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NATRE curriculum symposium: 
teacher reflections
Stephen Pe�

Extending the theme of reflective professional dialogue, we introduce 
the practice of ‘collective writing’ to the pages of Professional REflection. 
This is an established practice used in the philosophy of education that 
enables several voices to be heard in a piece of writing, rather than one 
dominant authorial voice. 

This approach thus mirrors the values that were central to the 
symposium. Six teachers – Kate Bruning, Sarah Dennis, Liz Halfpenny, 
Aleicia Mehta, Ma� Pitcher and Emma Raven – reflect on their 
experiences. Their thoughts are skilfully curated by RE Today Adviser 
Stephen Pe�, who was also closely involved in the event in Birmingham 
in 2021. 

Stephen Pe� is an RE Today national adviser.
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The NATRE Curriculum Symposium in 
November 2021 was a valuable opportunity 
for conversation in community. Coming 
from our own specific contexts, with our 
experiences, pressures and hopes, we 
were united in our shared enthusiasm 
for our subject. Structured around input 
to stimulate, challenge and reassure, 
and multiple focused conversations 
around teachers’ concrete curriculum 
plans, the symposium looked to combine 
insights, critical responses and creative 
breakthroughs. It aimed to connect teachers 
from different phases and school contexts, 
and with different levels of experience, 
for dialogue and support. The gathering 
acknowledged the expertise of all involved 
(no one else knows their own context as 
well as they do) as well as the educational 
needs – we always have plenty to learn. 

The specific pandemic context affected 
it, of course, with both a nervousness 
and an enjoyment around an in-person 
gathering. The national RE context was 
also on our minds, reflecting on shifts in 
thinking around worldviews, disciplinary 
approaches, types of knowledge and 
curriculum coherence; but also the need to 
test the symposium format itself, in order 
to help other groups of teachers to replicate 
its processes and participate in dialogue in 
their own geographical areas. 

Teachers were invited based on their 
willingness to bring their own ideas and to 
learn from each other. That generated an 
atmosphere of mutual support that enabled 
courage and humility, as people’s ideas and 
plans were put under scrutiny. The value 
of the symposium was evident in teachers’ 
active engagement during the event and 
thoughtful reflections afterwards. We have 
selected six out of the 24 reflections to 
present in this special edition of Professional 
REflection, fulfilling the essence of this 
journal. Courage, humility, challenge, 
insights, breakthroughs – all are present 
within these comments. 

Primary teacher Kate Bruning addresses her 
expectations, experience and the impact of 
the event for her role as subject leader at a 
Church of England academy in Lincolnshire. 
She gained specific ideas and much 
practical support, as well as being given 
permission to take time to examine and 
reflect on important curriculum decisions.

Kate Bruning: intellectual 
wrestling and improving 
vocabulary

Firstly, I want to offer my thanks for 
the opportunity to be involved in the 
symposium. The thing I was most looking 
forward to was the opportunity to talk 
with other RE experts – many of whom 
are far more expert and more experienced 
than me – about RE. Subject leadership in a 
small primary school can be a lonely place. 
It was extremely valuable to talk and share 
ideas and problems. At a time when RE is 
changing, there was great reassurance to 
be had talking to others who were facing 
the same changes and the challenges 
this poses.

The timing of the symposium was very 
fortuitous. Working from home during the 
pandemic, I focused on our long-term plan 
for RE. I had tweaked it once or twice since 
I started at the school, but was still not 
completely happy with it. I knew that we 
had fulfilled the compulsory requirements 
of the agreed syllabus, yet it did not fully 
meet the needs of our children, while 
still providing them with a robust and 
academic RE curriculum. A new plan was 
put into place and discussed with my 
Senior Leadership Team (SLT). We began to 
teach from it in September 2021. So, when 
I arrived at the symposium – keen, eager 
and a li�le nervous – the curriculum plan I 
brought with me was hot off the press.

What were key learnings and 
reflections from the symposium?

