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Professional REflection: On reflection

I remember the interview that landed me my first teaching job. 
It was in two parts, and for one of them I was given a flip chart 
and 30 minutes and expected to plan a term’s work on the topic 
of food. I remember clearly having to explain how work on the 
nutrients in food (science) might support learning about the 
history of some foods as well as the different words for some food 
types (barm cake for lunch, anyone?) and how we might produce 
some instructional writing around recipes. Unsurprisingly, there 
was heavy RE content in my plan; the place of the langar, the 
symbolism in food at Pesach, and I seem to remember something 
about Diwali (it was a job in Leicester, with the biggest Diwali 
celebrations anywhere in the world outside India).

Studying for a BEd in the late 1980s meant that I had been 
trained to construct curriculum myself, as the National 
Curriculum, which directed teachers in what to do, was only 
just being introduced. Even then, the vast tomes that made 
up the first National Curriculum, a packed A4 folder for each 
subject as a primary school teacher, meant that curriculum 
construction remained part of the job. When I am in involved 
in teacher interviews now, this type of activity and the 
conversations that follow do not form part of the process. 
However, since the publication of the Ofsted Education Inspection 
Framework in 2019 there has been a greater focus on curriculum 
breadth, and on how knowledge and understanding builds 
through the construction of that curriculum by the teacher. 
Welcomed by many, it does provide a whole series of once-
familiar challenges for a new generation of subject leaders and 
heads of department. 

Through the curriculum symposium and associated legacy 
materials, as Ben Wood says in his piece in this issue, these 
challenges are ones that NATRE wants to support teachers 
with. Teachers deserve support to gain deeper understanding of 
the processes involved in constructing high-quality curricula. 
This needs to be factored into their continuing professional 
development (CPD). It does not happen by chance. Yet it was clear 
from the evaluation aspect of the symposium that some teachers 
have been given limited time, and what support they had lacked 
specific subject focus.

We hope that the symposium approach and the legacy materials 
it generated, including ‘how-to’ guides on using the films and 
suggested strategies for curriculum discussion  
(see www.natre.org.uk/about-natre/projects/curriculum-
symposium/), will mean that many more rich conversations 
leading to developments of the RE curriculum will happen over 
the next few years. Delegates have reported strengths in the 
curriculum conversations they had, and the value in sharing 
and hearing examples of what has or has not worked for others. 

They appreciated being able to talk at a high level in a subject-
focused way in smaller groups where everyone could contribute. 
Hopefully other teachers can benefit from this experience, 
following a similar model.

This process empowered and informed teachers and others to 
create fit-for-purpose curricula and to work with others to do 
the same. RE/RW has been criticised in recent years for a lack 
of clear purpose, for confused and confusing curriculum design, 
and for a pupil experience identifiable by its lack of parity 
across the country (Ofsted 2013, APPG 2013, Dinham and Shaw 
2015). Too often the curriculum is confused, students are being 
failed and the subject is not contributing as effectively as it 
could to the wider school curriculum. Curricular conversations 
promoting and empowering RE/RW teachers as curriculum 
developers can start to address these difficult and deeply 
entrenched problems. 

We are expecting a lot from teachers, particularly in primary 
schools, who in the main are not RE curriculum experts. More 
needs to be done. The RE/RW community is working hard to 
address the issue of supporting teachers as curriculum developers 
beyond the symposium opportunity and despite a lack of support 
from policy makers. The Department for Education can and should 
do more in this area with, for example, support for CPD, bursaries 
for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) and encouraging (and providing 
time for) ITE providers to support students to learn to build a 
curriculum effectively. 

But at the same time, RE/RW teachers cannot wait for others. Our 
pupils are building understanding and knowledge now. Ben Wood 
in his article entreats us not to be distracted; to stay focused on 
what we are teaching and ensure our pupils’ understanding builds 
across time.

While the curriculum we deliver is not as freed up as the one that 
I constructed around food at an interview in the 1990s, those 
same skills of curriculum development are still essential. Those in 
authority must empower RE/RW subject leaders in schools now by 
supporting their professional development: with bursaries for RE 
trainees in secondary, funded CPD for subject leaders in primary 
and subject-specific support to construct a new curriculum. As we 
move, seemingly at pace, to an entirely multi-academy-trust-led 
system of school governance, we need primary and secondary 
specialists who can construct RE/RW curricula for their context, 
because the ones who trained in the 1980s and who still have 
those skills are not going to be members of the teaching workforce 
for much longer.
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