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1. Introduction
This documentation aims at giving an overview of the five-day study visit to London (19-25
Mar 2017) by teacher educators and student teachers of the “University College of Teacher
Education of Christian Churches Vienna/Krems”. This “learning activity” was part of a threeyear Erasmus plus project titled “READY – Religion and Diversity. Sharing experiences of, and
approaches to, teacher education in the context of ‚Education and Training 2020’“. For detailed
information about this project please visit: www.readyproject.eu.
We attended this learning event together with our project partner Kristian Niemi and four
student teachers from Karlstad University.
The Vienna traveling group consisted of four teacher trainees (with a big thanks to Nina Schaar
who self-funded the whole trip!) and two teacher educators:

(left to right, outside the British Museum): Martin Fischer (teacher educator for protestant RE and interreligious
learning), Roswitha Slavik, Elisabeth Varga, Clara Auersperg, Nina Schaar (student teachers in Catholic RE), Ursula
Peßl (Teacher Educator for Catholic Religious Education)
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2. Sunday, 19 Mar
For various reasons (one of which was the self-funding of Nina Schaar) we travelled in two
groups to London and stayed at three different hotels (Kensington, Bayswater and Edgware
Road) arriving in time to get ready for this week.

London, facing southbound on Edgware Road

Big Ben

Nelson Column, Trafalgar Square
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3. Monday, 20 Mar
Overview and basics on RE in England
We met at Edgware Road station to make our way to the Institute of Education (IOE) at the
University College London (UCL) where we were warmly greeted by our hosts, Jo Pearce and
Jane Savill, several RE students from the IOE, and our colleagues from Karlstad.

First, we got an overview of the English school system. Schools in England are very diverse
and their content and structures are pre-dominantly given by local authorities. The English
school year is divided into three terms.
After Primary and Elementary School, most 12-year-olds go to a Comprehensive School. ONe
can also choose a Grammar School, an Independent School or a Public School.
At the end of the Comprehensive School pupils can choose from 8 - 11 subjects they want to
take for the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) with English, mathematics,
and natural sciences as compulsory. Afterwards, pupils can continue the school to prepare for
A-levels, which are to be taken in three to four subjects. Religion is a compulsory item, the
parents can withdraw their children, but this rarely happens. They can also decide on which
religion their child should learn about or not. Commissions regularly check the schools and the
religious education. All schools have a chaplain.
All schools are equipped with canteens, in some of them the food is free to the pupils. Every
morning, is a collective worship, but nowadays it is often not religious.
In addition to the state schools there are also faith schools (about one third of all state funded
schools, 68% Church of England, 30% Roman Catholic, and a some Jewish, Muslim, Sikh and
one Hindu school) and private schools that demand school fees.
Many schools in London have a high proportion of Muslims and a large percentage of the
students do not have English as their first language (for example, St. Augustine: 70% Muslims,
90% English not as a native language). Also, other religions are represented in a higher
percentage than in Austria, e.g. Buddhists, Sikhs.
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The school uniforms (except A-Level) are obligatory for each pupil. They usually consist of
skirt or trousers, shirt or blouse and tie and jacket or sweater. There are a lot of different
variants of the school uniforms: in some schools the selection possibilities are very limited, in
other schools they have great variations (e.g. at Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, a girls-only school,
there were 5 different skirt styles, trousers and even matching headscarves)
The pupils are mostly from the neighbourhood, but their cultural and social origin is very
diverse.
If the targets are not met or not passed (e.g., GCSE), it is not possible to repeat a class. This
can only be both organized and paid privately.
Religious education is offered as instruction on religions. It is taught about different religions,
but the focus is on ethics and philosophy. Christianity as a religion is obligatory in all schools,
but which other religion(s) is/are taught can be very different.
There is a national curriculum for RE, but it is not binding to the local school authorities, it is
only recommendation. This should be tailored to their own school district. This means that
51% of the RE deals with Christianity, the remaining 49% are divided on other religions.
The training to become a religious teacher is predominantly a post-graduate study. It lasts one
year and is perceived as a "crash course" by many students. Many of them have graduated in
philosophy, ethics or religious studies. Information on the individual religions is given to the
students by specialists of the religions, but without examination for the students. This means
that acquiring subject knowledge is, to a high extent, left to the student teachers.
The main focus points for the students are:
- Social harmony and critical reality
- Justify their own views
- Understanding and acceptance for other religions and attitudes
- Sharpen the eye for the background
- Develop and justify their own opinion
- Human rights (not rights of individual religions), etc.
When asked, how much time they have to deal with these questions and discussing them, the
student teachers said that the curriculum is so focused on the exams (“exam-driven system”),
that they had very little time for in-depth discussions etc. Furthermore, it seems difficult to
address “breaking-news” issues (for example, the London attack around Westminster Bridge which
occurred on Wednesday was not an issue in the classes we visited because there was no time for discussion on
this). Thus, the lessons are very focused on the examinations (GCSE, A-Level ...) and the
emphasis lies on (cognitive) knowledge transfer.
Possible subjects for the final examination can be: Justice, animal/human rights, life and death
(evolution, human existence ...), human rights, discrimination ...
One of the students gave an example of how difficult it can be to use text books: "The lecturer
can’t be a Muslim, because in the book it says that all women in Islam wear a Hijab and the
lecturer has none".
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The lessons are strictly planned, also discussions are to be planned exactly. It appears to be
quite common that a countdown shows how much time there is time for discussion or
development. This is also a preparation for the exams. In some schools, it is not even intended
that the teacher knows the religious affiliation of the pupils or to assume in it, the curriculum
is in the foreground. However, an attempt is being made to integrate different perspectives
from different religions/cultures into the classroom. How much time the students are given to
reflect their own views depends on both the curriculum and the teacher.
Students reported that teachers are only employed by one school. It is not possible to divide
the hours between several schools, which is why they often teach subjects for which they are
not trained to reach a full teaching contract.1
***
After lunch, we made our way to the British Museum where we greeted by Alexis Stones who
who gave us a new perspective on using sacred and secular art in RE. Both the Swedish and
the Austrian student teachers devised lesson sequences inspired by this:
Living and Dying
(Syllabus Subject/Working title: All Soul’s Day) by the Austrian team
Secondary School
13-14 years old students
Teaching aim: People everywhere deal with the tough realities of life and death. These
challenges are shared by all. But strategies to deal with them vary from place to place,
people to people.
Learning objectives:
 Students are able to study artefacts and to draw meaning from those artefacts
 Students are able to speak about their impressions
 Students know how to use a variety of sources in order to gather information
 Students are able to articulate ideas and values
 Students are able to consider the thoughts, feelings and experiences of others
 Students are able to articulate themselves creative
 Students are able to bring the learning outcome in relation to their faith and link it with
religious values
Diversity objectives:
 Student’s background (family, experiences, values, languages, culture, faith)
 Student’s abilities
The report “Living with difference“ (2015) criticizes the “the shortage of well-trained teachers of education about
religion and belief in England” (34).
1
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 Working in groups will help to prioritize; different groups will offer different points of
views
Preparation:
 „Board-Meeting“: Brainstorming/Mind Map on the blackboard (silent debate)
 Students classify the collected words
Learning Journey:
Station Centres
Three stations:
 Cradle to Grave („pills“)
 Living with land and sea
 Relating to animals