I took so much away from the symposium. 
However, there are two key things that I 
continue to focus on. The first came from 
Richard Kueh’s keynote about curriculum 
design. I certainly was not naïve enough 
to think that the curriculum I had put 
together was finished, complete or perfect. 
However, it was valuable to hear Richard 
encourage us to engage with ‘intellectual 
wrestling’ to improve the quality of what is 
in the curriculum and how that curriculum 
is sequenced. We were also encouraged to 
recognise that a curriculum is – and should 
be – in a continuous state of development. A 
curriculum, we were told, can never be said 
to be complete. To a perfectionist, that came 
as both a bit of a challenge and a really 
important point. He further encouraged 
us to take some time to really examine 
what we thought we needed to change, 
and to consider why before making these 
changes. Allowing ourselves this time and 
this wrestling, Richard said, should lead to 
be�er curriculum choices. This has given 
me some freedom to allow myself to slow 
down and think and reflect. 

One of the activities we did was to ask 
questions of each other and our curriculum 
choices. The questions my colleagues asked 
me are stuck into my notebook, and I come 
back to them regularly. It would have been 
very easy to come away and think, ‘Gosh, I 
really need to update and change my plan 
to include everything we talked about!’ I 
resisted that temptation and I am steadily 
engaging in some ‘wrestling’ to consider 
what needs to be reviewed and revised, and 
how, to ensure that the changes that are 
made are done so for the correct reasons.

The second key point for me was a 
reinforcement of how understanding and 
using vocabulary is key to good teaching. 
I work in a deprived school, and we are 
constantly reminded of how poor our 
children’s vocabulary is. We already do 
lots of work to expand and develop the 
vocabulary children use across all our 
teaching, and I think we are doing it well. 
However, the symposium reminded me 
that in RE, which has such a unique lexicon, 
I really need to consider ways in which I 
can support teachers to develop strategies 
to enhance the children’s usage and 
understanding of key vocabulary.
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What insights did you gain by 
working with others?

I have already commented that being an 
RE subject lead in a small primary can be 
a lonely place. Networking is very limited 
in my school’s area; and, of course, the 
pandemic has removed so many chances to 
meet with others who have similar roles.

The symposium provided an opportunity to 
share practice; I was interested to see that 
some other primary schools use booklets for 
their RE. I had a good conversation about 
the advantages of doing this. While this is 
not something I see myself doing soon, I 
can see how the structure, or a variation 
of it, would be useful for some of the less 
confident teachers I work with.

Another conversation I had was about how 
the children take their RE books through 
school with them, rather than having a new 
book each year. The idea being that the 
children can then refer to work, so that – as 
they return to a unit of learning in a spiral 
curriculum – they have their work as a kind 
of personal textbook to refer to.

Perhaps the biggest ‘insight’ or support I 
received at the symposium was from Early 
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) colleagues. 
The EYFS section of my curriculum was 
unfinished when I came to the symposium; 
partly because I am not an Early Years 
expert and so my expectations of what is 
workable in this stage of education were 
not too accurate! It was so valuable to have 
time with RE experts who were also EYFS 
experts to offer suggestions, resources and 
activities. These have enabled me to go 
back to school and talk with our reception 
class staff about what good RE should look 
like, and we now have a draft plan that I 
believe to be robust.

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

I have already alluded to the work on the 
EYFS curriculum plan that was directly 
impacted by my a�endance at the 
symposium. Next steps here include further 
work alongside the Early Years team to look 
at activities, recording and key knowledge.

As our long-term plan was new in 
September 2021, I have not made any 
changes as yet. (I did promise staff that we 
would trial the new plan before I made any 
further changes. So I will be asking staff 
and pupils about their experience of RE this 
year. I want to check that there is a real 
sequence built into learning – not just the 
one I supposed was there!)

The big piece of work for me over the 
next few months, linking to my thoughts 
as above, will be to really focus on the 
vocabulary aspect of teaching and learning 
in RE. I suspect that this may need to 
include some staff training. I was asked 
to lead a workshop on oracy in the RE 
classroom for a SACRE conference, and 
the research related to that has thrown up 
some interesting questions that I will be 
incorporating into my work on vocabulary 
use, understanding and retention.

A second primary teacher, Sarah Dennis, 
talks of the physical process of applying 
symposium lessons to her school 
curriculum, involving much toil and many 
sticky notes, until she had confidence in her 
plan. A qualified teacher but working as a 
teaching assistant and subject leader for RE 

in Lichfield, Staffordshire, her investment of 
time and effort is clear. The symposium has 
helped her take a significant sequence of 
steps in her curriculum development. 

