Professional REflection: Theory and practice

A dialogue reflecting
on the symposium

Katie Freeman and Adam Smith

What is the value of public dialogue? Do we and our pupils gain anything
from it? Engaging in dialogue with others can help us to create and
recreate ourselues; it keeps our minds open to other possibilities. Dialogue
can enable participants to bring their own perspectives, rooted in their
backgrounds, to a conuersation in order to understand those of others in a
critical, caring, collaborative and creative way.

Two primary school teachers: Katie Freeman and Adam Smith, one from

a Church of England school and the other from a community school,
engaged in a dialogue about their approaches to RE curriculum design and
development. In a respectful and collegial’ environment, they were able to
create new perspectives for themselues, their schools and their pupils.

Katie Freeman is the NATRE chair
and a primary teacher in Devon.

Adam Smith is a NATRE executive
member and a primary teacher in
south London.
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Katie: As a primary school teacher,

| was pleased to hear about the

plans for the NATRE symposium and
knew that discussions surrounding
curriculum development would be
both constructive and inspiring, but

| wasn't really prepared for just how
helpful this experience would be for
me, my school and the pupils | teach.
As chair of my local SACRE, | had been
involued in designing our new locally
agreed syllabus and had worked hard
to implement this using a worldviews
approach, basing it upon research
that | had done as part of the Culham
St Gabriel's Leadership Programme.

| hoped that being part of the
symposium would enable me to gain
the views of other RE professionals so
that we as a school could continue to
adapt and refine our RE curriculum.

Adam: I've long been interested in what
goes into making an RE curriculum. |
began the task of writing my school’s
curriculum in January 2020 and, partly
because of Covid and partly because
of my own lack of confidence, I hadn’t
shared what | was working on with
many people outside my school. The
symposium really appealed to me as
an opportunity to discuss curriculum-
making with other people who had
gone through the same process in
different contexts. It was so exciting to
meet people face to face whom | had
got to know over Twitter and through
Zoom meetings — social media doesn’t
always create the conditions for us

to be our best selves, so the chance to
meet people in a collegiate, friendly
environment was welcome.

Katie: Before the symposium, we were
all asked to send in our curriculum
ouerviews and information about our
approach. | think that this was the
start of the slightly uncomfortable
feelings that sharing your curriculum
with someone else can bring. Although
we design our curricula for the pupils
we teach and the schools that we
work in, my journey into curriculum
design has taught me that curriculum
is a personal thing and sharing it can
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make us as professionals feel extremely
vulnerable. | nervously sent in a short
video and a written overview of my
school’s curriculum and soon received
the access codes to look at those of the
other symposiasts. It was fascinating
to hear how other people had designed
their curricula; both hearing and
reading about their designs gave

me ideas about how mine might be
changed to further benefit the pupils
that | teach.

Adam: Sending off my curriculum
ouverview and information was a nerve-
wracking moment for me; it was the
first time it was being seen by anyone
whom | hadn't specifically chosen to
seeit. | was nervous that people with
a lot more experience of teaching
primary RE would see through me and
pick it apart — this was not a rational
fear, but it was a fear nonetheless. As
Katie says, a curriculum is ultimately
a very personal thing, especially if

it is something you have created in
isolation. What made this experience
better was knowing | was not the only
one sending off my ‘baby’ into the
world. | found it fascinating to watch
the videos and look ouer the ouerviews
that others had sent — | began to see
some areas of similarity and some of
difference, a theme that was going to
run right through the symposium.

Katie: As soon as we arrived at

the symposium, we were put into
‘homegroups’, which were made

up of other teachers from the same
phase as our own. For me this meant
a group of primary teachers, some of
whom | knew and some | did not. After
reading my homegroup’s overviews
and having seen some of their work
on social media, it was easy to make
assumptions about their approaches,
although this was something that

| tried hard not to do. Our first task
was to write anonymous questions

to other people in our group. Most of
these centred on the content of our
curriculum, the amount of time we
had given to individual worldviews or
why some worldviews weren't taught

in key stages. It was easy to become
defensive about our curricula, but we
quickly learnt that our group was a
supportive one and the discussions
were to be central to helping us to
refine what we had already.

Our first keynote was from Christine
Counsell (Education Consultant

and former Director of Education at
Inspiration Trust) who talked about
curriculum design and content. After
this keynote, we went back into

our homegroups with questions to
discuss. After a while, these discussions
naturally included pedagogy and
approaches. At this point, | began
talking more specifically to Adam.