Station 1 – Cradle to Grave:
http://www.pharmacopoeia-art.net/articles/in-sickness-and-in-health/
The students study the artefact „Cradle to Grave“ by answering these questions:
 What do you see? (investigation)
 What do you think? (interpretation)
 Do you like it? Why/why not? (empathy)
 What do you wonder? (empathy)
After this the students write their thoughts, feelings and experiences regarding this artefact
on a poster.
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Station 2 – Living with land and sea:

The students use the different documents of the exhibition in order to gather information.
Then, they articulate their ideas, beliefs and values by writing a diary entry of a fictive child
living on the Solomon Islands. These diary entries will be stuck on a poster.
Station 3 – Relating from animals:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4SwRHIZeBe4&pbjreload=10
The students watch a video clip about indigenous people of the North American Arctic.
After this they create a world map-mosaic of egg shells in different colours (three groups
but one mosaic).
Postprocessing:
The students are making links between the three stations and their faith.
Working with the symbol „egg“.

We then ended the day with enjoying dinner in Covent Garden:
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4. Tuesday, 21 Mar
Meeting at Paddington Station to take a train to Slough where we
visited Khalsa Secondary Academy.

The school was opened as a free school in September 2013 by the Slough Sikh Education Trust.
It is a Sikh academy, but also teaches of all other major faiths represented in the UK. Religious
education (RE) is taught for one period a week mostly through enrichment periods. The
Academy has its own purpose built gurdwara, which is used for the daily Acts of Collective
Worship, for teaching of Sikh music and for lessons in SS (Sikh Studies).
Currently there are 259 students enrolled, comprising Years 7, 8, 9 and 10. Almost all students
are of Indian origin with half of them speaking English as an additional language, this is much
higher than the national average. There are 50 % places open to non-Sikh families of any
background. There are also students from Muslim, Hindu, and Christian religious backgrounds.
All Year 10 students are studying for GCSE RE course.2
The school was opened in 2013 with 16 pupils. Every morning is a reading from the sacred
book of the Sikhs, partly by the students themselves. The students (not only the Sikhs) also
retrieved 28 Mar 2017; this information by “Head Teacher: Rose Codling, and Head of
Humanities: R. Singh has been taken off the website (www.khalsasecondaryacademy.com)
since we were there.
2
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appreciate the Gurdwara to find silence, to relax or to meditate. The chaplain wants to cross
boundaries and open the brain. „Maybe in 20 years one stand up and say: this is my friend, not
a terrorist.“
At first we were shown around school and, then, went to the Gurdwara

The school chaplain reading from the Sacred Book

We were informed that the gurdwara is appreciated by students of all religious backgrounds as
well as non-believers as a place of quietness and reflection. Collective worship, thus, plays a
major role and the readings are performed by teachers, students, male and female. The Sikh
Chaplain works with students and ensures that they understand and practise the three golden
rules of Sikhism — Naam Japna, (focus of God), Kirat Karni (honest living) and Vand Chhakna
(sharing with others). Students raise funds for a range of charities for both within the country
and abroad. We even were presented a sound bite with traditional instruments.

The READY project is co-funded by the European Union. This text reflects the views only of the authors,
and the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency and the European Commission cannot be
held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.

