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Karen Steele – NATRE Symposium reflections 
 

What have you learned from the process? 

The symposium offered two valuable opportunities:  

1. to hear from some of the leading voices in the RE world  

2. to collaborate with subject leaders from around the country 

The key messages that I took away from the Symposium were: 

• The centrality of the curriculum in all that we do. Dr Richard Kueh described subject 

leadership as ‘curriculum leadership’, with a responsibility for mediating between our 

subject and our pupils.  

• The importance of a carefully thought-through curriculum story: “Curriculum is knowledge 

structured as narrative over time” Christine Counsell.  

• The curriculum as progression model. How do we plan for progress and how do we enable 

students to build their schema over time? We understand that we must necessarily simplify, 

but that over time we need to build a sequence of learning that revisits, reconsiders and 

builds up and secures readiness (complex composites broken down into manageable 

building blocks) 

• A curriculum needs to be ‘cumulatively sufficient’ or ‘collectively enough’. We cannot and 

should not be trying to include everything; we need to be critical about the content we 

select  

• Our responsibility in terms of representation. A recognition of the need for accuracy and 

that knowledge is constructed (ways ok knowing) 

• The Importance of personal knowledge and worldviews (religious and non-religious) 

What changes have you made/will you make to your curriculum as a result of the symposium? 

Why? 

The NATRE Curriculum Symposium came at the perfect time for us. We had been thinking hard 

about our curriculum in the light of the Ofsted Research Review, recent publications like Making 

Every RE Lesson Count by Louise Hutton & Dawn Cox, and many interesting online discussions.  

We had already made some big decisions about the substantive and disciplinary knowledge that we 

wanted to include in our KS3 curriculum and had undertaken the daunting task of mapping the 

concepts that we want our students to (re)encounter through the curriculum. This felt quite ruthless 

at times and it was not always easy to agree on what should remain and what should go. We had 

started to design enquiry questions for our units and to ensure a balance of disciplinary approaches. 

The Symposium reassured me that we were heading in the right direction and gave me greater 

confidence in what we were doing. It was great to go back to my department with this.  

One big change we made following the symposium was to the sequencing of our units of learning. A 

particular challenge in our school is that our students are drawn from over 60 feeder schools across 

at least 4 authorities. We cannot assume any knowledge, and our new Year 7s’ experiences of RE 

vary hugely. Previously we had thought more in terms of isolated units of work and there was a 

tendency to consider a range of factors when deciding which unit to do when. The symposium’s 
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emphasis on the curriculum narrative helped us to focus more clearly and gave us the confidence to 

put the curriculum at the centre of our decision-making. We decided to keep it simple; taking a 

broadly chronological approach. We begin with a unit called What is Religion & Worldviews and how 

do we study it? Year 7 focuses on the Jewish and Hindu traditions, building strong foundations for 

the study of other Abrahamic and Dharmic traditions later on in the key stage. Year 9 is more 

thematic, including units called Issues in the study of religion (what is truth?; the human condition) 

and The future of religion (why do some people reject religion? what will religion look like in the 

future?). Although simple, we feel there is a clear sequence here that builds upon previous learning 

and allows for progression to increasingly complex and contested knowledge.  

Already we can see the huge benefits of this clear curriculum narrative. Because we have such a 

clear shared vision, we find that we are increasingly finding links with previous and future learning 

and using this more effectively in the classroom.  

We have also slowed down. Our confidence in our curriculum and the shared understanding of how 

it builds knowledge over time means that we are not afraid to slow down/ revisit as needed. The 

previous imperative to get through the content has been replaced by an emphasis on ensuring that 

knowledge is secure in order to form a foundation for what is to come. We cover less, but we do it 

better and make it stick.  

Next steps 

We still have a long way to go. Over the next two academic years we will fully implement our new 

curriculum and I have no doubt that problems will emerge and changes will be made. I know that we 

will need to audit our curriculum carefully to consider representation and balance. The thorny issues 

of assessment and personal knowledge have yet to be tackled fully, but we understand that time is 

needed to do this well.   

I would say that the symposium was a fantastic opportunity to talk curriculum with like-minded 

people, and has been invaluable in building our confidence in what we are doing and giving us a 

turbo-boost for our curriculum development. The challenge now is to maintain that momentum.  
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