Sarah Dennis: curriculum 
wrestling, seeking the narrative 

The symposium was a brilliant two 
days. There was so much to take in and it 
was a huge privilege to be part of it. My 
reflections started before I had even left 
the symposium. I discussed my ideas with 
several other delegates and continued 
thinking on the train journey home. 

The main ideas I reflected on were that 
the links embedded and woven through a 
curriculum were critical and the curriculum 
needed to be a narrative. Our school’s 
curriculum covered the whole agreed 
scheme but after a mock deep dive before 
the symposium and the information I 
received at the symposium, it was apparent 
that the children could not see the links 
between lessons and how they were 
progressing (and sometimes nor could I). 
I had a very awkward meeting with my 
school SLT when I stated that I knew what 
I wanted now from our RE curriculum, 
but that I was not sure how to get there, 
and that I was not happy with explaining 
how the curriculum worked in the format 
it was in. I knew I wanted the curriculum 
model that had been discussed at length 
at the symposium. I had moments when I 
thought I would just start the whole scheme 
from scratch, but then I thought about the 
huge resource our current curriculum is. We 
currently have seven RE trips that really 
enhance our children’s understanding. I did 
not want to lose that, but it felt that the 
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children did not get a good basis in each 
religion before they explored stories or 
concepts about the daily life of believers. 
My head teacher put it well: if I took out one 
lesson, would the whole thing fall apart? 
My answer about our old scheme was no.

I decided to look at other agreed syllabuses 
and see how they worked as curricula. 
Then I got out sticky notes and huge pieces 
of paper. I stripped back our curriculum 
to what I wanted to keep, move or bin. 
Then I moved the sticky notes a lot. The 
main problem was that I wanted to tell a 
story through our curriculum and for the 
children to make progress, but we work on 
a two-year cycle as we have mixed year 
groups. That meant half of the school does 
the curriculum in a different order to the 
other half. This made the narrative tricky 
and progress harder. I kept in my head that 
to get be�er at RE you need to know more, 
think deeper and find links between ideas. 
I had a very long video call with a very 
lovely person from the symposium who I 
knew had been in a similar position with all 
the freedom but had found that start point I 
was lacking.

From that discussion I came up with a plan. 
I worked out that each year was 39 hours of 
RE lessons, which is enhanced further with 
trips and collective worship. I wanted each 
year of plans to be a narrative on its own 
but be interchangeable with the year either 
side, so it did not ma�er if the two-year 
cycle was out of order. I also decided to 
scrap half-termly units, which end up with 
some units being too short. Then I started 
moving units into year groups and thinking 
of some ‘therefores’. If the children had 

covered this idea, therefore they can tackle 
this new learning. It was painful! Some 
units fi�ed well together, so I placed them 
together and just tweaked ideas. I then 
pulled apart units and put them into linked 
ideas. I knew then that I had covered all 
the RE from my agreed scheme and each 
year group had naturally got a theme. 
There were still lots of hours that did not 
have any learning. I knew I wanted good 
foundations in understanding Christianity 
and Judaism in Key Stage 1, so I found 
schemes and resources that could support 
this. I wanted the end of Key Stage 2 to 
be about real people and how their faith 
inspired them, and I found brilliant ideas 
from the NATRE website, RE Today and 
RE:ONLINE.

I would not like to think how long that 
process took, but I presented my overview 
to my head teacher (an ex-RE lead) at the 
beginning of January, and she could see 
how the year groups worked, that the 
progression worked, how units linked and 
how lessons linked. I also explained how 
our two-year cycle would work for the 
children completing the curriculum in the 
other order.

So that is where I am up to … The plan of 
a�ack next is to read everything. I have 
the knowledge essays from the RE:ONLINE 
website to read. I have purchased books 
on several faiths. My plan is that by 
February half term I know more. Then I 
have till September to write the planning 
or adapt the old planning, and to make and 
adapt the resources; to rewrite our intent, 
implementation and impact; to start the 
skills and knowledge progression from 

scratch and sort out our assessment of RE. It 
is a huge task, but I can see how it all fits. I 
am hoping to start the new curriculum from 
September. I know that will be the start of 
refining and adapting, but the underlying 
plan will be ‘correct’, I hope.

