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Emma Raven – NATRE Symposium reflections 

 
Back in November, 2021, NATRE’s curriculum symposium finally took place. Having spent most of 

the previous two academic years in and out of lockdown, hoping against hope that online 

interactive lessons were having impact and inspiring in some way, an opportunity for a real 

conversation about curriculum was more than needed. 

 
I had started as Head of Department at a new school in London in 2019, and had been tasked 

with setting up a department curriculum effectively from scratch. As the only subject specialist, 

my department meetings were a joke between myself and other colleagues, who would ask, 

‘how was the meeting with yourself?’. I would often reply saying that there were few 

disagreements between me, myself and I, and the department were, luckily, all on the same page. 

 
Joking aside, however, it meant that as I was trying hard to build an engaging and effective 

curriculum, with the right ‘intention’, ‘implementation’ and ‘impact’, I found myself wanting to 

sound my ideas with other curriculum leads and professionals in RE. I therefore jumped at the 

opportunity to be part of the symposium, it 

was finally an opportunity to engage in constructive dialogue with others who felt as passionately as 

I did about RE! I could also finally see whether what I had put together was as rigorously sequenced 

as I thought it was! 

 
Initially after the symposium, I took a little time to reflect carefully on the discussion and ideas 

presented during the talks and discussions with other colleagues. I had initially been struck at the 

sheer diversity of curricula that was out there and, in a classically existentialist way, felt left a little 

lost and uncertain of what my next steps should be. 

 
But, as my reflections and conversations settled in, I was left with some takeaways and next steps 

which have undoubtedly moved my curriculum forward for the better. 

 
My initial thoughts and reflections are as follows: 

 
1. Your disciplinary lens matters and can be made explicit to pupils. 

 
After Richard Kueh and Christine Counsel’s talks and their discussion of ‘ways of knowing’, 

I was struck with the importance of getting pupils to really know what approach they are 

taking in each unit of work. (Philosophical/Sociological/Theological). I had thought this 

should be under the surface, and didn’t need to be made explicit to pupils. I realised, 

through conversations with colleagues, that making the lens clear to pupils would make 

clear the intent of each task / lesson / unit and then make effective implementation 

easier. 

 
2. Our creative freedom is a unique and wonderful thing! 
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Although I know some at the symposium believed it was an issue that there is so much 

discrepancy between curricula around the country in RE, I feel that this freedom to mould 

and shape a curriculum that suits our school, pupils, location, etc, is a new reason to fall in 

love with the subject of RE. In what other part of the curriculum are we so free to design 

and craft something solely to suit the school, area or ethos? I think the creative freedom 

is unparalleled and, in my free school context, a real blessing. 

 
3. Moving towards a worldviews approach is an excellent step forward. 

 
My final reflection is that a worldviews approach will enable the subject of RE to 

transform and develop in this postmodern world. During my time teaching so far, I had 

become disheartened by the narrative that RE is not that important and will become 

more and more irrelevant. I was stuck by how the dialogue between colleagues was 

enriched by understanding religion and worldviews as an ever changing and morphing 

phenomena. Because of this, I was filled with hope for the future of RE which, 

when you’re in a department with no other specialists, having to defend your subject, was 

very much needed. 

 
Next steps and how my curriculum has moved forward: 

 
1. Do less, better. 

 
Although the structure of my curriculum has remains broadly the same, I have followed 

the advice from speakers and collegeuge to do less, better. This means that I am now 

focusing on doing slightly longer sequences of learning, especially for Hinduism and 

Buddhism. 

 
2. Worldviews and Difference, everywhere! 

 
I am moving forward, particularly with my Islam and Chrisitanity SOW to a worldviews 

approach. Using picturing Islam and picturing Christianity, I have intergrated activities 

into my schemes of work which support an understanding of difference within religions 

and worldviews. 

 
3. Integrating important issues - Environmental Ethics and Belief and Nonbelief in the 

Community Project. 

 
With the new found confidence in my curriculum intent and the use of ‘ways of knowing’, 

I am now developing schemes of work to support important issues within my school 

community. Firstly, this includes a scheme of work on Environmental Ethics which will use 

a philosophical lens to approach issues of sustainability and future generations. Secondly, 

I am now including a project for pupils called ‘Belief and Non-belief in the Community’. 
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This project uses sociological perspective to get pupils to analyse and gather data to 

establish the experience of belief and non-belief in the community. The aim of this is to 

bring to life pupils' experiences of belief and nonbelief to highlight how alive and 

significant worldviews are in the world we live in. 

 
As a final note, in true fairytale fashion, the story of being the only specialist in the 

department has a happy ending. Next year I have an enthusiastic, thoughtful, and passionate 

ECT starting, to join me in making the department and its curriculum the best it can be. 

 
I would like to thank everyone at NATRE who made the symposium happen. I benefited hugely 

from it, as I know the above shows. As well as this, the other colleagues and speakers at the 

symposium were invaluable to me in the development of my curriculum, so thank you too. I am 

sure that I got more from you all than you got from me, but I hope I was able to spark ideas in 

some way for you. 
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