Religious Education in Catholic schools (Catholic Education Service)

Why is Religious Education important in Catholic Schools?

Religious Education is the "core of the core curriculum" in a Catholic school (Pope St John Paul II).
Placing RE at the core of the curriculum in Catholic schools helps the school to fulfil its mission to
educate the whole person in discerning the meaning of their existence, since "Religious Education is
concerned not only with intellectual knowledge but also includes emotional and affective learning. It
is in the mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery of what it is to be human truly becomes
clear. Without religious education, pupils would be deprived of an essential element of their formation
and personal development, which helps them attain a vital harmony between faith and culture."
(Religious Education curriculum Directory p4). Furthermore, religiously literate children and young
people are able to engage in a fully informed critique of all knowledge, "leading, for example, to an
understanding of the relationship between science and religion or history, and between theology,
sport and the human body." (Religious Education Curriculum Directory p4).

What is the purpose of Religious Education in Catholic schools?

Catholic schools, with RE at their core, exist in order to "help parents, priests and teachers to hand on
the Deposit of Faith in its fullness to a new generation of young people so that they may come to
understand the richness of the Catholic faith, and thereby be drawn into a deeper communion with
Christ in his Church." (Religious Education Curriculum Directory pvii). With this as their primary aim,
Catholic schools serve diverse populations of pupils and within this context the Religious Education
Curriculum Directory (RECD) makes the aims of Religious Education explicit:

1. To present engagingly a comprehensive content which is the basis of knowledge and
understanding of the Catholic faith;

2. To enable pupils continually to deepen their religious and theological understanding and be
able to communicate this effectively;

3. To present an authentic vision of the Church's moral and social teaching so that pupils can
make a critique of the underlying trends in contemporary culture and society;

4. To raise pupils' awareness of the faith and traditions of other religious communities in order
to respect and understand them;

5. To develop the critical faculties of pupils so that they can relate their Catholic faith to daily
life;

6. To stimulate pupils' imagination and provoke a desire for personal meaning as revealed in the
truth of the Catholic faith;

7. To enable pupils to relate the knowledge gained through Religious Education to their
understanding of other subjects in the curriculum;

8. To bring clarity to the relationship between faith and life, and between faith and culture.

The outcome of excellent Religious Education is religiously literate and engaged young people who
have the knowledge, understanding and skills — appropriate to their age and capacity — to reflect



spiritually, and think ethically and theologically, and who are aware of the demands of religious
commitment in everyday life (Religious Education Curriculum Directory p6).

Who is responsible for determining the content and assessment of Religious Education in Catholic
schools?

The content of Religious Education (RE) and how it is assessed is determined by each diocesan bishop
for the schools within his diocese. The Department of Education and Formation of the Catholic
Bishops' Conference of England and Wales sets general guidelines for the content of the RE curriculum
in all Catholic schools in England and Wales in the Religious Education Curriculum Directory. The same
department has also set out the manner in which RE is to be assessed in all Catholic schools in England
and Wales in Levels of Attainment in Religious Education (2006).

Religious Education, alongside the National Curriculum, forms the Basic Curriculum in all schools
(Education Act 2002). Whereas the content of the National Curriculum subjects is determined by the
government, the determination of curriculum content of Religious Education in Catholic schools is
determined by the Catholic bishops (School Standards and Framework Act 1998).

Do Catholic schools teach about other religions?

Yes, all Catholic schools are required to teach about other religions as part of the Religious Education
curriculum. This is a feature of Catholic RE in all stages of a child's development, from the beginning
of primary school until the end of secondary school.

Why do Catholic schools teach about other religions?
Teaching about other religions is important for several reasons:

1. Learningaboutthe religion and cultures of those who do not share the Catholic faith is one of
the ways in which Catholic schools embody the call to love one’s neighbour. As the Church
says, “The love for all men and women is necessarily also a love for their culture. Catholic
schools are, by their very vocation, intercultural.” (Congregation for Catholic Education p61).

2. It is required by the Bishops, who state that the Catholic nature of our schools entails “a
willingness... to try to understand better the religion of one’s neighbours, and to experience
something of their religious life and culture.” (Catholic Bishops' Conference p3).

