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Ben Wood – NATRE Symposium reflections 

 

From you to me….. 

 

The discussions I was involved with were of a consistently high quality.  They were demanding, 

focused on curriculum, supportive, collaborative and inspiring.  And I’d like to summarise a few of 

these conversations under three headings: 

 

- rejected criticisms and challenges 

 

Some of the feedback to my school’s RS curriculum focused on the approach we take in our large, 

11-18 comprehensive school, especially in the way we have embraced the worldviews approach to 

the subject.  Some of my colleagues argued that this approach meant there was no systematic study 

of a religion at KS3 eg there was no Christianity unit, no Sikhism unit, in the way we many might 

expect there to be.  However, though I listened carefully to these challenges, and they certainly 

made me ‘stress-test’ my rationale for our curriculum, I rejected these criticisms for two main 

reasons.  Firstly, a systematic study of a religion would not work as a coherent part of the approach 

we are taking, in fact, it would seem somewhat jarring alongside the other units found in the 

curriculum.  And secondly, I question the idea of this systematic approach to the study of religion, 

since it mostly seems to involve the systematic study of one particular version of a religion, a version 

associated with powerful lobbies and bearing little relation to the reality of how people actually live. 

 

- challenges I rejected but that improved my thinking 

 

One colleagues challenge concerned the later Y7 units, and in particular, what they say as a 

disconnect between early and late Y7.  It didn’t take long for me to reach a response to this 

challenge.  I disagreed with the criticism, but I understood why it had been made as I had not been 

clear enough about the progression in Y7.  So even though I did not accept the criticsm, I have made 

sure that our planning of these later Y7 units is better connected to the earlier Y7 units. 

 

- challenges I’m still working through 

 

A final set of challenges concerned our Y9 units.  These units are titled ‘How do we make ethical 

decisions?’, ‘Is religion a positive or negative force?’, ‘What does Christianity teach?’, ‘Is everyone 

religious?’ and ‘Who is Jesus?’ 

One challenge concerned the order of the units, with one colleague suggesting that the ‘Is everyone 

religious?’ unit coming first.  They gave a number of reasons for this, in particular, they thought it 

would better prepare students for the unit on religion as a positive or negative force. 

A second challenge concerned the titles of the Christianity and Jesus units.  The criticism was that 

these questions did not adequately reflect the proposed content of the units, and were not as clear 

and illuminating as the other questions in Y9. 

 

The luxury I have is that while we are replanning Y9, I’m not doing it all at once, and we won’t be 

teaching these new units for another year.  This means I have had time to discuss these challenges 

with my department, and we have taken them as a provocation to think again about Y9.  It has been 

somewhat liberating to have conversations as a department without feeling the need to come to a 

decision right away.  We have been able to raise issues, then go away and think about them further, 

before returning again to the discussion.  Decision will need to be made in the next few months, but 
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I feel as though those decisions will be wiser for the provocation offered and the resultant 

discussions. 

 

From me to you….. 

 

A final aspect of the symposium that I valued was the opportunity to use my experience to help, 

support and challenge others.  I’ve been teaching for 20 years, and in the last few years have done a 

lot of reading about curriculum design.  I was good to be able to use that no only to benefit my own 

school, but in this instance, to benefit colleagues in other schools.  My hope is that they will have 

been able to take these challenges and consider the extent to which they might agree with them as 

they seek to improve their own curriculum. 
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