12

Lesson topic: possible triggers of war (with R. Singh)
Very large room, 29 kids mixed, some girls wearing turbans. Huge plasma screen, white board
on side, some students face their back on it.
„R + N + E + I = W“ (Religion + Nationalism + Economics + Ideas = War)
In the lesson, there was a lot of “ex-cathedra teaching”, but the pupils are always given the
opportunity to exchange ideas or write their own opinions. Singh gave many examples of the
trigger for wars, from the region of India, but also Europe and Africa. He knew that different
religions are represented in the class, but he didn’t know which pupil has which religious
affiliation.
Task: turn around and talk to your partner – 60 sec.
The students leant back, listened, asked. They also had to give reasons for their opinion, some
raised their hands, it was a relatively quiet class. When the teacher realized that always the same
pupils talked to him, he addressed others directly and asked them about their opinions, which
were, now, also given by some of the quieter students.
Some students took notes, others only listened. The order to look something up in the book
was executed by some immediately, some needed a little bit longer, some ignored the request.
The students P sat in the rows "sex-separated", only one boy (y) sat in the last row in the middle
of the girls. He sat quite relaxed on his chair and wrote only the necessary words every time, if
necessary, he transcribed from a book of the girls. He painted on a sheet of paper, slid down
and tried to sleep hidden behind his hand. He yawned, stretched and laid his head again on the
table. When he heard the work order, he twisted his eyes and did not know what to do. He
asked A about that and then put his head back on the table. He was pushing something through
again. At the end of the lesson, he put his inscription together and "off with it".
Student X on the side of P tried to look attentively. But she played with her hair.
Only the student A in the same series wrote twice as much as the others. She appeared very
motivated, noted examples of her colleagues, but she was rather a quiet student who did not
often raise her hand. She made her notes colorful and very neat.
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The girls talked to each other, only P switched into the conversation later and talked more to
himself. At the end of the lesson they cleared their school thing properly.

Additional notes3:

 Are there members of different communities of faith and denominations present in this RE class? If so, which?
Yes, there were 22 Sikh pupils, 3 Christians, 2 Muslims, 1 Hindu and 1 non-believer in this
class.

 Are the different religions/confessions present taught and discussed in separate classrooms?
No, we only saw 1 classroom.

 Do pupils learn about the religions of the other kids at school or/and from these other children?
They do discuss different opinions, but only in a general way, not with each other, the teacher
is leading the discussion. They do not talk to each other about their faith during the lesson.

 Is teaching structured to acknowledge different perspectives?
Yes, it is – as far as the pupils do not have to speak about their own individual opinion.
Different perspectives are taught.

 If so, what do students learn in terms of the religion(s) of the others?
In this class, they learn whatever they are taught by the teacher.

 Do the pupils perceive each other in their differences, respect each other and deal fairly with one another?
Yes, they do. The behaviour was outstanding during the lesson and also, as far as we could
watch them, in the school area.

 What choice of words do the teachers use in regard to religions/denominations existing in the class?
Multi-religious society, different ideas of the same religion, Christian aid, inspiration for Sikh,
different idea of religion, separatist Tamils, amongst others.

 Can the students explicate and reflect their own positions?
Not very often. At the end of the lesson there was one question which they had to deal with:
„I believe the most important reason for war is …“

 Are students exposed to what others understand to be their religion?
Some of them have special head coverings, that’s all.

 In religiously mixed groups, do and can students express and explain their own religious/denominational
teachings and traditions?
Not in that lesson, but probably they could!

3

Questions from H. Ivkovits’ paper on Study Visits (READY Intellectual Output 2), 16.
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 Denominational RE: Is the RE teacher perceived as a representative of the respective confession?
Although it is an English non-denominational system it was quite obvious that the teacher is a
Sikh which you can see because of his clothing; the pupils know about it; and he represents the
Sikh ethos in school without proselytizing.

 Concluding your observations, do the observed RE lessons facilitate the dialogue between students of different
faiths in this school?
In this school, one might have the impression that they do not need RE lessons to fulfil that
aim. Pupils feel a special spirit in that school beginning with the collective worship with the
Chaplain we met. As far as we could see, there is a respectful communication between pupils
and teachers and pupils, dialogue is seen everywhere.

After the lesson we had (late) lunch together and returned to London.

lunch with R. Singh (front right)

in the Gurdwara
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5. Wednesday, 22 Mar
This day was packed with school visits in the morning and another lesson on Art in RE with
Alexis at the National Gallery in the afternoon.
We were divided into groups: Roswitha and Clara went to Elizabeth Garrett Anderson4 school
in Islington; Uschi, Elisabeth, Nina, and Martin went to Rutlish School5 (a former boys-only
school) in Merton (South London).
Elizabeth Garrett Anderson
It’s an all-girls secondary school with various school uniforms (different sort of skirts, trousers,
white blouse, pink blouse, different jackets, different stockings and even headscarf if desired).
we observed two lessons and one ‘act of collective worship’. It was quite an experience
attending: As soon as the pupils walked in, they had a very short time to get out of their coats
and sit down. Next to every row there was a teacher. Whenever they would hear a rustling
noise, they would make ‘shush’. Made one feel rather intimidated to even move an inch.
In class (year 10, 18 students) – after a
brief welcome and a summary of the last
lesson the teacher, Leah Foroozan (head
of RE), sets off straight with today’s
topic: (death) penalty.
Film on death penalty (5 min). Some
pupils are affected and twitch at each
other. The pupils then write down the
facts of the film. After 5 min. (with
countdown on the smartboard) they
exchange thoughts with each other.
Some pupils write already during the
film, others only afterwards, then they are not finished. The teacher encourages all students to
share their opinions with the others. Not always comes an answer. In short answers the teacher
leads them to a more differentiated answer. In between always the hint, the keywords (stand
on signs on the wall) always re-incorporate. Points out the relevancy for the exams.
Statements are presented for and against the death penalty. The teacher asks the pupils
questions about the statements. Is attentive to not always engaging the same pupils who answer.
Discussion - also the pupils among themselves. But all of them also engage in the discussion.
Contributions are taken by the teacher individually.
The students have 5 min. (timer!) to write down a list of pros and cons in their notebook.
Note on the exams: there are questions with different points. Think about how much time you
might need for the individual questions when you look at the points. Do not forget the
keywords. They are trained to know, how long 5 min are – for the exams.