3. Many of the children in Catholic schools are practicing members of other faiths and our
schools need to be places of hospitality for these children. It is an act of respect and courtesy
that our curriculum helps them to reflect on the nature of their own religious identity. As the
Church says, “All children and young people [including those of other faiths in our Catholic
schools] must have the same possibilities for arriving at the knowledge of their own religion
as well as of elements that characterize other religions.” (Congregation for Catholic Education)

4. It prepares the pupils in our Catholic schools for life in modern Britain, giving them an
understanding of the beliefs of others. This in turn will improve social cohesion and contribute
to the common good by increasing mutual respect between those of different religions.
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How much of the RE curriculum is given to the teaching of other religions?

The RECD does not prescribe how much of the curriculum ought to be devoted to the teaching of
other religions, however it is clearly an expectation that it should happen in every key stage. In
practice, most Catholic schools would spend approximately one half term per year on the teaching of
religions other than Catholic Christianity. The requirement in the revised GCSE that 25% of the study
should cover a second religion is not incompatible with this practice. This is because in Catholic schools
the 10% of curriculum time which is given to RE is more than is required to teach a GCSE which is
designed to be taught in fewer hour than this. The expectation has always been that this additional
time which Catholic RE departments have is to be given to the supplementing of the GCSE syllabus in
such a way as to allow it to achieve the broader aims of Religious Education outlined above. As a rough
estimate, 25% of the GCSE would amount to around 10-15% of the curriculum in KS4 in a Catholic
school.

What is the relationship between the Church and the state in the running of Catholic schools?

Catholic schools and academies are owned by the Church but maintained in large part by the state.
The Church contributes 10% to capital project costs and all other costs are borne by the state. This
partnership between the Church and the state has existed since 1944 and allows Catholic families free
access to a distinctive Catholic education. The distinctive nature of Catholic schools is practically
embodied in the following legal requirements and provisions:

1. The right of the bishops to determine the content of the RE curriculum in Catholic schools
(Vatican)

2. The right of Catholic schools to worship as a Catholic community

3. The independence of the inspection of denominational education and worship which, in a
Catholic school, cannot be inspected by an Ofsted inspector but must be inspected by an
inspector appointed by the bishop (Education Act 2005).

4. The right of a Catholic school to priorities Catholic children over those of other faiths in the
over subscription criteria within Catholic schools’ admissions codes

5. The requirement that certain key posts within a Catholic school are reserved for practicing
Catholics. These posts include head teacher, deputy head teacher and curriculum leader of
Religious Education.

6. The requirement that foundation governors always constitute a majority on the governing
body of any Catholic schools. The bishop has the right of appointment and dismissal of
foundation governors in Catholic schools.

These distinctive characteristics of Catholic schools are guaranteed both canonically and statutorily.

Who inspects Catholic schools?

All Catholic schools and academies (including Catholic independent and special schools) are subject to
a diocesan inspection (which for maintained schools is also a section 48 inspection) at least every five
years. These inspections will be carried out by diocesan inspectors appointed by the bishop in whose
diocese the school or academy is situated. (Education Act 2005).



All maintained Catholic schools and academies are also subject to Ofsted inspections at the intervals
prescribed by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector. Catholic independent schools will also be inspected by
an independent schools’ inspectorate.

What do Catholic schools teach about creation and evolution?

Catholics teach that God is the creator of all things visible and invisible. By this we mean that
everything that exists has its ultimate source and origin in God.

Catholic schools however are not “creationist”. A “creationist” is someone who believes that the
theological truths expressed in the first books of Genesis are also literal scientific and historic
descriptions of the beginnings of the world. Some creationists would also insist that the earth is only
approximately 6000 years old. This is not the position of the Catholic Church which rejects the
creationist interpretation of Genesis. That is, Catholic schools do not teach that God’s creation of the
world implies anything about how this creation occurred. The Catholic Church is clear that evolution
is currently the best explanation of the origin and diversity of life on earth and that the earth is as old
as current scientific orthodoxy suggests (approximately 4.54 billion years old). The Church would say
that the doctrine of creation expresses a theological truth — that all existence derives from and
depends upon God, whilst evolution expresses scientific truths about the history of the physical
universe.



