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Notes on the submission 
The Director of the NSS, Mr Keith Porteous Wood, is wil l ing to appear 
in person before the working group if requested. 

The numbering of points in this submission reflects that of the 
consultation paper. For convenience we have assembled our 
recommendations, developed in the main body of this paper, on the 
next page. 

Further details on the points made in the paper are available on 
request. 

Throughout where ‘we’ occurs, it  refers to the NSS. 

 

The NSS 
The NSS is a human rights-focussed organisation campaigning for 
equality for al l , regardless of religion or belief (which, as the 
Committee wil l  know, in legal terms, includes lack of belief). This 
involves seeking to ensure that no single religious group or individual 
belonging to a particular religious group is privi leged above citizens 
of other religions or none, or that religious groups are not privi leged 
above the non-religious. 

Our aims and objectives are laid out in more detail at the end of this 
submission. 
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Summary of Recommendations 
The numbers in brackets refer to questions on consultation paper. 
The recommendations are repeated below in context. 

1. We recommend the suspension of the opening of any more 
religious schools or conversions to religious schools, whether of 
Christian or minority faith. (1 & 2) (shown in both Christian and 
minority sections) 

2. We recommend that the Party fol lows the advice on how to 
promote cohesion given by South Bank University under Prof 
Irene Bruegel (see appendix). (1 & 2) 

3. We recommend that all rel igious discrimination on admissions is 
outlawed. (1 & 2) 

4. We recommend that schools are no longer permitted to be 
their own admissions authorities. (1 & 2) 

5. We recommend that the process of opening schools is made 
much fairer and open to involve local democracy in an even-
handed, well informed and structured way. (1 & 2) 

6. We recommend that the terms of reference for school 
adjudicators be revised to remove inbuilt bias in favour of 
religious schools and religious school places. (1 & 2) 

7. We recommend against school openings or school 
reorganisations that increase the level of provision of places in 
schools of a religious character. 

8.  We recommend that the Liberal Democrats adopt the JCHR’s 
recommendation on Collective Worship and Religious 
Education for pupils of sufficient maturity as policy and seek to 
implement it at the earliest legislative opportunity. (6) 

9. While RE remains as a subject, we recommend that Voluntary 
Aided schools are required to follow the locally agreed syl labus 
for RE, just as Voluntary Control led schools are. We propose this 
policy for schools of a religious character, whatever the faith. 
(6) 

10. We recommend the repeal of Sections 58 and 60 of the 
School Standards and Framework Act 1998, which we 
understand is the policy of the Liberal Democrats. It is under 
these sections that the religious discrimination against school 
staff is permitted. (61-7) 
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2 What are the key challenges we face on school policy? 
 
A. Minority Faith Schools 
We are very concerned that more and more of our children are 
attending schools run by minority faith groups. The potential for 
apartheid is large and growing at a significant rate. The number of 
active members of minority faiths (excluding approximately half a 
mil l ion non-Trinitarians) is projected to grow from 1.6m in 2005 to 
3.5m in 2040 1. It  is l ikely that the chi ldren of many minority non-active 
faith families wi l l  also be expected by their communities to attend 
minority religious schools. This apartheid is also l ikely to divide those 
of the same faith. Of course this is already the case for Protestants 
and Roman Catholics, especially in Northern Ireland, but 
sectarianism also remains stubbornly evident in Scotland. Some 
Jewish schools wi l l  admit only children of a particular type of 
orthodoxy. We can presumably expect similar spl its in Is lam. 