The impact of the discussions at the 
symposium has been huge on my 
understanding of curriculum design, and 
I am exceptionally grateful to NATRE for 
including me.

Planning an RE curriculum is not always 
such an isolated endeavour. Ma� Pitcher 
is head of department in a secondary 
school in rural Hampshire, working with 
colleagues (an experienced ex-head teacher 
and an enthusiastic early career teacher, or 
ECT) as they face all the practical day-to-
day challenges of time and options classes. 
His confidence in his curriculum reflects his 
experience, along with his willingness to 
learn from others, to adapt and change.

Ma� Pitcher: fluid thinking and 
practical solutions

I have thought long and hard about 
my write-up of the NATRE Curriculum 
Symposium. I thoroughly enjoyed talking 
to, engaging with and challenging my 
fellow a�endees, and I loved every minute 
of coming together with other passionate 
teachers and advocates for RE. After 18 
months of Zoom, it was so refreshing to see 
people face to face.

A big take-home for me is that the 
curriculum that we teach is fluid. What we 
have taught previously is not a ‘sacred cow’, 
to be kept in stasis and never to be touched; 
it needs to be refined, torn up and started 
again. As my knowledge of a topic grows 
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and develops, so does my curriculum. I 
call it ‘my’, but it should be ‘our’ in terms 
of my department. I am the one se�ing the 
course and direction, but I need my fellow 
RE teachers on board to avoid any rocks 
or shallows that we may encounter along 
the way.

I had planned to revamp the RE curriculum 
during the 2020/21 academic year – 
certainly at the time I had started to engage 
again with the ni�y-gri�y of RE. Speaking 
to and listening to other leaders in RE, and 
reading blogs and examples of how others 
have constructed their curricula, has given 
me a far be�er insight into the development 
of a cohesive and progressive model.

In Hampshire we are encouraged to think 
about the thread that weaves its way 
through our units. This is what I want to 
achieve with each year plan, but I also 
wanted to expand our purview and link 
in the multidisciplinary aspect and to 
encompass worldviews. This is a time-
consuming process and one that I do not 
think we will get to anytime soon, but I 
wanted to make a start.

I have used booklets on and off for the last 
20 years, and so in order to keep things 
together, to show progression through the 
units and to have a record of the learning, 
we have now gone to booklets for class 
work and exercise books for extended 
writing and assessments. So far, these are 
working well, especially the use of the 
exercise books for more extensive pieces, 
as these will show the progress and 
development a young person has made 
over the key stage.

Starting at the beginning in June 2021, I 
looked at our Year 7 plans – the concepts of 
promises, beginnings and ideas, connecting 
with the key religious concepts of covenant, 
creation and philosophy (I know that it 
is a discipline, but it has also had a key 
impact on the Western worldview, morality 
and ethics). In Year 8 we have half the 
curriculum time, a throwback to earlier 
times when RE may not have been the 
subject in the school it now is. This has 
issues as we need to halve the content 
but also ensure we gain a sizeable cohort 
opting for RE in Year 9. So, we move into 
the concepts of rules and regulations, of 
rites and rituals. We look at Islam with 
a sociological lens, based on Cardiff 
University’s fantastic work, along with the 
work of Lynn Revell and Kate Christopher 
on Muhammad Ali. We then move on to 
looking at ethics in terms of behaviour 
and a�itudes to more contemporary 
issues. This strikes a good balance, but we 

have already seen areas in which we can 
improve and adapt, by bringing in the ideas 
of utilitarianism and virtue ethics to bring a 
more philosophical lens to the topics.

Year 9 splits: we have our core RE and our 
Year 9 Option groups, to whom we give a 
grounding in, but with whom we do not 
exclusively use, the GCSE. Our core groups 
follow a scheme based around the BBC’s A 
to Z of Religion and Beliefs – and it really 
helps us get a diverse range of beliefs and 
worldviews over to the pupils. As a UCL 
Beacon School for Holocaust Education, we 
have a term looking at the Holocaust, and 
we tie in work with history, English and art 
to deliver a thought-provoking programme.