4
5

http://www.egaschool.co.uk/. Elizabeth Garrett Anderson was Britain's first female doctor.
http://www.rutlish.merton.sch.uk/
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In the second lesson there were 26 students (year 10). They were louder and less concentrated.
The second lesson did not go so well organized and informative, because the teacher needed
more time on establishing the regulatory framework. The second lesson was designed for
frontal lessons, dealing with the subject of Judaism (Bat/Bar Mizwah,…). The students hadn’t
so much time to talk than the students before. They had to write down the facts.
For each lesson, the exact course of the course must be available and documented in a
PowerPoint presentation as well as printed with explanations.
Rutlish School
This is a boys-only school
for over one hundred
years. Nowadays, boysonly up to GCSE level, it
offers a combined Sixth
form of Rutlish School
and Ricards Lodge High
school which is coeducational.

We
were
warmly
welcomed by student
teacher Michael Dove who
informed us about the
procedures for this morning. We observed – all in all – six lessons with three different teachers.
These offered rather different teaching experiences with age groups ranging from year 8 to year
12.
Excerpts: A-level group (12 pupils ethnically mixed, 5 girls, one with headscarf) was discussing
concepts of soul, life after death. Pupils were quite focused (after the teacher’s calling to engage
in class) in clarifying terms (heaven, hell, reincarnation, immortality of the soul etc.). He strictly
asks questions and gives no answers, thus leading the pupils in a Socratic way to find answers
by themselves in a disciplined yet fruitful atmosphere in spite of a windowless room with a
difficult acoustics.
This was quite a contrast to a year 8 group. It took almost ten minutes into the lesson until all
pupils (25) had arrived in this rather chilly ground floor room. The teacher doesn’t introduce
the guests and appears very strict, yet gets very loud corresponding to the noise level by the
boys. She spends a lot of time behind the desk facing sideward to the pupils. After playing a
round of “Bingo” on Sikhism she explains about the assessment the following lesson. Then
the boys start to present their group work (from earlier lessons and homework). Although the
teacher points out that respect is fundamental for presentations the peer assessment is rather
disturbed by boys fooling around. The noise level is increased due to a rather poor sound
quality whilst watching video clips on Sikhism (mainly on food issues). However, when the
pupils were given 3 tasks (how to teach, devise a lesson plan, structure it) they get focused and
work. Yet again, when doing a crossword on holy places in Sikhism the background music adds
to a noisy atmosphere.
The READY project is co-funded by the European Union. This text reflects the views only of the authors,
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Another year 8 group (24 boys, quite mixed ethnically) the teacher displays a fairly harsh
communication despite the classroom appearing rather quiet. When one boy appears not to be
working and distracts others he is ordered to sit at the end of the row, he claims wanting to go
to the gent’s but is being denied, eventually gets to his job. The teacher, then, is checking facts
about Sikhism, which works rather well. Yet, the statement “the hair represents spiritual power”
does not receive any explanation on what this might actually mean. At the end of the lesson
they do a true-false quiz on Sikhism and the level of knowledge seems fairly mixed.
This was, again, in interesting contrast to another year 8 group. As usual at Rutlish, there are
no more blackboards in the classrooms, instead there are smartboards, on which the topics,
the learning objectives and the schedule of the lesson are on display. In the beginning of this
lesson, the teacher handed out a script about Sikhism to the pupils and gave them the task of
working through them in detail and answering all questions. During the work they had to be
absolutely quiet. The mood that prevailed during this lesson appeared to us slightly intimidating
and oppressive. Whenever someone whispered or even moved, a strict "shush!" came from the
teacher's desk. When discussing the results almost all answers were given by the teacher as if
she would not expect the students to phrase proper sentences. During the entire lesson the
students worked independently, there were no questions to the teacher. Neither did she walk
through the ranks either to motivate the students or to check if everyone could do their job.
During the last 10 minutes the learning results were checked. It was interesting to see that the
students know very much, despite this rather severe working atmosphere.
Additional notes:
 Are there members of different communities of faith and denominations present in this RE class? If so, which?
It is to be assumed that there are members of different communities of faith. We actually do
not know which because the teachers did not know exactly, either.
 Do pupils learn about the religions of the other kids at school or/and from these other children?
They do learn about different religions, but in the lessons we saw we did not observe any
exchange by the pupils regarding their different faiths.
 Is teaching structured to acknowledge different perspectives?
Yes, it is. They compare the different religions.
 If so, what do students learn in terms of the religion(s) of the others?
In the classes we saw, the pupils were taught a huge amount of subject knowledge.
 Do the pupils perceive each other in their differences, respect each other and deal fairly with one another?
Pupils are so silent during the lessons, everyone is working and show a good behaviour.
However, it is difficult to know what they think or how they will act together. But it seems that
they do respect the differences in faith because they are used to it in that school system.
 What choice of words do the teachers use in regard to religions/denominations existing in the class?
„If no harm is done, do/believe what you want“, day of the weeks come from Anglo Saxon
names, „Should religion be fun?“, „Should religion only be serious?“
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 Can the students explicate and reflect their own positions?
Rarely, it seems. Mostly they answer in their notebooks. „Anyone complete the tasks in
silence!“
 Are students exposed to what others understand to be their religion?
Only Sikh boys have head coverings and – in A-level class – some girls wore a hijab.
 In religiously mixed groups, do and can students express and explain their own religious/denominational
teachings and traditions?
Not in that lesson, but one assumes they could! It doesn’t seem to be of interest to the teachers.
 Concluding your observations, do the observed RE lessons facilitate the dialogue between students of different
faiths in this school?
Not at all. The teachers are not interested in the different faiths of their pupils. Matt told us,
that he himself does not even believe in God, but he married into an Italian Catholic family, so
he has to. For him it is easier not to know the belief of his pupils and he does not know any
facts about the familiar or religious background of the pupils.

