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FAITH IN OUR SCHOOLS

Report of the Learning & Culture Scrutiny Committee – 29 June 2004
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Following an approach from the Muslim Community to establish a Muslim secondary school in Oxford, the Learning & Culture Scrutiny Committee established a Review Group which started work in April 2003. Its initial remit was to:

· examine the implications of the range of possible responses, both for existing schools and more widely;

· consider the local and national context in relation to the education of Muslim pupils and the provision of faith-based secondary education;

· provide a report to guide the County Council's medium- to long- term response to these and related issues; and

· make recommendations.

Secondary education for Muslim pupils had been identified by members as a key issue in some local communities, especially in Oxford City. During the Review, it became clear that this raised important questions not only for Muslim pupils and for faith-based secondary schools, but for children and young people of all faiths or none and for all schools and had significant wider social implications.

This review was proposed by the Learning & Culture Scrutiny Committee in December 2002 and was carried out under the Local Government Act 2000, Section 21(2)(e) which sets out the powers for local authority scrutiny committees to “make reports or recommendations to the authority or the Executive on matters which affect the authority’s area or the inhabitants of that area”. The Scrutiny Co-ordinating Group endorsed the project brief, in the form of the scoping document, set out in Annex A, in March 2003.

The Review Group consisting of Cllr Andrew Brown (Chair), Cllr Shereen Karmali, Cllr Maureen Hastings and Mrs Sue Matthew (on behalf of the Church of England, replacing Dr John Gay) met on six occasions as a group and a further ten times to interview expert witnesses, focus groups and to visit schools. Mr Julian Hehir acted as the Scrutiny Review Officer. Mr Michael Mill, Education Officer in the Learning & Culture Directorate, attended on three occasions at the request of the group. Professor Richard Pring and Dr Tony Eaude, Research Fellow, Department of Educational Studies, University of Oxford were identified as professional consultants. They prepared two briefing papers, one in October 2003, one in November 2003, which appear as Annexes D and E.

There were four main phases to the Review. In the first, to October 2003, the group discussed and explored the main issues raised, with the national and local research and statistics summarised in the first briefing paper. The second, in October and November 2003, consisted of a meeting of about one hundred members of the Muslim community, the Review Group and County Councillors, all of whom had been invited, discussion with a series of witnesses; a visit to the Al-Hijrah Voluntary Aided Muslim School in Birmingham; and further consideration of relevant research and reports as they became available. This concluded with the second briefing paper.  It had been anticipated the third phase, from January to March 2004, would consist of empirical research within the Muslim community. However, this was replaced by further evidence-gathering with a visit to the Ash-Shifa Muslim independent school in Banbury, visits to Oxford Community School, where the IQRA school is based, and to Cheney School, to interview groups of pupils and discussions with further witnesses including a group of secondary school Headteachers and the Principal Adviser. This both provided new evidence and offered the chance to test out the feasibility and practicability of possible recommendations. The list of witnesses, and their background, appears as Annex B. The final phase involved refining the recommendations and exploring further their feasibility and practicability with members of the different political groups on the County Council and a seminar for members, the Senior Management Team of the Learning & Culture Directorate, teachers from Lord Williams's Secondary School, Thame, and members of the Muslim community, especially the IQRA committee. Some of these, for practical reasons, have been delayed until after the meeting of the Learning & Culture Scrutiny Committee.

This Executive Summary highlights the main issues in each of the substantive sections of the Report, which lead to the recommendations below. The Committee believes that these are highly complex, often controversial, questions and it is often hard for a brief summary to do justice to these. The Committee urges members and others to read the main report in full. 

The section on the national situation in relation to faith schools, distinguishes independent schools, of which there are two small Muslim ones in Oxfordshire, from Voluntary schools, which attract Government funding. Most Voluntary schools are sponsored by the Church of England or the Roman Catholic Church. Their role is usually seen as a mixture of 'nurturing the faith community' and 'service to the wider community', with different schools giving greater emphasis to one or other of these. A few schools from other faith communities have gained approval for Voluntary status, but Muslims have found it hard to obtain this and are heavily underrepresented, especially given the social changes of the last fifty years. All the schools approved have been in cities much larger than Oxford and where schools have shown a long track record of success as independent schools. The existence of opposition to state funding for faith schools is highlighted. The Committee affirms its belief in the strength of the 'equity' argument - that if one faith community can have its own schools, then so should others. However, the Government supports the setting up of more faith-based schools, on the grounds of their greater academic success. There is a lack of firm evidence to support this, but the Committee's belief that helping pupils with an active religious faith to feel comfortable with expressing and practising their faith can contribute to social inclusion and cohesion and higher standards are explained.

The section on the wider social context explores the current context of mutual suspicion, whereby Muslims are regarded by many non-Muslims with wariness and often hostility and, in growing numbers, respond by wanting more segregation. The importance of integrated schools, and the centrality of schools in promoting social cohesion, are highlighted, in the context of the reports on troubles in Oldham and Bradford, in which self-segregating, mono-ethnic schools, were seen as a contributory factor. The close links between religious faith and culture are discussed to explain the importance ascribed to such issues as single-sex schooling especially for girls. The question of differences between first-generation migrants and their children and grandchildren is shown to be more complex than is often thought. The Committee recognises the wariness which can lead to a wish for greater segregation, but believes that building and extending social cohesion and cross-cultural awareness is a fundamental purpose of the Review and of education itself.

The section on the local context describes the main concerns of the Muslim community and features of what is meant by a Muslim school. The former involve the levels of academic attainment, the need to maintain cultural identity, the nurturing of faith and Islamic values and the lack of parental choice, especially for single sex provision, especially for girls. The equity argument featured strongly. The results of the Oxford City schools' re-organisation, especially the loss of single-sex provision for girls and the reduction of faith-based schooling to one Roman Catholic secondary school, appear to have strengthened the sense of grievance. An independent school for Muslim girls has recently been set up in Oxford, but with limited accommodation and finances. The Review Group considered very carefully whether there would be enough demand to make a Muslim Voluntary Aided (VA) school viable, concluding that it was unlikely and that a number of factors, including the lack of an independent Muslim school with a successful record meant that an application was most unlikely to be approved. A further factor was to avoid more disruption and uncertainty following the recent re-organisation. The Committee came to no decision for or against a Muslim VA school in principle, primarily because of the equity argument, and highlights that demographic trends suggest that Muslims constitute a rising percentage of the school population. However, the Committee concludes that the grievances need to be addressed and that this has implications for all schools.

The section on existing provision and possibilities concludes that religious faith has too low a profile in many secondary schools. Among the reasons may be many pupils' belief that religion is unimportant, a concern about possible indoctrination, numerous other priorities and agendas and teachers' wishes to avoid highlighting difference. This last point may result in a lack of positive affirmation of religious faith as a component of personal identity. The Committee believes that this question has implications far beyond R.E. and Collective Worship involving a wide range of curricular and pastoral provision. The Committee recommends (R2 below) a set of guidelines to ensure that good practice becomes more consistent in areas ranging from relatively simple matters to more radical adaptations to within-school provision. R3 calls for each school to set up a group to consider, implement and monitor such changes involving members from local faith communities. These are also urged to work in partnership with schools, for instance by identifying suitable members of their faiths to be trained (R6) to work closely with schools.

The role of the County Council and other groups in supporting schools starts by suggesting that a statement of principle on the lines of R1 should be adopted and, as appropriate, incorporated in the LEA's Curriculum Vision Statement. R4 suggests areas where the Learning & Culture Directorate should investigate ways of assisting schools in implementing this report, the most important being a major programme of professional development, to assist in the dissemination of the guidelines. One focus is on heads and pastoral year heads so that the messages are widely disseminated in school. A second is teachers in the induction phase and those in training, on which the Executive is urged, in R7, to contact the Teacher Training Agency. A third focus is on officers, advisers and governors. Given the existing position of Voluntary schools, and the equity argument, the Executive is recommended in R5 to discuss with the relevant Diocesan Authorities and Governing Bodies the reservation of a percentage of places for pupils from outside the sponsoring faith community. The Executive finally is urged, without formal recommendations, to:

· promote partnership with, and offer (within its powers) advice to Muslim (and other faith-based) independent schools, on condition that they demonstrate a desire to participate fully in a cross-cultural interchange with maintained schools; and

· take account of the issues raised in the report when considering the long-term planning of secondary schools in the County, especially if this were to involve the expansion of the Voluntary sector.


RECOMMENDATIONS

The Committee presents the following recommendations as well as highlighting in the Report steps to be taken to implement them successfully.  We hope that these are welcomed both by the Executive and by the Learning & Culture Directorate and other stakeholders in the spirit of self-challenge and the search for continuous improvement that scrutiny represents. R9 recommends the setting up of a group to monitor progress on the implementation of these recommendations.

R1
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to adopt the following statement: 

Oxfordshire County Council is aware of the history of concern from the Muslim community and other faith communities within Oxfordshire about the role of education in supporting children and young people's religious faith. While recognising the current position in relation to the provision of Voluntary Schools, the County Council does not believe that support for the setting up of a state funded Muslim secondary school in Oxfordshire is currently appropriate.

However, the County Council affirms its belief that:

· all schools have a major role in promoting social cohesion and combating prejudice and intolerance;

· social cohesion involves welcoming diversity, including diversity of religious affiliation;

· schools must strive to be as inclusive and as sensitive as possible to the needs, related religious belief and practice, of children and young people from any particular faith tradition, or from none;

· social cohesion, inclusivity and sensitivity in terms of religious belief requires a commitment from those who lead, manage and work in schools, those in the County Council who support them and faith communities, working in partnership, to:

· ensure that schools avoid indoctrination and proselytising, while taking active steps to support the faith and values of children and young people of all faiths;

· be aware of the needs of children and young people of different faiths and take active steps to meet these, both in pastoral and curricular provision;

· strive for greater sensitivity and improved practice through professional development, training and discussion.

· recognise that such measures are necessary to contribute to the well-being and sense of identity of many children and young people whose needs are not currently being fully met and have the potential to complement the search for higher standards of achievement.

and to incorporate the relevant sections of such a statement in the next revision of the LEA's Curriculum Vision Statement.

R2
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to prepare and circulate guidelines within the framework set out in Annex F for headteachers and governors to consider, in the following areas:

1. adaptation of curricular provision or adoption of modules to provide specific support for the child's faith, culture and language, including:

· Sex Education within single-sex or single-faith groupings;

· Collective Worship and Religious Education sensitive to pupils of different faith communities and of none, involving, as appropriate, faith leaders or members from a range of different faiths and, where necessary, enhancing the provision of RE in schools;

· provision for Modern Foreign Languages, such as Arabic, Urdu or Hebrew, and for an Islamic Studies course or similar courses to support members of specific faith communities, and potentially other pupils;

· the possibility of single-sex provision for one or more classes in mixed-sex schools, maybe in particular subjects.

2. improvements to pastoral care structures, including:

· reviewing policies on bullying /abuse especially where this relates to race, culture or religion in line with Oxfordshire County Council's Comprehensive Equality Policy;

· sensitivity in such matters as changing and washing facilities and social events such as raffles and discos.

3. the possibility of specific provision for pupils from particular faith communities, including:

· special dietary requirements and flexibility of uniform, where appropriate, for religious reasons;

· enabling authorised absence on religious holidays and avoiding exams on such days;

· appropriate room(s) set aside for prayer where possible, to enable prayer at specific times, or at a time of the pupils' choosing; 

· availability of faith leaders to offer appropriate support for pupils; and

· additional instruction to support their specific faith outside the school day but on school premises;

4. the implications, to enable these to happen, for:

· staff development for all staff, both teaching and support staff, to increase levels of sensitivity and knowledge;

· recruitment of staff, governors and mentors from a range of faith communities represented at the school;

· links with other schools, both private and maintained, to share resources and expertise such as for training and teaching of subjects which cannot be taught within existing staffing/ timetabling.

R3
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to urge each secondary school to consider the formation of a group, or adaptation of the remit of an existing one, such as an Equal Opportunities group, for regular discussion of how such guidelines can best be implemented, monitor the implementation and consider other appropriate possibilities within the school's context.

R4
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to ask the Learning & Culture Directorate (in consultation, where appropriate, with other Directorates and agencies) to consider the implications of this report in relation to the following areas and to make appropriate recommendations to the Executive:

1. linking provision for religious faith with relevant aspects of:

· the implementation plans for meeting Public Service Agreements targets, such as those on the achievement of ethnic minority groups;

· the Education Development Plan; and

· the Monitoring Quality Review process.

2. promoting greater involvement of members of faith communities within the mentoring scheme;

3. using the Youth Service, Adult & Community Learning, the Ethnic Minority Achievement Service (EMAS) team and other relevant parts of Cultural Services, including the Museum Service, in supporting children and young people's religious and cultural identity, as a core element of their wider development as citizens;

4. providing resources to support teachers in areas related to religious faith; and 

5. enhancing the awareness of heads, teachers, officers, advisers and governors through professional development and training.

R5
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to discuss with the relevant Diocesan Authorities and governing bodies of existing VA schools the reservation of a percentage of places in VA schools for pupils from outside the sponsoring faith community; and to encourage this in discussions about any future VA secondary schools.

R6
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to approach bodies such as SACRE and faith communities to consider how they can work in partnership with schools and the Directorates of the County Council to help in implementing these recommendations, especially through the identification and training of appropriate members of faith communities to work with schools.

R7
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to draw to the attention of the Teacher Training Agency the importance of all teachers in training being aware of, and sensitive to, the needs of children and young people from all faith communities and of none in relation to religious faith (as a core element of individuals' moral framework and development as citizens) and the possible curricular and pastoral implications.

R8
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to set up a meeting with members of the Muslim community, members of other faith communities and County Councillors to discuss the implications of this review and ways in which these partners can contribute to the implementation of the recommendations.

R9
The Committee RECOMMENDS the Executive to establish a working group to monitor progress on these recommendations, to meet with officers and the portfolio holder as appropriate, and report to the February 2005 meeting of the Learning & Culture Scrutiny Committee.
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