I think it would be fair to say that

our approaches were entirely
different. Adam uses a range of
pre-made booklets to record the
children’s thoughts and reflections

in RE, whereas | use RE books and
scrapbooks. Another difference was
perhaps our time allocation for RE and
the way that we taught our lessons.

| talked to Adam about my school's
understanding and deueloping use of
the worldviews approach. He really
wasn'’t sure about this, preferring

to use a ‘world religions’ paradigm
approach. Although Adam and | were
very different in our approaches, we
got on well, and the discussions were
neuver uncomfortable or critical, but
supportive and engaging.
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Getting feedback

Katie: Adam and | talked at length about
booklets. | could see how these could

be helpful in terms of the content being
couvered, but was unsure how work could
be adapted considering previous learning
or how differentiation could happen.
Although | do not think that I will ever
feel comfortable using booklets, | could
see the benefits for Adam’s pupils and the
deep knowledge that they had shared
within their work.

Adam: | think everyone has the tendency
to become quite defensive when you're
discussing your work with someone who
doesn't share your educational views,
and | was quite conscious of this going
into discussions. Luckily for me, Katie
made me feel at ease discussing the pros
and cons of booklets, and | was able to
discuss how we use different methods to
differentiate and the ways in which they
can be surprisingly flexible for teachers.
Instead of coming out of the discussion
more entrenched in my views, as is
usually the case on social medig, | felt |
was able to see more clearly from Katie’s
point of view — a rare experience indeed!

Katie: Adam asked me about working

in a church school and how RE in a VA
(Voluntary Aided) school was different
from that of a community school. |
explained that we used the same agreed
syllabus (Devon and Torbay) as the
community schools and that the content
was the same, but as a school we had
wanted to move towards a worldviews
approach whilst also focusing on
substantive knowledge, different ways of
knowing and personal knowledge.

Adam: I've always been something of a
sceptic when it comes to ‘the worlduiews
approach’, and | haue made no secret

of this fact, having written a blog post
entitled ‘Against worlduviews'. | do not
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think it came as a surprise to Katie or
anyone else that | brought that view
with me to the symposium, but | found
that we were able to have a nuanced
discussion about the topic, which
ended with me feeling that our original
positions were not as polarised as | had
thought they were. | still do not use the
term and I still advocate for a ‘world
religions’ paradigm but | feel like there’s
less of a gulf between Katie and me than
when we began.

Making changes

Adam: A big part of our school’s
approach to humanities is using
extended writing across Key Stage 2,
and this was reflected in the booklets

| brought to the symposium. Katie and

I had a very good discussion on these
and their effectiveness as a pedagogical
tool in RE, and | found that when | went
back to school to plan the RE for the
current school year, | replaced some of
the extended writing tasks with more
opportunity for discussion and learning
new content.

Katie: Although | did use extended
writing opportunities, | did not feel that

I had structured this for every unit, and

it encouraged me to go back to my units
of work and seek further opportunities
for this. This is something that | have
done since the symposium, and this work
(particularly in Upper Key Stage 2) has
helped me to evidence the children’s deep
thinking and understanding in RE.

In our Key Stage 1 and Foundation Stage
classes, we use a variety of recording
opportunities alongside our creative
approach. Adam and | talked about
recording for these year groups as he
was currently in discussions at his own
school about how best to reflect the
conuersations taking place in Key Stage
1RE. These discussions led me to be

more open-ended in the tasks that | set
the children, and use more independent
activities where the children can
investigate artefacts, and be less worried
about how much recording we had in
books or scrapbooks.

Final thoughts

Adam: | remember sitting on the train
back from Birmingham at the end of

the symposium and feeling like | was
both simultaneously more confident in
the curriculum I had created whilst also
wanting to return and make changes

for the next academic year, based on the
illuminating feedback and conuersations
I had had with people like Katie. | wish
there were more opportunities for us

to be challenged and questioned in a
respectful and collegial environment like
this. It certainly made me more reluctant
to get into heated discussions on social
media when | could see that better,

more nuanced, calmer discussions were
possible in person.

Katie: | really cannot express how much
the NATRE symposium supported me

as a professional. There were so many
fruitful and supportive discussions

that enabled me to step outside my
comfort zone and really think about

my curriculum design being an

ongoing process that keeps needing to
be revisited. ALl the different keynote
speeches gave me the opportunity to
reflect on what was going well and what
we might need to consider changing. By
far the most influential opportunities
were talking with teachers like Adam,
who calmly and kindly gave me the
opportunity to reflect and refine our
curriculum offer without ever feeling
criticised or uncomfortable. | will be
forever grateful for these discussions,
and hope that in the future we can meet
again to discuss progress.