***
After lunch-on-the-go we met Alexis at the National Gallery who gave us a fascinating insight
on using sacred and profane art in RE with lots of in-depth information on the paintings. Some
of these are listed here:
Resources for National Gallery
Fighting Temeraire
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/joseph-mallord-william-turner-thefighting-temeraire
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/media/13687/notes_turner-temeraire.pdf
An experiment on a bird in the air pump
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/joseph-wright-of-derby-an-experimenton-a-bird-in-the-air-pump
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Coronation of the Virgin
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jacopo-di-cione-and-workshop-thecoronation-of-the-virgin-central-main-tier-panel
Origin of the Milky Way
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jacopo-tintoretto-the-origin-of-themilky-way
The Annunciation with Saint Emidius
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/carlo-crivelli-the-annunciation-withsaint-emidius
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We ended the day with a joint dinner at Gaby’s
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6. Thursday, 23 Mar
This morning we had another opportunity to visit schools. Nina and Elisabeth went to Charter
School in Dulwich and Roswitha, Clara, Ursula and Martin to St Augustine’s in Kilburn.
Charter Secondary School:
(state school) there are explicit classroom rules
for religious studies:
1. Arrive on time with everything you need to
work.
2. Follow instructions straight away.
3. Listen to others in silence and put up your
hand if you need attention.
4. Keep
hands,
feet,
objects
inappropriate comments to yourself.

and

5. Follow The Charter Way. Work hard in
every lesson, every day.

The
Charter
School
provides an interesting and
broad introduction to
religious belief and inspires
reflection on philosophical
issues together with a
passion for the subject.
Therefor the Religious
Education Department is
named „Religious Studies
and Philosophy“ and
consists of two subject
specialists. Their aim is the life-long practice of critical thinking.
Schools have to choose 2 faiths, Christianity is foreseen by law, so the teacher can choose the
2nd one.
In the classrooms, there are also no blackboards, instead there are smartboards too and the
lesson is also prepared using PowerPoint slides. Regular repetitions are carried out on a regular
basis, these are graded and must be subsequently improved and reflected. (“In my next
assessment, I am going to improve by revising the basics more and meaning of key words. Also
try to use up all my time given for my exam.”)
In Dulwich, the lessons were also mainly front-facing education and the education is also very
achievement-oriented for the GSCE examinations. Nevertheless, the pupils do not seem as
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intimidated as those in Rutlish and the teacher exudes empathy for the students and passion
for the subject.
In this lesson as well, the students develop new content in individual work. Subsequently, their
results are recorded in writing. If we compare this RE lesson with the others, this lesson has
much more quality. It is important for Elaine, the teacher, that the students understand the
content and even understand the meaning of the content. The working atmosphere is also
more pleasant, more appreciative, and more motivating. Elaine herself is a very quietly speaking
person, she gives a lot of explanations and is looking after each pupil.
Diversity and plurality are always included in this class. When for example good and evil are
compared, then from the point of view of different religions. Nevertheless, the experiences or
the knowledge gained by the pupils seem never to be included in the lessons. When talking
about Islam and the main themes of Islam, it is e.g. obvious to create a brainstorming together
with the students, which concepts they already know, or which are the pillars of Islam, etc.
However, this access to diversity is obviously not common, as this also led to astonishment in
the discussion with our English colleagues on the round-up on Friday morning.
Additional notes:
 Are there members of different communities of faith and denominations present in this RE class? If so, which?
Christians and Muslims
 Do pupils learn about the religions of the other kids at school or/and from these other children?
They do learn about different religions, but in the lessons we saw we did not observe any
exchange by the pupils regarding their different faiths.
 Is teaching structured to acknowledge different perspectives?
Yes, it was. Elaine had a very good structure in her lessons. She frequently asked the pupils to
give reasons; to justify their own views, either in written form or in discussion.
 If so, what do students learn in terms of the religion(s) of the others?
When their religion is part of the curriculum, they have massive subject knowledge to deal with
and know a lot about other religions. Over and above depends on the teacher. It seemed as if
Elaine tries to give the pupils a wide overview on different religious concepts.
 Do the pupils perceive each other in their differences, respect each other and deal fairly with one another?
It was very silent in the classroom, pupils never chat, they just work. There is not much
classroom interaction between the pupils. But they are obviously used to this system and get
together in harmony. Although it is very silent in the class, there is a pleasant atmosphere.
 What choice of words do the teachers use in regard to religions / denominations existing in the class?
„What makes God God?“, Theodicy – justify God
 Can the students explicate and reflect their own positions?
Elaine had a discussion in each of her lessons and very often the pupils were asked for a written
reflection.
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 Are students exposed to what others understand to be their religion?
No, they are not.
 In religiously mixed groups, do and can students express and explain their own religious/denominational
teachings and traditions?
They cannot express their traditions, there is no time for that but in discussion they can talk
about their point of views.
 Concluding your observations, do the observed RE lessons facilitate the dialogue between students of different
faiths in this school?
Not really. Religious Education is taught like Geography or Biology, the learning object refers
to the learning content, it seems, that it is not really appreciated to have dialogues between
pupils.