Our Option groups have units on Buddhism, 
philosophy of religion, Humanism and 
Christianity over time in order to ensure 
GCSE uptake but also set great foundations 
for further study.

It is not perfect. I think one of the takeaways 
I had from the symposium is that trying 
to gain perfection is impossible – but it is 
the process that we go through to give 
the best curriculum for the pupils sat in 
front of us. Of course, we have our own 
biases; as a person with a Philosophy 
and Sociology degree I love teaching the 
philosophical units, and I have always used 
parts of sociology in lessons (well before 
the multidisciplinary focus), being cautious 
that I did not want to steer too far from the 
religious aspect. Indeed, I can remember an 
examiner’s report from 15 years ago stating 
that if we were not careful, the religion 
would slip away from the exam answers, 
and they would be pure sociology.

One other thing I am conscious of is the 
very heavy Western content within the 
curriculum. When we looked at creation 

stories earlier in Year 7, we ensured we 
looked at one story from each continent 
to show the links and differences between 
the stories, but at the same time saying 
they were human stories. In many ways, 
RE is about human stories, and the use 
of narrative is vital in our lessons and 
our subject.

After listening to the speakers and talking 
with others at the symposium, I find that RE 
is thriving out there – effective and exciting 
RE is being taught and it is our mission to 
get out there and tell people about it.

I keep coming back to the teachings 
of Siddhartha Gautama – everything 
changes. Either the Buddha or Take That, 
but the message is the same. We need to 
keep changing.

The experience of having your ideas 
scrutinised by others might be discomfiting, 
but for Liz Halfpenny it was a valuable 
one. As head of department in a diverse 
secondary school between Leeds and 
Bradford, her a�ention was drawn to the 
influence of her and her colleagues’ own 
worldviews on the curriculum, and the 
need for coherence for students, so that 
now she feels empowered to talk about 
her decisions. 

Liz Halfpenny: conversations, 
clarity and coherence

A�ending the NATRE Curriculum 
Symposium in November 2021 came at 
a great time for me and my department. 
We were in the process of developing our 
curriculum in response to the Ofsted review 
and wanted to make sure that we were on 
the right track. After countless pieces of flip 
chart paper, coloured pens, sticky notes and 
arrows scribbled everywhere, it was time 
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to take our curriculum to the fresh eyes of 
other RE teachers and hear their views. I 
was prepared for critical discussion and to 
do some explanation. However, the take-
aways we got from the conference were 
much more than this.

One of my main reflections from the 
symposium was how much I benefited as 
an RE teacher from being able to discuss 
the curriculum with others and in a cross-
phase manner. At first, I was a bit in awe 
of some of the people there, but being able 
to discuss and critique our curriculum and 
ask questions of the curriculum of others 
really helped to clarify things for me. People 
were so friendly and approachable, and 
I have since contacted many who have 
different areas of expertise and they have 
continued to help. One of the issues in RS 
sometimes is that you can feel like you exist 
in a bubble, so it was invaluable to have 
these conversations with others who were 
also subject specialists and had an equal 
enthusiasm for curriculum development.

Another main point from the symposium 
was the feeling of responsibility that we 
have as subject leads as the ‘gatekeepers 
of the curriculum’. This has really stuck 
with me in recent months when I have been 
planning and refining our current working 
curriculum. We have always worked as a 
department to make our curriculum diverse, 
but now I started to consider how much 
of our own personal biases were at play 
both in what we chose to teach and in the 
lenses we chose to focus on. ‘Nobody stands 
nowhere’ is something that I now consider 
when we are choosing what to include 
in our schemes and also which lenses we 
should use to view it. One of our key actions 
based around this on my return to school 
was to do an audit of our curriculum, 
considering which different types of 
knowledge we were using and when, and 
how we were handling the concept of 
personal knowledge.

