another group felt the answer to
this question was contingent on the answers to the other questions, and so
did not address it directly. In the two remaining groups, no consensus
was reached. One of these groups felt further clarification was required.

2.

If so (i.e. if the present requirement were to be replaced), are there
ways in which safeguards could be provided against secularisation of
the new style assemblies?

One group suggested that safeguards could be incorporated into
legislation or a Circular, to preserve the distinctive character of assembly
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•

alongside the celebration of widely shared personal and community
values. Another group strongly opposed secularisation, but did not reach
an agreement on any safeguards. One group suggested the wording
'wholly or mainly of a broadly spiritual or moral nature' as a safeguard to
be included in legislation or a Circular. Another group produced a similar
wording, but felt that if the current situation could not be safeguarded by
a legal framework, then neither could this. One group also questioned the
possibility of legal safeguards, suggesting the wording 'wholly or mainly
of a broadly religious character'. This group wondered how far the
teaching profession could be trusted as a safeguard.
3.

Should there b e provision for ' faith-specific' (or 'single-faith')
worship: (a) as an alternative or (b) as a supplement to these
assemblies?

All five groups felt that faith-specific worship should be provided for as a
supplement. One group suggested that it could be an alternative in some
school circumstances, where SACREs should provide advice.
4.

Should the content and source of material used in these assemblies be
prescribed? If so, what should the requirement be?

One group did not consider this question. The other four groups rejected
the term 'prescribed', preferring 'guidance'. One of these groups
suggested this should be both national and local. Another wanted
guidance within a broad framework.
5.

What frequency of assemblies would be desirable?

One group suggested a minimum of three assemblies per week in primary
schools and two per week in secondary schools. One group said quality
was more important than quantity. They wanted evidence about what
happened in practice in Scotland, where the requirement was 'regular and
frequent' . Another group wanted to replace 'daily' with ' a regular pattern
in the school week' . One group also wanted a frequent, regular pattern,
but added 'normally' recognising that other pressures would occasionally
cause disruption. One group thought 'daily' was problematic, preferring
'regular'. They added that assemblies should be part of taught time.
6.

Should the present 'right of withdrawal' be retained?

One group felt that the right of withdrawal would not be needed under the
new requirement. Another group thought this was theoretically correct,
but felt it would be useful to retain the right of withdrawal. One group
wanted it retained for pupils but not for teachers. One group felt that it
would not be needed under the new requirement, but felt it should be
retained because a similar right existed in RE. One group thought that it
should be retained if the assembly was worship.
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7. What arrangements should be made for local consultation on the
implementation of any new requirements?
One group wanted national guidelines, arguing that if assembly was not
religious there was no need for SACREs to be involved. One group
thought SACREs had a useful role in providing guidance. One group
mistrusted Circulars, and wanted a new flexible law. One group felt
community involvement was important, and that SACREs helped in local
debate. One group wanted local consultation involving SACREs, but
with the DfEE monitoring the national picture.

8. How far should any new requirements be embodied in statute, how
far in a DfEE Circular and how far left to local discretion?
One group wanted the law changed and a new Circular provided. One
group wanted as little legal change as possible. One group suggested that
all schools seek a determination so that SACREs would have to re
examine their policies. One group said that if the primary legislation was
not changed, they would like a new circular. One group wanted the
Circular changed, but felt it unlikely that legislation would be changed
before the next election.
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8. Conclusion
The conferences have been sponsored by three national organisations,
funded by two Church college trusts and have benefited from a specially
commissioned survey report Collective Worship in Schools reviewing
half a century's debate about collective worship. The process has been
entirely one of voluntary initiative.
The aim of the three conferences and the consultation process has been to
explore whether there is a broad consensus on what kind of collective
worship (if any) would be educationally appropriate for maintained
schools in our present-day society.
The process has been a reviewing rather than a campaigning one, and the
document reports both areas of consensus and areas of disagreement.
Although generously resourced by two trusts, and also by the
organisations themselves, especially in terms of staff time, there has been
an inevitable limitation on the scope and scale of the process. This report
records considerable achievement but recognises the need for further
work.
In terms of achievement, one of the most substantial results has been the
process itself. Representatives from a wide range of organisations have
spent considerable time and effort in discussing the issues involved both
within their organisations and with each other at the conferences. This
sharing of understandings and clarification of differences is crucial for
the future.
From the beginning there has been a widely shared view that 'something'
needs to be done about the future of collective worship in schools. By the
end of the second conference, what became known as ' a new way
forward' seemed to be emerging as the front runner. This was then tested
through a consultation process which is fully reported in Chapter 6.
The overall conclusion from the consultation process was:
The majority of responses favoured Option I for Question A ('a new way
forward' ) and were prepared to support this option if it appeared to have
broadly based acceptance. However, many delegates raised questions
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about the detail of this option and whilst supporting the principle wanted
further discussion of its operation in practice.
I n particular there was considerable support for a new way forward from
the five teacher associations representing those required to organise
collective worship in schools. 16 The Church of England Board of
Education/National Society was unable to declare a preference between
the three options as it felt the choice was neither clear nor balanced. The
Catholic Education Service supported the status quo, the Evangelical
Alliance had strong reservations about the 'new way forward' and there
was a variety of opinion within the Muslim Educational Trust.
A detailed explanatory paper was circulated in advance of the third
conference (see Appendix 3). At this conference various aspects of 'a
new way forward' were explored in more detail in discussion groups,
summaries of which appear in Chapter 7. These provide very valuable
pointers for future development.
It is felt that the original brief to review collective worship has been
thoroughly explored and fully reported in the two associated documents,
the one historical and the other current.
A possible route for the future has been indicated as a result of the review
although for such a way to be fully acceptable, especially to some of the
faith communities and perhaps also to the general public whose reactions
had not been canvassed, further development work needs to be done on
it. Such work lies beyond both the resources and the remit ofthis review.
It is therefore recommended that, building upon the substantial results
achieved through this review, the DffiE should now take over the baton
and establish a governmental review of collective worship.