We also find it troubling that private religious schools seem to be 
l ightly supervised and inspected. 2 Not only that, but the government 
is contemplating, or may have decided to allow, private Muslim 
schools to form their own independent schools inspectorate3. It  is not 
clear why the existing inspectorate seemingly lacks the competence 
to perform this role, and there are vital issues of independence and 
transparency to be considered. Whi le the Association of Muslim 
Schools claims confidently that “Muslim schools consistently 
outperform local non-faith schools in the league tables”, and we do 
not doubt that some do, there is a troubling frequency of reports of 
Muslim schools with very serious problems 4. We have already heard 
concerns expressed by Ofsted that many of their [Muslim] schools 
fai led to promote tolerance of other cultures.5 David Bell, the Chief 
Schools Inspector, said  

Britain's diversity has the potential to be one of i ts greatest 
strengths. But diverse does not need to mean completely 

                                             
1 UK Handbook Chr i s t ian Trends  No.  5 publ  2005 by Chr is t ian Research Table 12.14.1 
2 ht tp ://www.te legraph.co .uk/news/main . jh tml?xml=/news/2007/03/04/nschool04.xml :  “Half  
of  Mus l im schools  not  inspected”
3 ht tp://www.ams-uk .org/index.php?opt ion=com_content&task=view&id=42&Itemid=1 
4 h t tp://www.te legraph.co .uk/news/uknews/1579349/Is lamic-school- 'kept-copies-of-race-
hate-books ' .h tml  and ht tp ://www. independent . co .uk/news/educat ion/educat ion-news/raided-
is lamic-school-c losed-down-435756.html   
5 ht tp ://www. independent . co .uk/news/educat ion/educat ion-news/mus l im-schools-fai l - to- teach-
to lerance-ofs ted-ch ief-says-487143.html  
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different and it  certainly must not mean segregated and 
separate. 

He was unhelpful ly denounced as Is lamophobic by the Association of 
Muslim Schools and the Muslim Council of Great Britain. 

From the many questions we should l ike the Government to answer 
on minority faith schools we have selected the following as examples 
of our concerns: 

a) Is the current policy of expanding minority faith schools not 
starting to create educational apartheid that wil l  grow in scale 
as more such schools open?  

i . The new schools wi l l  be mono-religious as practically 
no pupils not of the faith wil l  wish to attend them, 
regardless of whether there is a nominally open 
admission policy. Even if they did, how welcome 
would the children feel if, for example, Is lamic dress 
were compulsory – or for that matter, collective 
worship and religious education too. The Is lamia 
Infant School in Brent has had an open admissions 
policy for years without any non-Muslim pupils at all.  

i i . Given that the vast majority of practit ioners of 
minority faiths are themselves of minority ethnicity, 
such schools wi l l  be all-but mono-ethnic and with a 
very low incidence of majority culture 

i i i . The growing emergence of such schools wi l l  reduce 
the cohesion of existing schools as minority faith 
schools wi l l  take many of their pupils from existing 
maintained schools with diverse ethnic mixes.  

iv. That it is not politically credible to offer non-minority 
faith children the only option of a place in a minority 
faith school demonstrates that we now have a de 
facto apartheid education system, a fact underlined 
by the remarks elsewhere about a separate 
inspection regime. 

b) To what extent wil l  such schools be permitted to exclude those 
of other sects/denominations of their faith, other faiths and 
those of no faith, and what steps would be taken to ensure that 
those of other faiths and none are made welcome? There was 
talk in 2006 of 25% quotas. If  quotas were enforceable, they 
would perhaps make some contribution towards cohesion. But 
the opposition from religious leaders, groups and protagonists 
was so fierce as to threaten a Minister’s job. It is therefore 
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unachievable: another symptom of our minority schools 
becoming part of a parallel, apartheid, system 6. 

c) To what extent, i f any, wi l l  such schools be permitted to restrict 
the employment of teachers of only one sex?  

d) Will there be a maximum permitted time spent in normal school 
hours on religious studies or devotions? And what wil l  this be? 

e) We envisage a particular problem with the teaching of sex 
education. We believe that there wil l  be considerable cultural 
and/or religious pressure from parents to omit or seriously 
restrict such education. The state has a responsibi l i ty to the 
pupils to inform them, especially on health and contraception 
aspects. To what extent wil l  these schools be expected to 
provide a syllabus of sex education comparable to that in 
community schools? 