The idea of curriculum being like a box 
set was also a key takeaway for me. I 
wanted our box set to be logical and 
well-structured, as previously I worried 
that we had been guilty of ‘atomised RE’, 
as Stephen Pe� mentioned in his talk. We 
had met several times as a department 
and with our curriculum leads about the 
narrative of our curriculum and how it was 
structured: did it make sense, did it set the 
scene for other parts of the curriculum, did it 
ready our students for further studies? I also 
aimed to keep firmly in mind what Christine 
Counsell had to say around ‘interplay not 
incidence’ regarding curriculum: the idea 
that it is important how content connects 

rather than how many times something 
is covered. This has not only had an 
impact on the order in which we teach 
our curriculum units but also what goes 
into them. As we have planned the units, 
we have been considering how they build 
on previous lessons as well as how they 
build on RE students have done with us, 
and also the RE they might have already 
done at Key Stage 2, according to our local 
agreed syllabus. This has led to a much 
more coherent approach and the feeling 
that students’ knowledge is now built on 
firmer foundations and therefore likely to be 
something that stays with them over time, 
so will be beneficial for their future.

One of the main benefits of the curriculum 
symposium was being able to work with 
others. The two people I was partnered with 
asked me some really searching questions 
about what we were proposing as our 
curriculum, and I was able to do the same 
for them. This dialogue from someone 
outside our own school or trust bubble was 
invaluable for accountability. It was pointed 
out in one of the sessions that we all 
come to curriculum writing with our own 
personal views and opinions and biases, so 
it was good to have others to ask probing 
questions, to make sure we were making 
the right choices for our students for the 
right reasons. It was also great to see how 
other people were planning and the kinds of 
units they were covering. I enjoyed listening 
to the narratives of people’s curricula, and 
they inspired me to consider whether ours 
was best placed to serve the students in our 
school community.

We have made several changes to our 
curriculum as a result of the symposium. 
Some of them were structural, such as 
where a unit would be placed and how 
it would fit in to the overall narrative. 
Some changes were internal to ensure 
that students were able to experience 
a variety of lenses and there was a 
balance of disciplinary knowledge and 
substantive knowledge. Other changes 
were more subtle and based around the 
language of the classroom; in discussion 
now, we will quite often stop and ask 
students to consider the lens from where 
they are coming to a concept, but also to 
consider the lenses of other people. This 
is something we are doing more work on 
as a department; it is not quite there yet. 
Another key change is the empowerment I 
feel when I talk about our curriculum with 
others. Due to the nature of the symposium 
and the quality of the dialogue, I can 
now explain how and why the narrative 
of our curriculum is structured and why 

I feel it meets the needs of our students. 
The curriculum is constantly evolving, 
and as we complete a unit, we return to 
it and edit it again to ensure it is meeting 
the needs of our students and provides a 
coherent narrative.

Reflecting on the influences on her own 
worldview drives Aleicia Mehta to think 
through the impact of her teaching on 
her students’ worldviews. Aware of her 
own context as new RE subject leader in a 
Sikh-ethos multifaith school in Birmingham, 
conversations at the symposium 
crystallised her thinking around worldviews 
and personal knowledge, to help her set her 
students up for the real world. 

Aleicia Mehta: knowledge and 
worldviews – emphasising the 
personal

I was invited to take part in the symposium 
during my first year as subject lead at a 
secondary school in Birmingham. I had been 
made aware that over the coming year the 
Key Stage 3 curriculum at my school would 
need refreshing and – as many RE teachers 
can empathise – I had been left wondering 
where to start. That, coupled with the 
Ofsted 2021 RE Research Review, meant 
that I approached the symposium with hope 
and a willingness to share, have difficult 
conversations and become a be�er teacher. 
This feeling of ‘change’ was something I felt 
reflected in all of us present, making the 
experience a rich learning experience.

I came into teaching with two key 
experiences that shaped my view on faith. 
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The most influential was my experience 
working with refugees in Canada for a 
year. I had taken a voluntary role with 
an organisation that rese�les refugees 
into Canada by providing a fully funded 
university education for them. In the year I 
volunteered, all our refugees were Muslim. 
We had organised accommodation, laptops, 
clothes and education, but discovered that 
the university did not offer halal food, 
making the refugee students struggle to 
se�le in the new environment. My passion 
to deliver good-quality RE stems from 
the fact that understanding religion and 
beliefs provides us as humans with a strong 
foundation to access the world around us 
and to change it for the be�er.