***
St. Augustine
St. Augustine is a Church of England (CoE) school with a population of around 1000 pupils
therefrom 70% Muslim pupils. Religious Studies (RS) – as it is called here – has a very high
standing in the school and provides three designated RS-rooms as we were informed by our
host, Nick Clegg. We had the possibility to attend the collective worship (CW) which was quite
an experience for us. To observe this kind of tightrope walk between the designated Christian
ethos and the pupils of a majority Muslim background was fascinating.
The first lesson was a Year 13 (A-level) with 8 girls, 1 boy. Nick introduced us carefully and
invited us to take part in class interacting with pupils.
The lesson was about the possibility of religious knowledge. After going through philosophers
such as Owen, Donovan, Buber, Ayer, Russel, and Wittgenstein with rather diverse approaches,
we had the possibility to engage in conversations with the pupils. We were quite impressed
about the knowledge of the pupils who were very good in explaining and reasoning. Three girls
explained to us why had chosen RS for their A-levels – all for rather different reasons. One
was an avid reader and described herself as an atheist-by-principle but wanting to know more
about religious concepts and thoughts. Another called herself agnostic but due to her very
religious parent she wanted to find out by herself what religion is about. The third, a Muslima,
harboured doubts about faith and wanted to find out by herself how to understand the Quran
in context of other religions and worldviews. Explaining to them the possibility of
understanding truth claims in a way which does not degrade other religions they were really
excited and engaged in a lively debate.
In this lesson, the students were given sufficient time to think about arguments and to justify
them. The working atmosphere was very pleasant.
Another lesson was with a Year 10, 19 pax (10 boys, 9 girls, 4 girls wear head scarfs), most of
the group seem to be Muslim.
General topic: Life after death, heaven and hell – today Islam.
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In this lesson, the guests were not introduced and it was quite intriguing to note that it was
after (!) the lesson that a couple of pupils became aware that there had been guests present.
Although we were warned of some ‘characters’ in this group the pupils appear fairly focused
and quiet. The teacher is rather strict, keeps an ‘active participation list’ on the whiteboard.
After a short video clip the teacher asks what the pupils have seen, and the answers are
reflecting good knowledge of the pupils which the teacher appreciates and lets them report on
individual experiences.
Another video-clip was on the Jinn (devil) which triggered many stories/experiences by the
pupils, in parts rather kind of strange (dogs are bad …). At one point the teacher said: “there
comes a time where you have to put facts over belief”. Although she gave out a task, pupils
engage her in discussion, talking – amongst other topics – about homosexuality where she
claims that the bible is “black & white” on homosexuality. Eventually job finished. Taking in
all those personal stories takes time …
After the lessons, we had a talk with Nick. We learned that St Augustine’s is an Anglican High
Church school. However, the school is catering for all faiths, has a Christian ethos, set up in
late 19th century. Faith School generally there to serve for the faith community but with others
as well, and they are independent from the national curriculum. We also learned that the
percentage of pupils with non-English mother tongue is some 90%. As a CoE school, at St
Augustine’s every classroom has a cross on the wall; there are seven saints attached to each
year group, e.g. Felix is year 7. CW is held every day and ends with a Christian prayer (opt-out
of CW is very rare, only 1 in 1000). About three school masses are held each year, basically all
students attend, also Muslims, sometimes Muslims would even try to attend eucharist …
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7. Friday, 24 Mar
In the morning, we met at the IOE for a review of the week with Jo, Jane and student teachers
of the IOE.
* Wednesday’s attack was no topic in the RE classrooms tells one student teacher, nor was it
in those schools we visited on Thursday. Why? Muslim pupils are fed up with defending their
faith;
* the topic of truth claims pops up, again. This really seems to be an issued we need to have a
closer look at.
* another student (female, Muslim, no scarf) – enjoys engaging in debates, exploring the
possibilities of argument. But is there time for this? – she was asked. Well, it can be also a
written discussion, group work, so this can be possible, 5 min discussions; you give out a
question -> think about it 1 min, discuss this with neighbour 1 min, discuss it in plenum.
Longer discussions can rarely be spontaneous but rather be planned due to the rigidity of the
end of term exams/the curriculum.
* another student (male, jogging pants) – told of his experiences in his placement. During Lent:
what would be the hardest thing to give up? And why would Christians do that? Because Jesus
fasted. The question why Christians wold do that in the 21st century remained But why would
you do that today? This would not be posed as a question.
* the 4th student (female) emphasized as important to her that pupils don’t just say anything
but justify their opinions.