Having said all  that, we feel some encouragement (luke-warm, 
admittedly) by points in Living Apart Together 7 a Policy Exchange 
report (2007) on British Muslims and the paradox of multiculturalism: 

Whi le 86% of Muslims feel that “my religion is the most important 
thing in my l i fe”, 62% of 16-24 year olds feel they have as much in 
common with non-Muslims as Muslims, compared to 71% of 55+ year 
olds. Rather more troubling though is that, despite the severe 
financial implications, as many as 35% of Muslims would prefer to 
send their chi ld to an Islamic school, rather than a mixed state 
school. 

Our caveat is, of course, that children of Muslim parents (not , please 
note, ‘Muslim children’) are treated no differently from other chi ldren 
in state schools. 

We remind the Liberal Democrats that the rash of new schools and 
academies would be consistent only with a major increase in the 
number of young people. Yet the reverse is true. Liberal Democrat 
Education spokesperson Sarah Teather MP told the Commons 
Standing Committee E on 28 March 2006 that schools will lose about 
500,000 teenagers in the next 10 years. 
There is manifest lack of objectivity in the process of opening 
schools. The Government claims that they are opened only to satisfy 
local demand, but very often the consultation is farcical and those 
opposing such schools have either no opportunity to do so, or even 
less than was the case a few years ago.  

                                             
6 h t t p : / / w w w . g u a r d i a n . c o .u k / p o l i t i c s / 2 0 0 6 / o c t / 2 8 / u k . f a i t h s c h o o l s  

7 www.pol i cyexchange.org.uk 
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We recommend that the process of opening schools is made much 
fairer and open to involve local democracy in an even-handed, 
well-informed and structured way. 
We should be considering how to close schools in the best interest of 
the community as a whole.  
We object to the biased rules that an “adjudicator should not 
approve proposals for closure where the relevant church SOC group 
had voted against its closure and it is clear that the closure, in 
conjunction with any related changes, wi l l  reduce the proportion of 
such denominational places within the LEA, unless it is fai l ing or 
severely undersubscribed” 8 It would be much less inequitable for the 
adjudicator to be required to act in the best interests of the pupils as 
a whole in the area concerned. The injustice is compounded 
because the number of children from religious famil ies is fall ing. 
We recommend that the terms of reference for school adjudicators 
be revised to remove inbuilt bias in favour of religious schools and 
religious school places.  
We should also be considering much more crit ically why new schools 
or school reorganisations are needed, especially if they are a 
surreptitious way of increasing the proportion of religious school 
places.  

We recommend the suspension of the opening of any more religious 
schools or conversions to religious schools, whether of Christian or 
minority faith.  
We recommend against school openings or school reorganisations 
that increase the level of provision of places in schools of a religious 
character. 
We recommend that the Party follow the advice given by South Bank 
University under Prof Irene Bruegel which, after considerable 
research, recommends, in summary9 that: 

1.  Social cohesion occurs best i f chi ldren of al l  
backgrounds are educated together in the same 
school 

2.  The earl ier in the education the better i t  works – even 
help bring together parents i f the process starts at 
primary level or earl ier. I t  is markedly less successful for 
older pupi ls  

                                             
8 www.schoolsadjudicator .gov.uk/upload/STP000219%20Rutland.doc

9 See appendix 
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3.  Remedial init iat ives popular with the Government (such 
as reciprocal vis i ts, joint sports events and 
correspondence clubs) whi le being a tacit 
acknowledgement of the problem, are not only 
ineffective, they are counter-productive. 

B. Christian Schools 
The other major area of diff iculty relates to Anglican and RC faith 
schools that discriminate on religious grounds under their ( in many 
cases already privi leged) admissions criteria, which they frequently 
f lout in their own interests to the further detriment of community 
schools 10. The vast majority of the infractions of the code were by: 

a) Religious schools (e.g. over a hundred by religious schools in 
Barnet compared with three in community schools).  
b) Schools permitted to be their own admissions authorities, many of 
which are religious schools 

Confirmation of what opponents of sectarian schools have said for 
year, has come in new research by Rebecca Allen and Anne West of 
the LSE on London schools. Their work was reported in a TES article as 
follows:  

But research published this week [7 September 2007] casts 
doubt on claims by faith-school leaders that they are serving 
al l  sections of society. Rebecca Al len, of London University’s 
Inst itute of Education, and Anne West, of the London School 
of Economics, said rel igious secondaries in London do not 
serve the most disadvantaged pupi ls. We have copies of this 
research on request. 

“Overal l , rel igious schools educate a much smaller 
proport ion of pupi ls el igible for free school meals and their 
intakes are signif icantly more aff luent than the 
neighbourhood they are located in,” they said. 

Some London rel igious schools may have undergone a 
distort ion of mission as happened with el ite publ ic schools, 
which were set up to educate the poor but then shifted their 
focus and catered predominantly for the wealthy. 

As we have long maintained, religious schools have been cherry-
picking the most aspirant pupils, to the disadvantage of struggling 
community schools. 

                                             
10 “[M]in i s ters  sa id that  110 schools  were f lout ing the ru les .  Of these,  87 were fai th  school s .  
h t tp ://www.te legraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1583780/Fai th-schoo ls- ' face-wi tch-hunt-over-
admiss ions ' .h tml   
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Interviews may be banned but the ability of religious schools to insist 
on a ‘vicar’s certif icate’ is equivalent to a l i fe-long interview. 

We recommend that all religious discrimination on admissions is 
outlawed. 
We recommend that schools are no longer permitted to be their own 
admissions authorities 
We recommend the suspension of the opening of any more religious 
schools or conversions to religious schools, whether of Christian or 
minority faith.  

5 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current 
English schools system? 
State-supported schools include at the moment community schools, 
sectarian schools divided into voluntary controlled, voluntary aided 
and some academies, grammar schools, trust schools, corporate 
academies, al l  in the name of choice. The government is under the 
i l lusion that some kind of market competition can be imposed on the 
school system in order to improve standards. Instead of spurious and 
confusing choice, most parents would settle for one inclusive, 
uniform and predictably good school. 

We have long maintained that sectarian schools are bound to divide 
society; that it is both bizarre and unhelpful to select children 
according to their parents’ rel igion and send them to a school where 
they are less l ikely to experience working and playing with children 
of other religions or none. At some level in their minds, Government 
ministers may have come to acknowledge this separation in part, 
s ince they have recently laid an obligation on all schools to 
“promote social cohesion” 11 Yet they actively encourage further the 
growth of sectarian schools, both private and state-supported. 

Whi le preparing this Response (14 May 2008) there was further 
i l lustration of this incoherence in a Guardian  report about the United 
Church Schools Trust which sets up and runs academies (largely at 
public expense) in an almost independent f iefdom. 12

The polit ical and religious justif ication of faith schools is that they are 
popular and do well.  Recent reports, however, have shown what the 
NSS and other opponents of sectarian schools have always claimed, 

                                             
11 And worse:  a pr inc ipal  method sugges ted by the government  to  improve soc ial  cohes ion has 
been comprehens ive ly rubbished in  a recent  (Augus t  2006) s tudy submi t ted to  the Commiss ion 
on Cohes ion and In tegrat ion by Prof  I rene Bruegel :  
h t tp ://www. lsbu.ac .uk/fami l ies/publ i cat ions/SCDivers i tyEdu28.8.06.pdf
12 h t tp://educat ion .guardian.co .uk/schools/s tory/0, ,2279516,00.html  
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that these schools select their pupils in one way or another to a 
degree that enables most of them to do well compared with 
community schools who do not select. And when they are 
oversubscribed, the religion criterion is paramount. 13

What is neglected in the argument is the disadvantage to 
community schools, where there are roughly twice as many pupils.  
They are at least commensurately disadvantaged, but we suspect 
the effect is much worse – schools deprived of these promising pupils 
are l ikely to pass the tipping point where their less promising pupils 
(perhaps in behaviour as well as academic abil i ty) pull the average 
pupils down, instead of the more promising ones spurring them on.  A 
privi lege granted here means a social deficit there. 

6 Questions not asked 
The law requires a daily act of mainly Christian worship in schools, 
with acknowledgement of other religions, and mandates the 
teaching of religion. 
There is plenty of evidence 14 to support the view that the larger part 
of the population either has no religion or is not interested in religion, 
and the trend in unbelief is growing among younger people. 15

The law insists in effect that large numbers of unbelievers be herded 
into a religious assembly to ‘take part’ in worship, not simply to 
attend or even merely that the religious assembly is provided. This is 
to bring education authorit ies into disrepute on the grounds of 
partiality and authoritarianism. Yes, parents can opt their children 
out, but there are problems here as things stand at the moment, and 
while Sixth Form students may now opt themselves out of acts of 
worship, the same is not true of younger students, or of RE. The 
Church, however, is happy to accept children of this age for 
confirmation. There is a serious problem of inequality, then, 
recognised recently by the cross-party Joint Committee on Human 
Rights who said in a report 16 that pupils of “sufficient maturity to 
make up their own minds as to whether they want to participate in 

                                             
13 As ,  for  example,  in  th i s  recent  inc ident  in  Scarborough,  where a “Buddhis t  ch i ld” was 
refused entry  in to  the neares t  secondary school ,  run by the Catho l i c  Church :  
h t tp://www.scarborougheveningnews.co.uk/news/Buddhis t -mum-in-school-place .4095697. jp
14 Even from the research done by the church (and there i s  much more) :  
h t tp ://www.tearfund.org/webdocs/Websi te/News/TAM%20Final%20Vers ion%208.5.07.pdf 
15 ht tp://news .bbc .co .uk/1/hi/uk/1043986.s tm 
16 ht tp ://www.te legraph.co .uk/news/uknews/1956097/Rel igious-educat ion-c lasses-
%5C'should-be-opt ional%5C' .h tml  and 
ht tp ://www.publ i cat ions .par l iament .uk/pa/j t200708/j tse lec t/ j t r ights/107/10704.htm#a9 
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rel igious education and worship” should be able to choose not to 
join in with religious activity at school.  

We recommend that the Liberal Democrats adopt the JCHR’s 
recommendation on Collective Worship and Religious Education for 
pupils of sufficient maturity as policy and seek to implement it at the 
earliest legislative opportunity. 
 Even with this recommendation in place, pupils wi l l  have been 
subject to around ten years of Collective Worship and Religious 
Education before attaining a right to withdraw themselves. The only 
situation where this would not apply is where their parents have 
withdrawn them, and the proposed change in law would not affect 
pupils withdrawn in this way.  

Whi le we accept that children must be taught about  religions – 
otherwise many aspects of their future world would be 
incomprehensible – we do not agree that it need be done in specif ic 
lessons.  For one thing the fact that a subject is taught in separate 
lessons lends credence to the beliefs explained in them, more so 
than if the beliefs were explained in the broader context of other 
subject matter. For another, separate lessons lend themselves more 
readily to abuse by those who wish to use them for proselytis ing, 
particularly in sectarian schools. 

A major reason churches have been so keen to manage schools is to 
indoctrinate the next generation of believers. Especially with 
churchgoers declining in number and becoming older on average, 
there is considerable pressure to find new congregants and schools 
are part of the mission to f ind them. Now they are able to do it 
largely at the public’s expense, but there is no reason why taxpayers 
should fund this. And the religiosity is not just skin deep. Archbishop 
Rowan Wil l iams insists that “a church school is a church” 17. In June 
2004 David Aaronovitch, the respected columnist, said, 

Last autumn, the Archbishop of Canterbury made a speech 
encouraging schools to hold their own communion and 
confi rmation services. 'The church school,'  he said, ' i s  a 
church. More is needed in terms of rel igion in schools than 
clergy vis i ts and choral services in nearby churches.'   

A church school is  a church where the congregation is -  as 
school-chi ldren are - captive. I 've been asleep to this 
creeping indoctrination. I 'm awake now.  