As subject leaders we often get caught 
up in the academic nature of our subjects 
and the progress students are making 
‘on paper’. This had always been a point 
of conflict for me as I have shaped my 
pedagogy to encompass the student and 
the value that RE has for shaping the 
students’ perceptions of the world we 
inhabit. Hearing continually about the 
importance of ‘personal knowledge’ in 
RS and discussing this further with other 
professionals, I felt empowered to create a 
curriculum that enables students to learn 
academically but also to reflect on and 
shape their perceptions of the world. One of 
the most powerful conversations happened 
in the interest groups where we discussed 
personal knowledge. While there has to 
be a place for assessments, if we assess 
students’ personal knowledge we may 
lose the natural and honest conversations 
students have when they are aware there 
is not a grade a�ached to something. It 
felt clear to us that we should not assess 
personal knowledge, something the Ofsted 
RE Research Review supports.

I had been lucky enough to inherit a 
curriculum that had started work on using 
different disciplines in learning, but since the 
symposium I have shaped these to reflect 
the need for pupils to engage with the world 
around them. As a school we will now be 
using religious literacy, philosophical and 
ethical questioning, and social science 
and virtues as disciplinary lenses to study 
our curriculum through. I felt passionate 
about empowering the students to have 
and to use skills associated with a variety 
of disciplines and for these to not only 
be something that shapes my planning. I 
am keen to ensure these disciplines do not 
appear standalone to students but rather 
interwoven, to ensure students understand 
religion in the world they all inhabit.

From speaking to others, it was clear 
that there is genuine concern that the 
worldviews framework makes an already 
crowded curriculum even more difficult to 
comprehend. Stephen Pe�, Kathryn Wright 
and Christine Counsell were able to provide 
useful and manageable techniques to 
add to our curriculum planning, making 
the process appear less daunting. RE 
teachers have always been aware of the 
importance of students ‘learning about’ 
and ‘learning from’ religions, and I feel this 
is still important. However, the language 
of worldviews allows us as teachers to 
continually ensure we are representing 
diversity within diversity and to give 
the students the skills to understand the 
complexity that can occur within belief 
systems. Faith, religion and beliefs cannot 
always be fully understood with a two-step 
process. To this effect we have trialled a 
‘worldviews’ scheme of work in Key Stage 
3 to empower students to understand what 
skills they are using and how that shapes 
their interactions with curriculum content. 
Giving students access to the language 
of worldviews has opened and deepened 
a variety of classroom conversations. 
For example, we are currently studying 
ethics, and students have all made the 
connection between views on morality 
and worldviews.

Being critical of our curricula as RE teachers 
can be difficult, specifically when to many 
of us they are personal creations. However, 
I do continually wonder whether I am 
teaching some of the things because I feel 
they are ‘tick list items’ we expect to see in 
a curriculum or because it is something I 
truly believe is benefiting pupils’ learning 

journeys. This is something I will challenge 
myself to explore as I continue to redesign 
the curriculum. In talking to others, I 
realised there is disservice in trying to 
explore the ‘big six’ faiths without teaching 
any single faith in all its complexity and 
diversity. I wonder whether reducing the 
number of faiths to explore worldviews 
within and around the chosen faiths could 
help or hinder students in the real world.

Working in a faith school, we have a large 
proportion of students from the Sikh faith, 
and I wanted to work with the students 
to build their understanding of the fact 
that being Sikh is a lens they see the 
world through, but also that other lenses 
also shape their and others’ experiences 
of the world. This has been beneficial as 
it has allowed the students to explore 
lived religion, and empowered them to 
understand where diversity in faith comes 
from and to be proud of their own diversity. 
Students have reflected on feeling Sikh due 
to a belief in God, but also through shared 
identity or family unity, or due to their 
nationality or ethnic background. We all 
see the world through a ‘filter’, and pupils 
should reflect on this. Knowing our filter 
allows us to understand why we see things 
as we do. For example, a Protestant and a 
Catholic will have different filters through 
which they see the Eucharist.

The most wonderful take-away 
from working with others is that 
the complexities of designing an RE 
curriculum are something we all share. 
I have been humbled by the generosities 
and willingness to share ideas that 
come from RE professionals. For me, the 
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focus on worldviews and the language 
of disciplines provides a framework to 
create a curriculum that takes pupils on 
a knowledge-rich journey, that sets them 
up for the real world they are going to 
encounter. I cannot predict what faith will 
look like as my students grow up, but I can 
provide them with the skills they need to 
encounter a changing and difficult world 
with an academic foundation.