Khalsa was great; however, the aspects the Austrians appreciated the most seem to be getting
some teachers into trouble (new head teacher, school chaplain, R. Singh) ...
Why would students in UK rather not opt out of RE? Parents are not aware of the law and
also that parents see it as an opportunity for their children to learn about religions.
Re: diversity – Kristian says the problem with not knowing (by schools about the religious
backgrounds of pupils etc.) is only an issue in the first lesson, as over the time you get to know
pupils anyway and their individual experience.
It is an exam culture – yet if there wouldn’t be exams RE would not be regarded as
worthy/important.

***
In the afternoon, we had an encounter with the chaplain at King’s College, London, where we
were joined by 6 RE students of a different course type: SCITT – school centred internal
teacher training (5 males, 1 female – which is quite the other way round compared to the other
students we had met; it is characteristic for this course that there are more males, probably
because it is an employment based training, meaning the students get paid for their work in the
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classroom and get their fees paid for by United Teaching). SCITT means that they learn to
teach at school with some classes at college (usually one afternoon each week).6

http://www.unitedteaching.org.uk/;
routes
6

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/courses/teacher-training/employment-based-
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8. Reflections
Roswitha/Clara: At EGA the group was relatively small (14 students) and the pupils worked
extremely well and interested in this lesson. The atmosphere in this lesson was relaxed and also
the teacher was able to encourage many of the students to cooperate. At my opinion, this was
the best lesson I saw. All the students had time to speak and the teacher had time to explain.
The visit of the schools was very informative and revealing. It opened up new approaches to
religious education.
I think, it is not possible to convert this system to Austria one-by-one. Firstly, the school system
has a different structure; and secondly, access to one's religion/denomination seems to get lost.
As an ideal, I would prefer a dual system: religious education (focus: ethics, fundamental,
interrelatedness ...) as a compulsory subject for all pupils together and confessional instruction
in the ratio 50:50. So the pupils can learn together, with and from “the others”, but in the
second step it also can sharpen the view in one’s own religion/denomination.
For this, all religious teachers would have to complete an additional education in order to be
able to speak objectively about other religions, not only from the point of view of their own
religion/denomination. First steps in this direction (ecumenical training, exchange with the
IRPA) have already been set by the KPH.
A common learning about religion is just as important as learning about one’s own religion, so
that the one approach should not be dominated by the other but, rather, that both should be
possible. In common lessons, students can learn that many religions have similar (ethical)
foundations, that "the other" might not be as different as it might seem. On the other hand,
learning in one's own religion is important when I compare it to a language: mastering the
mother tongue is enormously important for learning a second language.
I found the textbooks very appealing in which a topic was dealt with from the point of view of
different religions. This is certainly something which I would also like to use in my lessons, too,
as it might also be helpful for the pupils to overcome prejudices through knowledge.
Less positively I’ve experienced that diversity seems to be perceived but not actually dealt with
or used as a resource in RE. Furthermore, the curriculum is so packed that current events can
hardly be responded to. The teachers also seem to know precious little about their pupils, e.g.
who is a refugee. Even if knowledge can lead to prejudice, the lack of knowledge about certain
issues might as well.
For my lessons, I aim to integrating the individual situation of life, the origin of the pupils into
my lessons. Where an when possible, I would like to invite "specialists" into the lessons. Also,
a topic should be viewed from the perspective of several religions and values.
What I enjoyed most was to see such different schools and teachers with different curriculums
and methods.
I felt best when I had the possibility to talk directly to the pupils. It was very interesting to hear
their experiences and to talk with them about the different school systems, the pros and cons.
What I really liked was the experiences in the British museum and in the National Gallery.
These really opened a new point of view for my work using art in my lessons.
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I found it most difficult to see that the teachers and the pupils have a very professional contact
with each other. In Austria, we often have the main focus on building a good relationship to
our pupils, sometimes more of a coach than a teacher.
I felt uncomfortable when we sat in the classroom and the teachers present only said “shush!
shush! shush! shush!” to the pupils.
I felt embarrassed to talk about religion only from an ethical and philosophical point of view,
because for me religion is more then only facts.
Nina: The majority of the RE lessons was mainly front-facing education, intermittently
interrupted by individual work. Discipline was incredibly important to teachers, and we also
experienced that students were sanctioned (e.g. detention during the break, written extra work,
etc.). Everything that the students should contribute to the various topics, they must first write
down. Whenever they are asked whether and what they know about specific topics, the teachers
are impatient and answer the questions themselves very quickly. There is very much content
information/subject knowledge in all the lessons but only very little depth. Worksheets have
different degrees of difficulty, which the students can select themselves. The students have to
work independently on content, they have little room for manoeuvre, and questions seem
rather often to be rejected – sometimes outright, sometimes with the suggestion to make a note
of the question for a later lesson (which made you wonder whether this would really be taken
on or whether it was some kind of polite excuse not to deal with it straight away).
In addition, I have noticed that the preparations of the teachers are not the property of the
individual, but rather they share their work and ensure that all students receive the same
content.
The main themes of religious instruction at Rutlish are Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism,
Sikhism, Islam, and Judaism. In addition, various sects and other faiths are also taken on. It is
important to note that these are the most important religions in London and the UK. Here,
too, the plurality of pupils is considered. But I also have not been able to observe that the
experiences of the individual pupils mattered to the teachers.
Religious education in England is a system quite different from that in Austria. While we have
a denominational RE in Austria, there is a religious instruction in England. The education
system in Austria is very individualized compared to England (also quite often due to the
different class sizes). Each individual student is at the centre of the action. Their experiences,
their personality is always in the teacher's perspective/attention.
When I, once again, take up the teaching lessons on Islam, then I have to ask myself already
during the preparation: what does this topic mean for the students? Have they ever worked on
this subject in another context? Do I have Muslim students in this class? In order to be able to
assess this background knowledge, I must also exchange ideas and experiences with other
teachers who teach in this class. This also means that these teachers must know the students,
which seems, in England, not to be the case on a general level.
During our stay in London, we also visited the National Gallery, where we looked at paintings
from a religious perspective. At some point, we stood in front of a painting on which ships, a
city in the background and above all the sea were to be seen. The light in this picture radiated
a very special atmosphere. We were asked how we could incorporate this image into our
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lessons. After a few moments, we (the Austrian students) were quite clear that we would not
use this image in our lessons. And our explanation was that Austria is a landlocked country,
and many of our students may never have been at the seaside. This means that this image has
little to do with the reality of our students in Austria.
I will never forget Alexis’ eyes. It was clear to her that she had never thought about this aspect.
She likes the painting, she sees the connection to a successful religious education lesson clearly,
while she has not thought about the addressees – in that respect – in advance.
I think that this example is very clear for the different approaches to religious education, but
also for diversity and plurality. When we talk about diversity in Austria, we see the diversity of
our students as an enrichment and, above all, as a source for our work. For example, when I talk
about the Lord's Prayer in my lesson, I think of what languages my students are talking in this
class, and then I prepare this prayer in these languages. In another classroom, it might be
different languages. Our students know that there are many languages in the world. But often
they do not know which language their seat neighbour is speaking. But that is the very special
value of diversity. The world is diverse, everywhere, even in classrooms. To know the diversity
in my environment is the enrichment that our students are allowed to experience.