16 Association of Teachers and Lecturers, National Association of Schoolmasters and
Union of Women Teachers, National Association of Head Teachers, National Union of
Teachers and Secondary Heads Association.
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Appendix 3: Paper for Conference 3
Introduction
The present consultation on collective worship in schools in England and
Wales (which is not addressing the position in denominational or
independent schools) was launched jointly by the Religious Education
Council for England and Wales, the National Association of SACREs
and the Inter Faith Network for the UK because of the unease which had
been expressed for some time regarding the current requirements set out
in the Education Reform Act 1988 and their elaboration in Circular 1/94.
The hope has been that it might be possible to find a way forward which
would command more general acceptance.
In September 1997 delegates were asked to consult their constituencies
on the basis of material circulated to them which was designed to test the
level of support for each of three broad options which were summarised
as follows:
Option 1 : A 'new way forward' based on a statutory requirement for

regular assemblies of a spiritual and moral character, with the present
requirement for collective worship being withdrawn.
Option 2: Maintenance of the present requirements either entirely or

substantially in their present form.
Option 3: Withdrawal of the present requirements without replacement.

A summary of the responses to this consultation will be tabled at the
December conference.
The centnil purpose of this third and final conference is to establish
whether or not a broad measure of agreement can be reached on a new
approach which can be commended to the Government. This background
paper addresses some of the issues which have been raised about the
'new way forward' and explores in greater depth the form and content
that might be given to possible new arrangements in place of the present
requirements for collective worship.
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The underlying propositions
The 'new way forward' outlined in the consultation document was
designed to meet some of the main concerns expressed earlier in the
consultation process, including the two conferences held in February and
May this year (1 997) and the initial consultation carried out before the
first of them.
The propositions underlying the 'new way forward' are:
•

A vitally important contribution is made to school life by regular
gatherings with a spiritual as well as a moral dimension, but the
arrangements for these must make an effective contribution to the
educational development of the school community. There is a
clear link here with the general requirement which the 1988 Act
places upon schools to promote the spiritual, moral and cultural
development of their pupils. The Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority is currently carrying out consultations of its own on
this.

•

There is a need to encourage the development of the whole school
as a moral community. Any requirements therefore need to be
based on as inclusive an approach as possible, avoiding the
divisive effects of the present requirements. They have to take
into account the diversity of contemporary society in England and
Wales, in terms both of varieties of religious adherence and of
lack of it, while not disregarding the strength of the Christian
tradition in helping to shape it for many centuries.

•

It is most important to ensure that any requirements which
schools are to meet (and the way in which they are met in
practice) respect the integrity of pupils and teachers. They must
respect the faith-based values, and other family values, to which
they are committed and must not cause justified concern to
parents. The aim would be to hold assemblies in which all
teachers and pupils are able to share in good conscience without
the need to exercise a right of withdrawal. However, because of
the anxieties which have developed around collective worship it
may be desirable for this right of withdrawal to be maintained.

•

There are substantial doubts about the viability of the concept of
'collective worship'. In most schools it is difficult to fulfil on a
regular basis a requirement for acts of worship which are also
collective in the sense of involving the committed and
participative worship of pupils who are likely to come from a
wide variety of backgrounds.
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•

The present requirements are seen by many as being prescriptive
in too detailed a way, not leaving sufficient discretion to
individual schools to take account of the background of their
pupils (even though the present legislation does require them to
do so).

•

There is a need to ensure that the rights and concerns of minority
communities in different school situations are safeguarded, but
the arrangements for the granting of 'determinations' are too
cumbersome and do not address the situation of most schools.
Determinations may ease problems in some schools but can
simply create difficulties for a new and different minority of
pupils.

•

There is widespread concern that the present requirement for daily
collective worship is excessive.

•

Any new arrangements need to take account of the practicalities
in schools, including for example in large secondary schools,
availability of suitable accommodation and the time taken up in
gathering pupils and staff together and dispersing them again
across a large campus.

•

Any new arrangements need to take account of the different
circumstances in primary schools, secondary schools and sixth
form colleges.

The main characteristics of a 'new way forward'
The consultation document circulated in September 1997 set out the main
characteristics of a 'new way forward' as follows:
•

the material used in these assemblies might draw upon prayers,
readings from scriptures and other material with a spiritual and
moral dimension, together with contributions from those taking
the assemblies

•

the balance of the material used would reflect in broad terms the
balance of traditions represented within the particular school
community

•

the offering of opportunities for participation ranging from
personal worship to quiet reflection

•

a planned focus on the spiritual, moral, social, and cultural
development of pupils and of the school

•

opportunities to reflect upon the values of the school and of the
community which it serves
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•

exploration and appreciation of the beliefs which may lie behind
the values

•

support for pupils in learning to live with difference and to
respect their own integrity and that of others

•

more scope for variety and diversity of approach

•

more flexibility over grouping for assemblies while providing
opportunities for educational experience going beyond that which
can be experienced within the individual classroom.

Some important questions
As was noted earlier, a number of questions about the 'new way forward'
option and how this would operate in practice have been raised by a
number of respondents, including some who nonetheless favour this
broad option. It will be important to explore these issues in greater depth
at the December conference and also to consider the arguments of those
who believe that the present arrangements require little modification.
This will help to establish whether or not broad agreement can be reached
in these closing stages of the consultation process as a whole.
It will be important in considering these issues to distinguish between the
requirements set out in the 1988 Act and their interpretation in Circular

1 194 on the one hand; and on the other the practice which might be
widely followed at present in schools, even though the outside observer
may doubt whether, strictly speaking, they meet these requirements as
they would be commonly understood. It is clearly undesirable for there to
be a significant gap between requirement and practice as this can lead to
misunderstanding and concerns which may be groundless. Teachers,
parents and pupils need to know where they have to stand.
This paper now turns to a number of the key issues which have been
raised in relation to the 'new way forward' option as this was set out in
the September document.

Collective worship or new-style assemblies ?
The consultation document summarised the 'new way forward' on the
response form as 'a statutory requirement for regular assemblies of a
spiritual and moral character, with the present requirement for collective
worship being withdrawn. The main focus of these gatherings would be
the promotion of reflection on values, beliefs and the spiritual dimension
of life.'
Worship together across different religious traditions and perspectives
presents considerable difficulties outside schools and it is arguably not
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appropriate to require schools to arrange collective, participative worship.
It is difficult for those with a commitment to a particular faith tradition to
engage in worship within another faith tradition, or within a 'syncretistic'
framework. It is also difficult for those without any religious conviction
to participate actively in worship, as this is commonly understood, on a
regular basis without being compromised or feeling hypocritical. While
the term 'worship' can be defined in a number of ways (and stretched in
the process), there would be more scope for schools to conduct
gatherings with a spiritual and moral basis to them on a more genuinely
inclusive basis if the requirement for collective worship were to be
withdrawn.
The 'new way forward' is not intended to eliminate worship altogether
from these regular school gatherings. The 'new way forward' does
involve the removal of a requirement for collective worship. But as the
consultation document again suggested, 'the spirit of worship might be
evoked' in the course of these gatherings although they would normally
be 'an occasion for personal, rather than collective, response' .
Some of the difficulties which have arisen over the present requirements
for collective worship in schools arise from the anxiety of particular faith
communities to ensure that its content is in accordance with their own
tradition. This derives from a natural concern that, in the context of a
requirement for collective worship, the integrity of children belonging to
their community might be undermined if the worship in which they are
required to join is that of another tradition. There should be less anxiety if
the occasion is one for an optional and personal, rather than a required
and collective, response to what is being offered. There is in any case
considerable uncertainty about what a collective response has to involve.
Nonetheless there may well be occasions when, for example, a school is
mourning the death of a pupil or marking some national disaster, when
not merely a collective, but even a corporate response might be evoked.
However, the central question is whether it is appropriate to have a
statutory requirement for regular collective worship in schools.

The risk of secularisation ?
Concern has been expressed that the abolition of acts of 'collective
worship' in favour of 'statutory assemblies of a spiritual and moral
character' might lead in practice to a total secularisation of these
assemblies. It would be important to guard against this. It is certainly not
the intention underlying this option, which refers to assemblies of a
spiritual as well as moral character: their main focus would be not simply
on values but also on beliefs and the spiritual dimension of life. Nor are
values 'source free'! It is to be expected that in these assemblies the
sources of these values and the way in which they have been energised

44

by, and expressed in, the lives of individuals and communities would be
explored, even if the main focus is likely to be on values which are held
in common by a number of different religious traditions and belief
systems.
As the consultation document suggested, the content of these new
gatherings might in practice not be substantially different from what
many schools are already using. But with the removal of a requirement
for collective worship the aim would be primarily to promote reflection
on the material used in them and to provide opportunity for a personal
response. While no doubt the material used might, as now, draw on some
other sources, the assumption is that the majority of the material used
would be drawn from the religious traditions to which the majority of
children in the school could relate, whether or not on the basis of
personal commitment.
A place for 'faith-specific' (or 'single-faith') worship ?

Some of those concerned at the prospect that the 'new way forward'
could involve the elimination of acts of worship from schools, favour acts
of worship according to the faith of the majority of pupils within the
school. In some cases they believe that the present legislative
requirements do leave the way sufficiently open for this, if necessary
through determinations. Their position therefore does not actual ly
represent an endorsement for the concept of inclusive collective worship
within a school with pupils from a diversity of backgrounds.
One important issue which needs to be considered in the context of a
'new way forward' is whether provision should be made to permit, with
the agreement of the school governors and head teacher, regular acts of
worship for those of a particular religious faith within the school
community. Some would indeed prefer to see 'faith-specific' or ('single
faith') worship arrangements rather than either the present statutory
requirements for collective worship or inclusive assemblies of a spiritual
and moral character as in the 'new way forward' option. While this
option might be arguably appropriate in schools where there is not a
substantial diversity of background among the pupils, this is not the
position in the majority of schools.
Support for a 'faith-specific' (or 'single-faith' ) worship option was not
tested in the recent consultation exercise. It would be helpful to establish
at the December conference how much support there might be for it. But
an alternative, less drastic, approach would be to provide alongside, and
as part of, the 'new way forward' provision under which schools could
arrange single-faith worship as a supplement to, rather than instead of,
the main requirement for inclusive assemblies of a spiritual and moral
character. (There is a provision in the
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Education Act which is still

in force which provides that a faith group can seek from the head teacher
time and space for single-faith worship.)
There is a need to ensure that there remains the opportunity for good
practice of this kind to be maintained, for example provision which is
made for Muslim pupils in secondary schools to perform their Zuhr (mid
day) prayers on school premises and during school time.

