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Religion in education is often a contentious area, not least in Northern Ireland.  A group of academics once described religion as “one of the darkest regions in education” (Crozier, 1989), and even one of the best known of writers and thinkers in the Religious Education field, the late Dr. John Greer of the University of Ulster, once suggested that R.E.. “may easily become part of the process of initiation into the tribalism in Northern Ireland” (Greer & McElhinney, 1985).  

One of the greatest obstacles to constructive discussion about Religious Education lies in the confused perception that Religious Education (RE) and Religious Instruction (RI) are one and the same thing!  It is now almost 20 years since government legislation in Northern Ireland and other parts of the UK replaced “instruction” with “education”, but the two terms are still used interchangeably by some people including in some official documentation and even discussions on case law.  By “Religious Instruction” I understand a process of teaching a particular faith as truth – what we may call “confessional teaching”.  This is entirely appropriate in faith communities, of course, where such teaching is in a voluntary context; in the view of many people, however, this is both ethically and educationally out of place in publicly funded schools.  By “Religious Education” I mean processes of learning that are open-ended and inclusive, suitable for people of all backgrounds and justifiable on educational grounds.  RI and RE may in some circumstances be complementary, but they are certainly not the same thing.
The term ‘Religious Instruction’ was changed to ‘Religious Education’ in Northern Ireland legislation in 1989, as it had been in England and Wales the previous year.  The concept of instructing people in what they should believe no longer seemed appropriate in contemporary educational practice in publicly funded schools, and in many other parts of the UK the realities of life in a plural society was already keenly reflected in the content and methodology of R.E. syllabuses and classes.  In 1989, however, these realities did not feature on the agenda of most legislators or many educators in Northern Ireland, which was quickly evident when the four largest Christian denominations were designated as “persons having an interest in the teaching of Religious Education in grant-aided schools” (HMSO: 1989, 13.4(a)) and therefore asked to devise a Core Syllabus for Religious Education.  According to civil servants, this interpretation of the legislation has set a precedent that cannot now be changed!

The debate about the Northern Ireland RE Core Syllabus is not really the main focus of this paper, though it will inevitably be a point of background reference.  In summary the issues are about a “Core Syllabus” devised, and later revised, exclusively by Christian denominations without any reference to members of other faith communities or those who have no religion.  Its authors have written of “the essential Christian character of Religious Education” and have described it as “a Christian-centred Core Syllabus” (Churches Working Party, 2003:4).  In their original version of the Syllabus, which became official from 1993, they defended their decision to exclude teaching on “other religions”, suggesting that schools might do this as an option if they wished but only as an addition to everything else they had designated (Churches Drafting Group, 1991:5).  A grudging decision to include world faiths in the Revised Syllabus, though at Key Stage 3 only, was agreed with the rider that “the study of the World Faiths will require only a modest amount of teaching time” (Churches Working Party, 2003:11).  The Syllabus has been opposed by many groups, including educational bodies, inter-faith, humanist and community groups and also by organisations with a human rights remit, but nevertheless it is now in place, as of September 2007, as the new official R.E. Syllabus for Northern Ireland.
With that background stated, I want in this paper to ask a more fundamental question about Religious Education.  Is there a ‘right’ to teaching and learning in relation to religious matters?  Is Religious Education in any way justifiable by reference to international human rights instruments?  Is there some basis in human rights for religious education, in preference to that which only really constitutes confessional instruction?  I don’t wish to suggest that Religious Education can only be justified on the basis of human rights principles, but I do believe that such principles can be supportive and helpful in providing added credibility in the discussion.
Religious Education in Human Rights?

The task is not so straightforward, however, particularly because the term “Religious Education” as such is not to be found in these documents.  In 2001 a United Nations consultative conference on School Education in relation with Freedom of Religion or Belief, Tolerance or Non-Discrimination (which can be viewed via the Oslo Coalition website: UN Consultative Conference, 2001) studiously avoided the term in its official documentation, even though for most of the delegates it was clearly religious education that was being discussed.  Concerns about irritating the representatives of nations where R.E. does not form part of the curriculum of public schools seemed to be paramount on this occasion.
There is, however, a good deal in Human Rights about religion, about children and about education.  Alongside the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950) two other key documents are the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Form of Intolerance and Discrimination based on Religion or Belief (1981).

All these significant international human rights documents affirm the right to freedom of thought, conscience, belief and religion, including the right of persons to “manifest” their religion (in other words, to have a religion and to express it in various ways, including through teaching) and also to change religion, and States have a responsibility to ensure that these rights, and the rights and freedoms of others, are respected and protected (UDHR, Articles 18 & 19; ECHRFF, Articles 9 & 10).
In relation to children and their education, all the key documents affirm the right of children to education and emphasise that their upbringing should be 
“in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin” 
(as expressed in Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child; see also UDHR, Article 26).  
As the statements on education in the various documents have developed over the past 60 years, an emphasis on the importance of what we might term intercultural education has grown stronger.  So Article 29 of the UNCRC indicates that education should teach children to respect their parents’, their own and others’ cultures and prepare them to live responsibly and peacefully in a free society.  Earlier articles in the Convention affirm the right of the child to freedom of expression, including freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds (Article 13); and that states must respect the right of the child to freedom of thought, conscience and religion (Article 14).  In 2001 the UN World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance emphasised the importance of states implementing effective measures and policies to 
“maximise the benefits of diversity within and among all nations … in particular through public information and education programmes to raise awareness and understanding of the benefits of cultural diversity” 
(UN World Conference, 2001: paragraph 59).
Later in the same year the previously mentioned Consultative Conference on School Education in relation with Freedom of Religion or Belief, Tolerance or Non-Discrimination, while effectively avoiding any wording that might seem to give official approval to “religious education” as such, noted in its preamble the importance of “acceptance of diversity and respect for the right to be different”, and added that

