At the GLATUC MEETING held on October 14 Bill Greenshields, the NUT Vice-President spoke on the issue of faith schools and we reproduce his notes - as carried on his web site  www.billgreenshields.org.uk.

"Faith Schools"

Bill went to the Greater London Association of Trades Councils (GLATC) recently to talk about the issues of "faith schools" 

The meeting took place at around the time that the controversy over wearing "the veil" in school was being hyped up by politicians and press for their own scurrilous purposes...

Well, firstly I want to thank you for inviting me to speak to you on this important issue. There are very many important - indeed pivotal - issues facing our state comprehensive education system at this time, and of course we must not allow the sensationalism of the press, and the self-serving "populist" statements of career politicians to simply elevate one that they choose to promote for their own purposes. I'll do my very best to familiarise you with our NUT perspectives - but you will have to forgive me if my own opinions show through!

It is indeed a very important issue, and a very complex one, which too many seek to simplify in order to avoid the very difficult arguments and potential strategies. So, first principle no "dumbing down" for the sake of easy answers or the maintenance of a Left "catechism" to be recited!

It is this very complexity which led the NUT at our recent policy conference to "decide not to decide" an attitude towards faith schools - but to set up a Working Party and a process where we could look at the matter in depth, and seek an evidence based way forward. Some might say that, after the continuing influence of the Christian Church in particular on developing State Education over the last 150 years, it's not before time!

There are others, and other teacher unions, that have taken a decision to oppose "faith schools", without feeling the need for such research and investigation. We understand their view, but want to point out there are a wide range of "contexts" within which faith schools have to be considered.

You'll know that all state schools are required, in addition to religious education, to have a form of religious observance, and act of worship. These requirements are not always strictly met, and most schools do not give them priority! But let's be clear. A school is not a "faith school" simply because of the religious beliefs of the pupils attending, nor can it be identified as such by what goes on in its assemblies, or the personal beliefs of staff or management. There are many state community schools that have a majority of pupils, sometimes and overwhelming majority of pupils, sharing the same religion. These are not "faith schools". To be defined as a "faith school", the school must be owned or controlled by a faith group. It is a question of ownership and management control - not the personal beliefs of pupils and/or staff.

There are just under 7000 "faith schools" in the state system in England and Wales, out of a total number of 23000. Of these 7000, the overwhelming majority are Christian, with just 33 Jewish schools, 2 Muslim schools and 2 Sikh schools. In the private sector there are a further 116 Christian schools, 100 Muslim schools and 51 Jewish.

The first "context" that we must consider these in, is suggested by these numbers. The Government's Education Bill is focused on the creation of a range of "diverse" and competing schools, seeking to win the battle for "parental choice". I'm not going to go into detail, but the NUT is implacably opposed to this programme. We believe that it is nothing to do with "choice" and "standards" as Blair suggests, and everything to do with fragmentation, marketisation and future full-on privatisation. This will have a devastating negative effect on equality of opportunity, and specifically on the education of working class children from the toughest backgrounds. It will also have a very negative effect in the middle and long term on the pay and conditions of teachers and other school staff -a pretty central concern for the NUT!

The government insists that the further development of "faith schools" is a positive "diversifying" influence. All new schools are to be open to "bids" from faith groups (as well as from local businesses, voluntary organisations, parental groups etc) through "Trust" status. All existing private schools, including the faith schools, are to be invited to opt-in to public funding, though they will retain their management autonomy - through the same "Trust" status. So firstly we have to consider the promotion of faith schools in terms of the more general political plans to break up state education. This may well lead us to oppose further faith schools.

Secondly though, we have to consider the "equalities agenda". This argument recognises that faith schools per se may be positive or negative, but argues that, for as long as there are thousands of Christian run schools already in existence, and receiving public funding, we cannot refuse to redress the balance, by welcoming more Jewish, Muslim and Sikh schools just for example... and for starters - there would inevitably be more! Those who support this argument maintain that to maintain the status quo in terms of faith schools would be discriminatory, and, indirectly at least, racist. In response to this, some opponents of further faith schools agree that in order that we can legitimately stop the development of more faith schools, we would have to demand the abolition of those that currently exist. But many of these existing faith schools (often with relatively little religious input, and often more or less indistinguishable from non-faith schools) are very well supported by local communities, and are doing a very good job. The NUT has 28000 members working in faith schools - many who have specifically chosen to do so. Simple abolition demands, could well play into the hands of those who do not have the best interests of "a good local school for every child" at heart.