Content of the new assemblies
The 1988 Act requires the majority of acts of collective worship to be
'wholly or mainly of a broadly Christian character'. Should any new
arrangements include a requirement of this kind? Arguably it is more
appropriate on educational grounds to give a secured place to Christianity
in the curriculum for religious education for all pupils, regardless of their
own religious background, than it is to require schools to provide worship
within a particular tradition, despite differences in the make up of schools
in tenns of the religious background of their pupils.
The consultation document suggested that, under the 'new way forward',
as at present, 'the material used in these assemblies might draw upon
prayers, readings from scriptures and other material with a spiritual and
moral dimension, together with contributions from those taking
assemblies' and that 'the balance of the material used would reflect in
broad terms the balance of traditions represented within the particular
school community. '
One particular issue which has been raised i s whether the material used in
assemblies should be confined to the religious traditions and other belief
systems from which the pupils attending them come, or whether there
should be some requirement or guidance that schools should ensure that
pupils have the opportunity to reflect on material from other traditions
and sources as well. There may be a case for a difference on this point
between primary and secondary schools. It is worth recalling the
requirement in the 1988 Act that the content of religious education
syllabuses should take account of the faith traditions represented 'in the
country' rather than simply in the local area of the school.
While a shift from the requirement for 'collective worship' might make it
easier to move in the direction of a broader content of this kind, there is
also a need to bear in mind that a distinction would remain between these
gatherings and religious education within the curriculum. Nonetheless
this is a point that needs to be considered. It would certainly seem
desirable that schools should make use of these gatherings in part to help
promote mutual understanding and appreciation of the different traditions
represented within their own school community and for there to be a
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primary focus on values held in common within it. This is indeed the
practice of many schools at the present time.
On the other hand it would be important for parents to be assured that the
strongly held beliefs of their children are not going to be undermined or
challenged in a confrontational way.
Frequency of assembly
For some time there has been concern over the present requirement for
daily acts of collective worship on the grounds that this frequency is
excessive and that it is more important to concentrate on quality rather
quantity. It would be helpful to have some more guidance from the
December conference on the kind of frequency which delegates consider
would be desirable as part of the 'new way forward' arrangements: (e.g.
weekly? twice a week?) and on whether there should simply be a
minimum requirement. There may be a case for different requirements
for primary and secondary schools.
Rights of withdrawal
Under the 1 988 Act parents have the right to withdraw their children
from collective worship if they wish. This right applies whether or not a
'determination' has been granted permitting alternative arrangements to
be made for collective worship.
The consultation document said that under the 'new way forward' the
intention 'would be to hold assemblies in which all teachers and pupils
could share in good conscience, without the need for withdrawal.' While
some have suggested that on this basis the right of withdrawal should be
removed, more have suggested that it should be maintained under any
new arrangements. The latter course would seem to be desirable if only
because of the degree of suspicion and concern surrounding collective
worship which the present arrangements have helped to create. To retain
a right of withdrawal of pupils by their parents, as well as of teachers,
would not itself be inconsistent with the aim of ensuring that the
arrangements which are made are ones which make withdrawals
unnecessary.
Local consultation
It has been suggested that it would be important for any new
arrangements to incorporate sufficient flexibility to reflect the balance of
backgrounds of pupils in a school community. I n addition to a role here
for local SACREs (in monitoring the new arrangements and perhaps in
providing guidance documents and other forms of advice), there should
perhaps be a requirement, or at least an encouragement, for schools to
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consult parents about the way in which they propose to apply any
national requirements which they have to meet.
Method of implementation of changes to the present requirements
The main issue for this conference is whether agreement can be reached
on the nature of the arrangements it would like to see in place, rather than
on what legislative and administrative action would be needed to give
effect to them. There is, however, a question as to how far the framework
for any new arrangements should be set out in statute, how far by
Circular and how much discretion should be left to individual schools.
Guidance in Circulars can more readily be revised in the light of
experience than can statutory provisions. There would be a need to
balance public reassurance about the general character of the
arrangements which were being introduced (which would point to
statutory requirements) with the need to avoid an undesirably detailed
prescriptive framework. It would be important, however, for any central
guidance, as well as any amending legislation, to be preceded by full
consultation with faith communities, LEAs, SACREs, school governing
bodies and professional associations.
If new arrangements were to be introduced along the lines that have been
suggested for the 'new way forward' there would appear to be a need to
amend the 1988 Act as well as DfE Circular 1/94, even if it might be
possible, ahead of amending legislation, to issue a new Circular which
withdrew some of the requirements in Circular 1/94 which go beyond the
statutory requirements.
Other issues
There may be other issues which delegates wish to raise and it will be
important to consider these as well at the December conference, if there
is time to do so. These may include the lack of adequate training for staff
leading collective worship and of appropriate resources for use in them.
There is also the fact that teachers' presence at the collective act of
worship is not reckoned as 'taught time' (DES Circular 7/90) although
attendance at an 'assembly' is. These are important matters which will
require attention whether or not a 'new way forward' replaces the present
requirements.
There are important issues too about the use of resources from outside the
school, including arrangements for drawing on the services of local faith
community leaders and members while ensuring that the community
gathering i s appropriate in form and content; the concerns which schools
might have about the ability of visitors from outside to lead school
gatherings in an appropriate way; and even the possibility that use might
be made of them as an opportunity for proselytism. But the questions
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discussed under separate headings above are perhaps the most significant
in considering the character of any new arrangements.

Conclusion
It is hoped that this paper will provide helpful background for the
discussion at the December conference which will be seeking to test
support for new arrangements developed on the basis of the 'new way
forward' included as Option 1 in the recent consultation exercise. It will
be important that the content of any new arrangements which this present
exercise wants to recommend should be as clear as possible to avoid
subsequent misunderstanding and disagreement. There is a need now to
establish whether there is in practice a sufficient consensus in favour of a
new approach to make it possible to commend it to the Government and
others as a way of meeting the concerns which have been expressed for
some time about the present requirements for collective worship.
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