“education, in particular at school, should contribute in a meaningful way to promote tolerance and respect for the freedom of religion and belief”.  
The document went on to make a number of recommendations, including (in paraphrase):

each state should promote and respect educational policies aimed at strengthening the promotion of human rights and the eradication of prejudices, and ensuring respect for and acceptance of pluralism and diversity in the field of religion and belief; (para. 4)


those engaged in teaching are encouraged to cultivate respect for religions or beliefs, thereby promoting mutual understanding and tolerance; (para. 7b)


teachers and students should be provided with voluntary opportunities for meetings and exchanges with their counterparts of different religions or beliefs; (para. 10d)


states and concerned institutions should study, take advantage of and disseminate best practices on education in relation to freedom of religion or belief, which attach particular importance to tolerance and non-discrimination.  (para. 12)
(UN Consultative Conference, 2001)
Taken together these statements seem to provide a strong foundation for educational programmes that promote knowledge, awareness, sensitivity and mutual understanding in relation to the beliefs, values and faiths of different peoples around the world.  It is, in effect, a Religious Education in close relation with, or as a dimension of, intercultural education, and in association with other expressions of values-based learning such as citizenship education, global education, peace education, moral education, personal and social development and, of course, human rights education.  If we wish to find links between these principles and actual policy in Northern Ireland, it can be found in the concept of “the promotion of a culture of tolerance” as expressed in the 1998 Belfast Agreement, and in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, which requires public authorities to promote equality of opportunity and good relations in respect of various categories, including persons of different religious belief and racial groups, although schools have so far been excluded from this particular legislation – in my view quite inappropriately.  More recently however, and more specifically, it is spelt out in Section 2.4 of the government policy document, “A Shared Future”, which states that:
“All schools should ensure through their policies, structures and curriculae that pupils are consciously prepared for life in a diverse and inter-cultural society.” (OFMDFM, 2005)
Contentious Issues
There are, however, some other statements to take into account and several key questions which inevitably emerge about how human rights principles are interpreted and how they relate to current practice in Northern Ireland and other places.  How can we apply these principles to issues such as the “faith schools” debate; the rights of religious minorities; separate “confessional” religious education in schools; withdrawal from R.E. on the grounds of conscience; and the questions that have already been raised about a “Christian-centred” Core Syllabus in Northern Ireland?
Probably the most contentious of these issues, not only in Northern Ireland, is that surrounding the existence or establishment of separate schools to cater for members of one particular religious tradition, in which religion will be taught with the purpose of promoting and nurturing a particular faith position.  In support of this practice recourse is usually made to statements such as Article 2 of Protocol No. 1 of the European Convention, which provides that:

“No person shall be denied the right to education … the State shall respect the right of parents to ensure such education and teaching in conformity with their own religions and philosophical convictions”;

and also Article 5.2 of the UN Declaration on the Elimination of all forms of Intolerance and Discrimination based on Religion and Belief (1981) that parents have the right “to organise the life within the family in accordance with their religion or belief”; and in particular that: 
“every child shall enjoy the right to have access to education in the matter of religion or belief in accordance with the wishes of his parents … and shall not be compelled to receive teaching on religion or belief against the wishes of his parents … the best interests of the child being the guiding principle”.
It may well seem that this is actually in contradiction to the principles outlined above which emphasise the importance of learning about religion in order to develop respect for one’s own and others’ beliefs, if it is accepted that parents can simply demand that children do not receive any religious teaching other than on their own beliefs.  How can religious teaching in publicly funded schools which only focuses on one religion and actively promotes faith in that religion possibly meet the requirements of the intercultural purposes of education which are so clearly expressed elsewhere in human rights instruments?  If children are withdrawn from religious education classes (which parents have a long-held legal right to do in Northern Ireland and other parts of the UK) how will they gain any understanding of, or respect for, different religions and beliefs?  Furthermore, if children are educated in religiously separate schools, how will they have the opportunities freely to express and discuss their views and to explore the beliefs of others through encounter with them?
This is a complex and often very emotive debate and deserves much fuller treatment, but I think that the traditional interpretation of these statements by some religious or secular groups has often missed the point.  Surely these statements are seeking to protect the rights of parents and children to their own culture and religion, particularly in circumstances where states have denied such rights to some or even all groups or have even sought to force them to adhere to an alternative belief system.  To go beyond this and assume a right to separate religious schools is, I suspect, a step beyond what was originally intended.  This is made a little clearer in the wording of one of the recommendations from the 2001 UN Consultative Conference, which emphasises the right “not to receive religious instruction (my emphasis) inconsistent with his or her own convictions” (paragraph 4).  The negative association of the term “religious instruction” is very interesting at this point, because it comes in a paragraph which has first and foremost recommended that states should promote educational policies to ensure “respect for and acceptance of pluralism and diversity in the field of religion and belief”.  There seems to be a clear distinction here, not apparent in other documents, between religious education and religious instruction, the former being desirable, the latter clearly questionable in this context.  
In discussion of case law relating to these clauses it has been pointed out that while there is a clear objection to, and prohibition of, any attempt at indoctrination, “parents may not object to religious education which provides information on religions in a general, objective or comparative manner” (Uitz, 2007:113, citing Evans, 1997:356).  A similar distinction was clearly understood in a 1976 ruling of the European Court on Human Rights in relation to Kjeldsen v. Denmark: 