The opportunity to develop your own 
curriculum from scratch is rare, but 
a reality for Emma Raven, sole head 
of department in a new free school in 
London. For her, the immense value of 
the symposium was to bring her into 
constructive conversation with other RE 
leaders. Revelling in the variety of ways of 
planning an RE curriculum, here she applies 
insights from the sessions to her own 
developing curriculum. 

Emma Raven: freedom, hope and 
moving out of isolation

In November 2021, the NATRE 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 se�ing up a department 
curriculum effectively from scratch. As I was 
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, 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 out 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 
li�le time to reflect carefully on the ideas 
presented during the talks and discussions 
with other colleagues. I had initially been 
struck by the sheer diversity of curricula 
out there and, in a classically existentialist 
way, left feeling a li�le lost and uncertain 
of what my next steps should be.

But, as my reflections and conversations 
se�led in, I identified some take-aways and 
next steps that have undoubtedly moved 
my curriculum forward for the be�er.

My initial thoughts and reflections are 
as follows:

1	 Your disciplinary lens ma�ers and can 
be made explicit to pupils.

After Richard Kueh and Christine 
Counsell’s talks and their discussion of 
‘ways of knowing’, I was struck by the 
importance of ge�ing pupils to really 
know what approach they are taking in 
each unit of work (that is, philosophical, 
sociological, theological, and so on). I 
had thought this should be under the 
surface and did not 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!

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, and so on, 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 struck 
by how the dialogue between colleagues 
was enriched by understanding religion 
and worldviews as ever-changing 
and morphing phenomena. Because 
of this, I was filled with hope for the 
future of RE, which, when you are in a 
department with no other specialists and 
having to defend your subject, was very 
much needed.
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Here are next steps and how my 
curriculum has moved forward:

1	 Do less, be�er.

Although the structure of my curriculum 
has remained broadly the same, I have 
followed the advice from speakers and 
colleagues to do less, be�er. 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 Christianity schemes 
of work to a worldviews approach. 
Using Picturing Islam and Picturing 
Christianity, I have integrated activities 
that support an understanding 
of difference within religions and 
worldviews.

3	 Integrating important issues: 
environmental ethics, and a ‘Belief and 
Non-belief in the Community’ project.

With the newfound 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 that 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’. This uses sociological 
perspectives 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 non-belief, 
to highlight how alive and significant 
worldviews are in the world we live in.

As a final note, in true fairy-tale 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 than you 
got from me, but I hope I was able to spark 
ideas in some way for you.

Afterthought

Finally, Stephen Pe�, a former head of 
RE in Gloucestershire, current Adviser 
with RE Today and curator of this article, 
reflects on the symposium itself and the 
responses above.

The curriculum symposium was so NATRE: 
diverse, teacher-driven, school- and 
classroom-centred, drawing on the best 
advice and the best examples of teacher 
engagement. Its focus was on bringing 
together the theoretical and the practical, 
to offer support and ideas, but to have those 
ideas road-tested by the reality of school 
and classroom practice. As someone who 
writes resources for teachers, including 
agreed syllabuses, I know that the most 
wonderfully constructed resource or 
syllabus is li�le use if it does not work in 
practice! As an observer at the event, I was 
struck, as I so often am, by the energy, 
creativity and resilience of RE teachers. 
Of course, we have the advantage of an 
amazingly rich and fascinating subject, but 
it is no easy challenge to wrestle it into an 
effective curriculum in the time available 
and in such diverse contexts. 

The teachers above exemplify this mix 
of creativity and pragmatism. Their 
willingness to submit to the scrutiny 
of others, their openness to advice and 
sometimes challenge, their generous 
sharing of ideas and resources – all these 
were followed up by their commitment to 
apply in their own schools what they had 
gained from the event. There are many such 
teachers with responsibility for the subject 
in schools; as a participant, observer, 
teacher and adviser, I recommend they take 
up – or make – the opportunity for such a 
curriculum symposium in their region. 

Stephen Pe�


