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Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_WBH77UBp]Religious Education provision and the right to withdraw is a controversial and current topic to investigate which makes it important for educators today. A clear understanding of the changes in Religious Education policy and an assessment of the benefits and drawbacks of the removal of the right to withdraw is essential knowledge that all educators should be familiar with when implementing the Curriculum for Wales (2020).

Before the 19th century there was no national system of education in the United Kingdom. Formal educational opportunities for children were limited to grammar, charity and ’dame’ schools. Many Charity schools were funded via the Society for the Propagation of Christians Knowledge (SPCK) who’s aim was to spread Christian knowledge as a missionary activity. As a result, the Religious Education in these settings were limited to being that of a Christian nature. 

The Education Act (1870) introduced legislation that outlined provision for Education of children in England and Wales. Publicly funded schools were introduced and were to be ‘non-denominational’ as opposed to the charity schools who remained led by in the main Christian denominations or religious societies. This led to inconsistency across Religious Education for the children of the United Kingdom. 

[bookmark: _Int_0J23CT4r]Subsequently, the Education Act (1944), the Education Reform Act (1988) and the School Standards and Frameworks Act (1998) then ensured Religious Education (RE) provision was a compulsory element of the schools’ curriculum. RE provision was outlined to reflect the Christian nature of the United Kingdom in the main whilst also considering other principal religions which were reflected in the population. Parents had and maintained the right to withdraw their children from all or part of religious worship and instruction. 

[bookmark: _Int_9FTW6O8y][bookmark: _Int_GC2UGu5T][bookmark: _Int_rO46zMft]The governance of education is now devolved to Wales and with the introduction of Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (2020), Religion Values and Ethics (RVE) has become mandatory for learners aged three to sixteen. RVE has become embodied into the Humanities Area of Learning an Experience (AOLE). This curriculum will support locally driven content based on knowledge, skills and experiences reflective of the local area. The CfW has also removed the parental right to withdraw from Religion Values and Ethics. There is much debate about whether this is a positive step for RE or not. This paper evaluates Religious Education policy in the UK since 1870 and assesses if removing the right to withdraw from RE is a positive step for the Religious Education of the future in Wales. 

Research methodology 
[bookmark: _Int_2tEVvLyc][bookmark: _Int_jMHTdJ7q][bookmark: _Int_0KKVupE1][bookmark: _Int_c3za1Sue][bookmark: _Int_qJgpjDss]The design of this research project will be flexible and eclectic using a variety of quantitative and qualitative information to best evaluate changes in Religious Education policy over time. Techniques to gather data for this project will include a mixture of document analysis, the use of existing datasets and literature analysis. A constant comparative method will be used to ensure that correlations between policy and societal changes can be highlighted efficiently.

[bookmark: _Int_dMp5hUYo][bookmark: _Int_NXSkFPIt][bookmark: _Int_Ut7gHGpg]To review Religious Education provision in the United Kingdom I will perform document analysis with governmental legislation and policies which are available online via the government website. (gov.uk) To analyse if Religious Education legislation in the United Kingdom reflects the changing nature of society since the nineteenth century to the present day, a mixture of techniques will be appropriate. Firstly, using existing data sets such as data from the Office of National Statistics concerning religion, comparisons and links can be made to identify correlations between provision and changes in society. Next, through literature analysis of educational blogs, websites and journals a fuller picture of the reasoning behind policy evolution can be explored. Finally exploring journals, educational websites and educational blogs will allow for a thorough evaluation of the benefits and drawbacks of the removal of the right to withdraw.

To ensure all sources are valid and reliable, reliability checks will be conducted assessing each information source for validity. A CRAAP test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose) will be conducted on each information source before its usage to determine if it is sufficiently reliable to be used for the purpose of this academic project. Due to this project being an axiological study considering Religion, Values and Ethics, there are a few ethical considerations that need to be at the forefront of this investigation. Whilst such a small-scale project does not require an ethics form, BERA ethical guidelines will be followed throughout this research. (BERA 2018)

Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Int_6tlhEYRI][bookmark: _Int_jDsLbySW]It is important to note that before 1902 there was no formal national system of publicly funded education. Only a small proportion of the child population had access to education. According to UK Parliament, formal education opportunities for children were limited to three main types: Grammar, Charity and Other/ ‘Dame’ schools (Parliament.uk 2022). Whilst Grammar schools and Dame schools often had no religious affiliation, Charity schools however were often of a Christian nature.

Charity schools were aimed towards then poorer sections of society and were funded via charitable organisations, most of which being religious in nature. In 1699 the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) was founded. Its main ideology was to provide education for the poor by spreading Christian knowledge as a missionary idea. The SPCK were responsible for the majority of the Charity Schools in Britain. In 1811 came the foundation of another Christian charity, the National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor. It provided education in the Anglican Faith and set up many schools to educate the poor in society.

In 1869 the National Education League founded to campaign for all children to have access to free, non- religious education. At the time, the majority of schools were under the control of religious groups or societies due to their funding and were therefore influenced by the churches. Due to this Religious Education became a large focus in the world of education and the educational policies and provision that followed were therefore influenced by this. 

The following infographic that I created outlines Religious Education in the UK through policy from 1870 to present day.

[image: ]
Figure 1 – United Kingdom Religious Education Policy through time

[bookmark: _Int_IAZjdbKD][bookmark: _Int_iWhjftJ5]As figure one shows, the education act (1870) was when the state officially took responsibility for education in Britain. It noted that schools should be provided for all children and board schools were established where education provision was limited alongside the charity schools led by religious establishments. In 1880 schooling became compulsory for all five to ten year olds. In 1893 the minimum age for leaving school was raised to eleven then further raised in 1899 to thirteen. It was again raised in 1918 to fourteen. All students in compulsory schooling had Religious Education consisting of a mainly Christian character even if the school they attended was primarily non-religious funded by the state. 

[bookmark: _Int_cPDoAek4]The history of the education system before 1944 explains why Religious Education became a contentious issue for Britain. There were significant inequalities not only with the type of religious education being provided for children but also inequalities when it came to funding and governmental grants for state or religious charity schools. There was conflict of opinion as to whether the state should also be funding religiously led schools as well as to if schools should have any religious affiliation at all. Barnes (2006) suggested that a lot of the critics of educational policy during this time were guided by their ideology to re-instate a Chrisitan nature into state schools and to link Christianity and British Citizenship.

In 1944, the Education Minister at the time R.A. Butler put forward to parliament an act to ensure that all secondary education was free, The Education Act (1944). This was a result of inequalities in the system which meant despite the allocation of free places at grammar schools, the poorer children were still unable to access secondary education due to excess costs. With the act of free Secondary education came the raise in the minimum age of school leaving from fifteen in 1948 to sixteen in 1973 increasing the RE provision timescale for children.

[bookmark: _Int_yXpOfpO0][bookmark: _Int_LLxFtnML][bookmark: _Int_7vw4bdW3][bookmark: _Int_9n4Amj8d][bookmark: _Int_77Avw04x]Barber (1994) describes it as “a national system, locally administered”. Local Educational Authorities (LEAs) had the responsibility for the organisation of secondary schools in their areas. Most followed the recommendations of Sir William Spens in the Spens Report (1938) and established a tripartite system: grammar, secondary modern and technical. Religious Education was clearly outlined in the 1944 legislation. There was to be a daily act of worship and religious instruction was to be provided in all schools. The daily act of worship should not be distinctive to any religious denomination. The religious instruction was subject to a locally agreed syllabus agreed by the local educational authority. With the implementation of an agreed syllabus, came the introduction of the Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE) who were to provide advice to LEAs concerning books, methods of teaching, lecture provision and any other religious instruction matters. If the parent of any pupil wished to withdraw said pupil from religious worship or religious instruction, then they could request to do so partially or wholly. This right given during a time where education was predominately Christian confessional and termed Religious Instruction was given as an attempt to protect the freedom of conscience of the non-religious and those in the religious minorities (Lundie and O’Siochru 2021). The right to withdraw conforms with Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), “the Right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion”. 

As Barber (1994) noted, high levels of immigration during the 1950’s of people from the Caribbean and the Indian sub-continent meant that the religious constitution of Britain changed. The Swann report (1985) suggested that education needed reforming to become more than just the reinforcement of beliefs, values and identity of children but instead to challenge sterotypes, myths and combat discrimination. Lundie and O’Siochru (2021) refer to this period as a time of societal and pedagogical change and with it also came legislation changes.  

[bookmark: _Int_qV2AN0Ww]The Education Reform Act (1988) enabled schools to opt out of local control by the LEA and be funded directly by central government. These schools could have more autonomy over their teaching and were able to maintain any previous religious ethos or even change their religious character if they so wished. The legislation for provision of Religious Instruction and a daily act of worship remained in place. The act did however further clarify and adjust requirements of collective worship as opposed to acts of worship and religious education as opposed to instruction as seen in Figure 1. As Harte J (1989 p32) expresses it was the ‘re-establishment of Christianity as the norm’ for both worship and education with a focus on educating children to make their own judgments not fostering a Christian faith. It seems Harte (1989) foresaw controversy with the change of name from ‘instruction’ to ‘education’ suggesting that ‘Religious Studies’ could have been a more appropriate term to use. Harte also expressed concern with the wording of ‘collective worship’ indicating that this term automatically infers a belief in God. This contradicts the ethos behind the name change of Religious Education from Religious Instruction. 

[bookmark: _Int_c4NPuF6r]The Education Reform Act (1988) as seen in figure 1, declared the locally agreed syllabus should reflect that “religious traditions in Great Britain are in the main Christian whilst taking account of the teaching and practices of the other principal religions represented in Great Britain.” As pointed out by Harte (1989) there was controversy over the phrase “in the main Christian” as this gives no indication as to proportions or how it would be measurable. The parental right to withdraw remained so a pupil could be withdrawn partially or wholly from collective worship or religious education given through the school’s basic curriculum. Again, conforming with Article 18 of the IPCCR protecting the human rights of the non-religious and minority religions. 

[bookmark: _Int_Lo8uWUQI]The National Curriculum was implemented via the School Standards and Framework Act (1998). The aim of the National Curriculum was to ensure that all children were taught the essential knowledge of key subject disciplines. Due to the nature of the subject, RE stood outside of the national curriculum and RE curricula was still determined by Local education authorities (LEAs) of which each had their own Standing Advisory Council for Religious Education (SACRE). As each area differed, the agreed syllabus also differed depending on the needs and provisions of the local area. 

[bookmark: _Int_sKRx3ZA8]Rudge (1998) claims the legislation surrounding RE is “complex and not without contradictions”. Concern was expressed about Religious Education being focussed on content rather than studies, a point foresaw by Harte (1989). There was also disparity and inequality between the locally agreed syllabi depending on the SACRE committee in place. Wright (2008) agrees with this point 10 years later arguing that the range of approaches to the subject were a result of local determination and this was presenting “significant variation in the quality of subject provision.” Therefore, the government published the national framework for RE (2004). This was not a syllabus in itself but a framework to guide the construction of a locally agreed syllabus. It outlined the knowledge, understanding and skills that students were entitled to receive. (Wright 2008)

However, Salter (2021) further claims that there are longstanding inconsistencies in the provision for RE that are backed by well documented literature succeeding the 2004 national framework. RE provision it seems remained inconsistent across the United Kingdom. This was identified by Clarke and Woodhead (2018) and they called for changes in RE provision and adaptations to the current legislation highlighting that current provision was not reflective of society and that the laws were often being breached or ignored by schools. 

Significant literature is suggestive that RE provision was not reflective of the religious nature of British society. This idea is further supported by the religion data from the Office of National Statistics (ONS). 
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[bookmark: _Int_ZHoECGL7][bookmark: _Int_QlLRIKf3]As seen in figure 1, Curriculum for Wales (2020) affirms that Religion, Values and Ethics is a compulsory element to education for children in Wales between the ages of three and sixteen. There has also been a removal of the parents right to withdraw children wholly or partially from religious education. Nixon (2018) questions whether there is any justification to keep the right to withdraw due to the now non-confessional nature of RE. Given his study is arguing this from the viewpoint of Scotland's curriculum but the principal ideology remains the same that a parents right to withdraw based on religious conscience is now fruitless in non-confessional Religious Education. A point also backed by Clarke and Woodhead (2018) who suggest the right to withdraw should be abolished due to the new nature of Religious Education. 

Jawoniyi (2012) also focuses on the non-confessional nature of RE claiming that non-confessional, multifaith RE was objective and critical and without indoctrination therefore leading to be the best pedagogical model to conform with the principles of human rights law internationally. If the RVE education from the Curriculum for Wales conforms to the principles of human rights as it is designed to then the conscience right to withdraw is rendered futile. 

Regarding provision of Religion Values and Ethics in the Humanities Area of Learning (AOLE) it could be argued that the removal of the withdrawal right was imperative to ensure the success of Humanities provision in Wales. Jenson (2005) supports this view claiming that allowing a parent to remove their child from a school subject that he deems necessary to enable that child to understand mankind and the world conflicts with the aims of developing understanding and tolerance of different religions and communities.