“…The second sentence of Article 2 of the [1st] Protocol [of the ECHR] does not prevent States from imparting through teaching or education information or knowledge of a directly or indirectly religious or philosophical kind.  It does not even permit parents to object to the integration of such teaching or education in the school curriculum, for otherwise all institutionalised teaching would run the risk of proving impracticable …”  (cited in Uitz, 2007:120)
Nonetheless we live in a world where confessional teaching and separate educational provision does exist within many school systems, and where it will probably persist.  In such circumstances I would suggest that at the very least separate faith-related schools have an even greater responsibility to ensure that the way in which religion is taught meets the requirement of the intercultural principles.  My concern, however, is that as long as there is such separation, and as long as there are opt-out conscience clauses giving precedence to the rights of parents to withdraw their children, even from soundly educational R.E., it will remain difficult to persuade people of the educational value of the subject in any context, not just in situations of confessional separateness.  There will always, I fear, be a whiff of suspicion around the motives of the religious educator, even when it is quite unjustified.

Standards for an Educational Religious Education
With these principles and difficulties in mind, what are we to make of a Religious Education Syllabus, such as that in Northern Ireland, which has been devised by some representatives of one particular religious tradition (Christianity), which takes a single-faith approach (as was the case up to 2007) or which even now sets severe limits to the teaching of religious pluralism and argues that Religious Education should be Christian-centred, taking no account of the views of members of other faiths (as is the case with the current Revised Northern Ireland Core Syllabus)?  Having failed to influence this decision even through the process of an Equality Impact Assessment (Department of Education, 2006) there is still a body of opinion that is determined to challenge and change what appears to be a quite inadequate Syllabus in terms of preparation for life in the 21st century, on the basis of human rights principles, equality legislation and, perhaps most importantly of all, on the basis of an inclusive philosophy of education.
What, then, should educational R.E. be like?  Should it simply be an imparting of clinical, objective, “neutral” religious knowledge – what some in France (where school R.E. does not feature) have termed “le fait religieux” – religious fact?  The difficulty with this is that religion is more than just about knowledge – it quickly impinges on attitudes, values and feelings.  Any subject needs to be taught and learnt in a way that is appropriate to its nature, and religion is no exception.  Nevertheless, I believe that it is possible to do this in a fair and balanced manner, in such a way that people of all backgrounds and persuasions can be participants and learners.  Perhaps this is a representation of the balance between what the R.E. guidelines and framework in England and some other places call “Learning About Religion” and “Learning From Religion”.  These are the skills that I hope those of us who are engaged in the training of R.E. teachers are actively promoting.( 
I close with five standards for religious education in schools proposed by a leading German writer on R.E., Friedrich Schweitzer.  He proposes that:
· R.E. must and can be taught in line with the criteria and quality of general education;

· R.E. is of relevance to the public and must be taught as a contribution to general education;

· R.E. must include both inter-denominational and inter-religious education which is in line with the increasingly pluralist situation in many countries;

· R.E. must be based on children’s right to religion and religious education, which will involve child-centred approaches;

· R.E. teachers must be professionals – i.e. they have reached a level of academic understanding, self-reflexivity and critical self-awareness in relation to their own beliefs and backgrounds.

(Schweitzer, 2006:149) 

There is, I believe, a value and validity in religious education which I think can be justified or reinforced with reference to human rights values.  While there remain serious disagreements around how it should be taught and in what kind of context – separate or inclusive – I believe that these principles offer a basis for a common discourse and also place a responsibility on educators in all kinds of schools to teach in a way that promotes mutual awareness and respect for difference.  This is a worthwhile goal, but in Northern Ireland we still have some considerable distance to travel.
Norman Richardson teaches Religious Studies at Stranmillis University College, Belfast, where he specialises in religious diversity and Religious Education.  He is also the Secretary of the Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum.
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( For further thoughts on an educational and inclusive approach to R.E. see “Religious Education – Questions and Alternatives” (Richardson, 2007a) and “Sharing Religious Education” (Richardson, 2007b).
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