Elisabeth:

EXCHANGING EXPERIENCES WITH LOCAL EXPERTS
To what extent are teachers trained to deal with diversity?
In my opinion, teachers are not trained for diversity. They do live with diversity on a daily basis,
but diversity does not affect the classroom management, it is only concerning the learning
content which they teach. They are not even interested in the faiths of their pupils, the teachers
treat the subject like any other subject, mostly they are exam-driven. There is a constant drive
going through the lessons and little room for discussing something. The focus is on the content
the teacher must deliver.

BECOMING ACQUAINTED WITH THE CORRESPONDING CURRICULUA /
COURSE BOOKS
How is religious/cultural diversity being dealt with? ln what areas?
Religious or cultural diversity is seen as normal in daily life. The school system is exam-driven,
they focus on the content. Different religious identities within a classroom are nothing special,
pupils are not asked about their traditions or whatever they believe in. The teachers are not
interested in the different faiths of their pupils. When they teach about different religions, then
on a more ethical base.
Which religions are presented in RE? Why?
All of the major world religious throughout Key Stage 3, including Judaism, Christianity, Islam,
Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism. In addition, some students – depending on the teacher –
also learn about other faiths (i.e. paganism) and traditions. In each unit, it seems, pupils learn
the Christian, Islamic and non-religious view-points.
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Are all religions presented side by side without preferences of any kind (multi-religious systematic approach)?
Yes, there are no preferences except that Christianity is obligatory by law.
Are the common features between religions emphasised?
Sometimes yes. Concerning various topics, the pupils are often pointed out to similarities of
the different faiths.
ls there a critical attitude to religions?
Jane told us about a critical attitude of some politicians in England. In school, we could not see
any critical behaviour towards the teachers or us. There is much more exchange and dialogue
during breaks than in Austria as far as we have seen.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE ACTUAL VISIT
 What kind of diversity do you perceive?
Diversity of race, of cultural background, of social background, of religions, of traditions, of
intelligence, of motivation, of behaviour, of concentration, of gender, of classes, ….
 How does diversity affect the school visited in general and the RE classroom in particular?
I cannot see that the system is affected. Religious Education is a subject like many others and
the diversity they have in their classrooms concerning race and different religions and traditions
is not worked with in an individual way. They live with the diversity of their pupils, which could
be a huge source, on a daily basis.

 How does the existing religious/cultural diversity affect the pedagogical practice of teachers there?
It does not affect them, they are really not interested in, which they told us personally. Teachers
do not encourage pupils to have an opinion, they do not even collect diverse opinions.
It is a subject knowledge oriented education, teachers are under pressure because of the ranking
of the school and the resulting budgets for schools.

 What do you observe in the RE lessons in the context of diversity and plurality?
Diversity and plurality is only focused on different religions which are taught to the pupils. The
plurality of the pupils appears not to be of interest to the teachers, they seem to know little, if
anything, about them.

 How might these experiences and insights influence my approach to the handling of diversity and plurality
back home?
„ I like the Austrian system!“- We are interested in our pupils, in their religious and family
background, we are interested in the individual person.
For the English system, you need to have a religious identity (or non, of course, then it is
easier), already acquired in a specific private or social environment, because in the Religious
Education lessons you will only be confronted with facts.
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The plurality and diversity of the different pupils appears not to be a subject of interest and
doesn’t seem to be integrated in the lessons.
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