[bookmark: _Int_edJqMl0Q]The withdrawal right was one that was rarely put into practice in education settings. When it was enacted, strict guidelines and procedures had to be adhered to so it was never enacted without due diligence. There is no national data to evidence how frequently the parents right to withdraw is used in the United Kingdom. Nixon (2018) presents data suggesting that there is an average of 270 withdrawals from RE nationally per year. This number seems small in comparison to the amount of schools in the UK or the school eligible population. However, one must take into account that the 51 schools investigated by Nixon may not be representative of the UK’s population. It is also data that is blind to the amount of children in each school. There is also a questionable anomaly in one particular school, that of Roman Catholic denomination which was responsible for 40% of the withdrawals analysed. These factors would suggest that the right to withdraw could have been enacted in less frequency than Nixon had proposed further supporting the removal of the legislation. 
[bookmark: _Int_75WYfdJO]Clarke and Woodhead (2018) would support the removal of the right to withdraw, suggesting that Religious Education is being held back by outdated legislation by allowing parents to opt their children out of learning experiences. They go even further to suggest that the law is becoming a barrier to the deliverance of high-quality religious education that enables students to understand the world they are living in. Natre and NAHT (2018) attempted to clarify the withdrawal right and explained the right in terms of parental choice. This is not suggestive of what the right to withdraw was as it was historically framed in terms of conscientious objection. Lundie and O’Siochru (2021) then present findings for England that indicate the legal status surrounding the right to withdraw is met with considerable confusion. One could suggest that governmental clarity was needed for the UK regarding the right to withdraw rather than the removal in its entirety for Wales. 

Conclusions and recommendations
[bookmark: _Int_zHjT0dah][bookmark: _Int_bjSKkFEp][bookmark: _Int_tSvAr4FB]Overall, there is compelling evidence to suggest that this bold move to remove this longstanding legislation is necessary to enable the delivery of the Curriculum for Wales. Sitting within the Humanities area of learning, Religion, Values and Ethics will be intertwined with Geography, History and Business Studies thus the removal of a student from one subject will have a substantial impact on the delivery of others and may lead to loss of learning for the student impacting on their right to education. Of course, sensitivity needs to be considered when it comes to the rights and wishes of human beings and their faiths. However, it is questionable whether it is justifiable to exclude learners from a considerable proportion of education purely based on faith.

[bookmark: _Int_u96GUkGS][bookmark: _Int_zOF4cuH4][bookmark: _Int_0onvuR4P][bookmark: _Int_7gaDbkye][bookmark: _Int_Z6V8e37t][bookmark: _Int_Mbz5cPcj]In actual practice, the right to withdraw was a part of legislation that was rarely used and when enacted, various procedures had to be adhered to for removal to occur. Therefore, it was a part of legislation that had minimum impact on the delivery of Religious Education to the majority. If this removal is necessary and the impact as minimal as the literature and evidence implies, then further questions arise as to why it is such a contested decision and why many in the field of Religious Education disapprove of the removal. One would suggest that maybe the removal of the right to withdraw is not the main issue arising for discussion whereas merging Religion, Values and Ethics into the Humanities AOLE could be. This it could be said is the underlying issue that is impacting on the subject and its delivery rather than the removal of an archaic part of legislation that was rarely enacted. 

[bookmark: _Int_hbOGu3N7]Furthermore, the literature investigated and the analysis of ONS census data reveal that Religious Education policy did not correlate with the nature of British society. It is outdated and unreflective of the diverse needs of society in Great Britain indicating that a change such as the removal of the right to withdraw was necessary. One would question whether this does in fact breach the “right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion” (ICCPR 1966) as Religious Education provision differs vastly depending on location so each case would need to be reviewed independently to assess this. Especially given that RVE provision in Wales should provide what Jawoniyi (2012) termed non-confessional, multifaith RE, the best pedagogical model to conform to the principles of human rights law.

[bookmark: _Int_PrSQN0jt]Future recommendations for this project would be to explore the census data of the 2021 Census when published to ascertain if RVE in the Curriculum for Wales (2020) and the removal of the right to withdraw is reflective of the changing nature of religion in our society. Provisional release date for this data is the 29th November 2022. It could also be suggested that further investigations are undertaken to assess the impact of the removal to withdraw from Relationships and Sex education (RSE) in Wales as many concerns highlighted for this mirror that of the removal to withdraw from Religious Education. 
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Figure 1: In 2011, the profile of religious affiliation in England and Wales
was skewed, with the majority of the population identifying as Christian or
having no religion
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Figure 3: Change in religious affiliation, 2001-2011, England and Wales
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: Around half of those in Wales who identified as Christian or
Jewish were aged 50 years or over
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