The third context concerns the perception of the purpose of education. Most educationalists, including practising teachers, would agree that our role is to encourage rationalism, research, use of evidence argument, debate etc - the scientific method - to arrive at truth and answers to the big questions that children (and the rest of us) face. It is not our job to encourage "belief", "faith", adherence to patterns of behaviour and ways of thinking simply based on scripture and the supposed requirements of a Supreme Being. Many faith groups maintain that it is not their purpose to educate young people into their particular belief system. The question has to be asked... why then would such a faith group want to be involved in all the time, effort and money associated with owning, controlling and running schools? We know that some faith schools, both in the private and publicly funded sectors of education do in fact promote particular beliefs - in creationism, in very narrowly and conservatively defined "family values", against contraception and abortion, against LGBT equality - and against the equality of women. This is not always "on the curriculum" - but children are remarkably astute, and quickly understand the messages of the "hidden curriculum". Recent questions of "the veil" would seem to fit here.

Lastly, and extremely importantly, there is the question, the context, of social cohesion and social disintegration. Following the community disturbances, violence and destruction in Burnley, Bradford and Oldham all the reports - the Cantle Report, the Denham report etc - and more recent community based update reports, indicate that well planned and practical programmes for social cohesion had to be put into effect. "Community cohesion should be.... our... top priority... reflected in all policy making". More recently, Trevor Phillips of the Commission for Racial Equality has spoken controversially, but very powerfully in my view, of the dangers of "sleepwalking to segregation". The existence of faith schools in the North of Ireland has, for as long as they have existed, helped to maintain destructive divisions, suspicions and hatred. As faith schools in our Midland and Northern towns begin to divide previously relatively well integrated communities on ethnic lines, the opponents of faith schools are encouraged that the arguments concerning "equality of opportunity" to own schools is spurious and dangerous.

The unavoidable fact is, and this is my opinion, that the question of faith schools cannot be considered without reconsidering the whole question of multi-culturalism. The term means different things to different people, and these differences have been too easily accepted. Does it mean simple understanding of other cultures, or does it imply that special efforts need to be made to maintain and sustain cultures that had their origins in entirely different social, economic and environmental conditions. Does it mean that all cultural practices are automatically "defensible", no matter how out of tune with progressive thinking - e.g. expressions of homophobia based on scriptural instruction, whether Christian or Islamic? Multiculturalism has made "integration" a dirty word... but so too, obviously, is segregation... isn't it? Yet now we hear progressive people arguing for separate religious schools, indeed separate ethnic schools, to protect against racism, to allow focus on specific groups of pupils, to protect cultures which find themselves unsupported in the conditions of a new society, and which appear not to prepare "next generations" properly for life in that new society. There are difficult issues here, that will be misinterpreted and exploited by the fascist and racist Right, and by religious fundamentalists of different "faith groups", unless they are bravely and properly dealt with within our progressive anti-racist labour movement.

Why have "faith schools" become an issue at this moment in time? Again there are a number of pressures. Firstly, there can be no doubt that "terrorism" and "the war on terrorism" have played their mutually dependent roles in ratcheting up tensions - both religious and ethnic - to the perceived advantage of some religious leaders and politicians. These tensions encourage more people to want to get their children out of "harms way" however again that is perceived - and thus create a demand for a school where healthy human diversity is replaced by uniformity.

Secondly, the Government's big plan to break up the state system of education has been preceded by a couple of decades or more of largely unsubstantiated attacks on state comprehensive schools in terms of standards, pupil behaviour, security and ethos. These attacks have, certainly in some areas, had their effects and caused a lack of confidence in what new labour infamously called "bog-standard" comprehensives... and thus caused many parents to look for schools with a strong sense of morality, with strong behaviour policies, with better standards. Many parents, rightly or wrongly, identify these things with faith schools - even if they have no particular "faith" themselves.

All of this, all of these issues and contexts, have to be seen against a final, and in my opinion over-riding imperative. We workers, organised through our Unions and community organisations, including our Trades Councils as represented here, have to begin to develop our own positive policies for the future of industry and our public services. Our policies, plans, proposed programmes need to be based on research and evidence, and then on our ability to win massive popular support for them. Some would call this an alternative economic and political strategy, designed to challenge as effectively as we can the neoliberal politics and programmes of globalised capitalism. 

The Government - every government - Tory, New Labour or for that matter Old Labour is going to be under consistent and massive pressure from big business in the form of the Transnationals, and from European and World political and economic structures to conform to the agenda of marketisation and privatisation. If we are to stop this we will need to exert massive "people power" from the bottom up.

So our attitude to State Schools, "diversity", fragmentation, "choice", marketisation - including faith schools - has to part of a consistent policy for education and public services... and that needs to be researched, to be fought and campaigned for and won in the minds and actions of millions of people.

A big task, but one in which the millions of workers in Trade Unions need to be central.... so I am once again, very grateful that you invited me here to talk about these issues... and now I look forward to listening to your discussion - which I have no intention at all of attempting to "sum up". The process is just starting, and will not be easy... but it every long march begins with the first few steps!

