What difference do SACREs make – and how do we know?

Report of NASACRE Conference in Bristol 6 December 2005

Sixty-five SACREs were represented at this event. The venue was well chosen: within walking distance from the station, yet with parking for those who came by car.  It was ideal for networking with a spacious, pleasant area to chat over refreshments or around tables during the lunch break.  The Conference room was filled to capacity, and there was quite a buzz of conversation when we were tackling questions in groups!  There was a challenging agenda on the issues of the moment.

Some changes to address:

In her opening remarks, Jane Brooke, Chair of NASACRE, outlined the issues:

· The new inspection process will mean fewer inspections from external bodies (Ofsted, HMI), and a subsequent concentration on internal school self-evaluation, following a common evidence-based format.

· SACREs will no longer have the familiar Ofsted  reports available about schools

· SACREs will themselves need to engage in self evaluation of their own performance.

It was clear from the outset that the impact of SACREs on the teaching of RE in each of our 150 local authority areas depends firstly on the quality of ‘intelligence’ received i.e. about discovering what is happening in the schools.    The attendant issue is how we make use of that intelligence: how effective are we?  However, the Conference took us beyond that with innovative ideas which perhaps other curriculum subjects might be interested in.

Changes at Ofsted: Barbara Wintersgill

HMI Barbara Wintersgill came straight to the point in her session.  We would no longer have subject reports from Ofsted.  She explained the new regime where the onus is now put on schools to set up their own processes for self evaluation.  The message was that SACREs need to tap into that system – but how?  All subjects face the same problem.  With no legal requirement to provide information about any particular subject, the problem for RE is acute in primary schools since there are no external tests to gauge standards.

In theory, the type of information in the previous Ofsted reports should be there on file in the schools ready for the new style Ofsted visits.  Perhaps, if we can help subject leaders in their preparations to meet the new requirements, we can both ensure that RE has a good profile, and convince them of the value of passing on to SACREs the information we need. 

Evaluating ourselves

The next session highlighted the way ahead.  Denise Chaplin could not be present in person, but her approach to the task of evaluating the Lewisham SACRE was presented on the screen.  The challenge was not so much how we assess  where our  SACRE is  as ‘developing’,  ‘established’ or ‘advanced’ in each of the various categories, but how we give evidence for our conclusions.  Evidence can be in the form of statements or anecdotes, but should also lead to intended actions.    It was explained how working parties were used by Lewisham SACRE meeting to tackle the various sections of the document reporting back every six months. We then had a little taste of doing the same in groups of three.  Quite a challenge!

One of the observations made about producing reports to the Local Authority was that it was necessary to make sure that responses acknowledged the latest Government documents e.g. references to ‘Every Child Matters’ should be incorporated in any SACRE development plan. 

The point which come home to me was that each SACREs needs to repeat the exercise at regular intervals asking the perennial questions ‘How are we doing?’, and precisely ‘How do we know?’

Leading RE in a School

After lunch we considered how to obtain information from the schools and give encouragement, and support to the people at the sharp end of teaching - especially those with responsibility for subject leadership.   The AREIAC Tool Kit for Subject Leaders is freely available on the RE online website: www.reonline.org.uk.  It is a sizable document, and it was useful to be led through it.

A brief introduction was given indicating how the Tool kit had been constructed to make the task of self assessment manageable. At the heart of the document is the Self Evaluation Form. This vehicle for presenting information about RE is consistent with the format required by Ofsted.     All the questions are in line with the self assessment procedures, and most importantly the sources of evidence for claims made are suggested.

Once the principles were explained, we were directed to find the Worked Examples (2.2,3,4) for primary, secondary and special schools.  By looking at the Checklist of materials (9) we could see how the Evidence for success in RE (8) could be culled from existing documents e.g. schemes of work, samples of pupils’ work etc.  Now was the time when for a few minutes we sampled the challenge ourselves as we looked at how to a present evidence for success of RE.  We, perhaps, began to experience of the nature of the task faced by subject leaders.

A National RE database?

In the final session, Tony Parfitt of the Culham Institute presented us with the idea for gaining information from every school in the England about their activity in RE.  In the glimpse he gave us of the proforma, there were a number of similarities with the Tool Kit, but it would be a shorter document.  To implement it, would firstly require a small ‘set up’ charge and then modest annual maintenance costs. 

There was much interest in the idea, but questions about whether teachers, particularly those in primary schools, would be willing to fill in a form not required directly by their schools.  Could the idea be taken on board by NASACRE, or possibly trialled as a pilot project by interested SACREs?   It seems very important to have not just reactions, but also suggestions from the teachers we want to work with.

It was suggested that we would be doing the work more appropriate for the DfES, but on the other hand, if NASCRE commissioned it, then we would have control both over what was collected, and how the information gained might be used.

Conclusion

It was a day which left my head reeling with so many new ideas, some of which I had only just begun to take on board.  What excited me was that RE was clearly to the fore in embracing the new system, and wanted to assist subject leaders, particularly those in primary schools, to meet the requirements without unnecessary burdens.  A great deal of thought has already been given to possible solutions, and now these ideas need to be tested by our respective SACREs and RE Advisers in the schools.  

Possible points for action by SACREs.

· Suggest that the Self Evaluation of the work of SACRE is done on a regular basis, and we look especially at the evidence for conclusions (in parallel with what is required in schools) 

· Look at the areas where RE makes a contribution to the various agendas of the LEA (e.g. community relations), and ensure that the contribution of RE is made explicit in our development plans and other communications.

· Be informed about policies such as ‘Every Child Matters’, and ensure that they are taken into account in SACRE presentations.

· Review the system of contacts with RE subject leaders in schools, and gauge how a SACRE questionnaire might be received. 

· In the absence of Ofsted reports raise the issue with the LEA as to how SACRE can fulfil its purpose of advising them.  This could underline the importance of their Advisers especially at Primary level.

· Have a presentation based on Self Evaluation Toolkit especially the worked examples, and section on Checklist of Materials.  We need to understand what subject leaders are expected to do. (Opportunity for a SACRE training session led by subject leaders?)

· Examine the last Primary and Secondary Ofsted  subject reports for RE under the old system: these indicate both the progress made and the work still to do (available on request from DfES under the Annual Report of the Chief Inspector 2004)