The increasingly shri l l  edicts from Rome are being heeded with 
increasing fervour, as the Bishop of Lancaster made clear in a 
                                             
17 h t t p : / / w w w . g u a r d i a n . c o .u k / p o l i t i c s /2 0 0 4 / j u n / 1 3/ s c h o o ls . f a i t h s c h o o l s   
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statement to ‘his’ schools recently. Noticeably absent was any 
notion that education should open the mind. Nothing is to be taught 
that departs from the Vatican hard l ine on sex education or RE. It is 
called RE in Voluntary Aided schools, but is indistinguishable from RI, 
and there is no requirement to consider other denominations or 
faiths. And that hard l ine on abortion law promulgated by such 
bishops is shared by only a quarter of Catholics in the pews and a 
seventh of the population 18. And it is not just the children of Catholic 
parents (not that they are all  Catholics) who attend these schools, 
sometimes because they have no alternative.  

While RE remains as a subject, we recommend that Voluntary Aided 
schools are required to follow the locally agreed syllabus for RE, just 
as Voluntary Controlled schools are. We propose this policy for 
schools of a religious character, whatever the faith. 
Their hard l ines on contraception and homosexuality are even less in 
tune with the pews and the country. And we are not surprised to 
learn that homophobic bullying is worse in 'faith' schools 19, or that the 
Archbishop of Birmingham refused in Parl iament to agree to 
specifically tackle homophobic bullying 20.  The public pays all the 
running costs of these schools and such intransigence is 
unacceptable.  

Of course the religious pay their taxes too, but they (or those 
affecting piety) have privi leged access to many of the third of 
schools which are religious, which the non-religious (those not 
prepared to lie about it) do not. 

7 How can parents engage more effectively in their 
children’s education? 
One can imagine shudders in school staff rooms everywhere at this 
proposal. Any such engagement has to be within clearly defined 
l imits to avoid treading on professional toes and to maintain the 
clarity and integrity of the curriculum.  

There is the danger, particularly in sectarian schools, that parental 
‘engagement’ would soon become interference, such as in the 
subject areas of sex education and PSE as we have mentioned 
above. It  is important that the religious beliefs of parents should not 

                                             
18 ht tp ://www.cathol ics forcho ice .org/news/pr/2007/documents/YouGovPol l_16-Nov-
2007.pdf
19 Seventy f ive per  cent  of  young gay people in fai th  schools  exper ience homophobic  bul ly ing 
and are less  l ike ly than pupi l s  in  other  schools  to  report  i t  (S tonewal l ,  The School  Report  
2007) 
20 ht tp://news .bbc .co .uk/1/hi/educat ion/6171977.s tm 

NSS Submiss ion to  LD consu l tat ion on Educat ion :      page 12 of 23 
 

http://www.catholicsforchoice.org/news/pr/2007/documents/YouGovPoll_16-Nov-2007.pdf
http://www.catholicsforchoice.org/news/pr/2007/documents/YouGovPoll_16-Nov-2007.pdf


negate the efforts of teachers to give ful l  information and allow 
proper discussion of these matters. Although parents may quote 
human rights legislation to the effect that they are entit led to 
educate their children according to their beliefs, this legislation 
neglects the rights of the child in this respect, the right to complete 
understanding. Parental faith should not trump knowledge, and 
should not cancel the human rights of the children, especially older 
ones.  

In an example known to one of our volunteers, the head of a 
community school had to override the objections to IT of guardians 
of one student to enable him take computer lessons. Since the devil 
resides in televisions, they argued, and computers use TV screens … 

8-16 Educational equality and disadvantage 
To begin with, some remarks more specifically on q. 13 (performance 
differences between sexes and ethnic groups): 

There are assumptions behind this question which need to be 
examined; the word ‘gap’ already prejudges the issue.  

As for the differences between ethnic groups: often the ethnic 
differences coincide with differences in cultural attitudes towards 
education, and the varying appeal of curriculum content between 
cultures. This has long been apparent in the native population: for 
example, the antipathy of many in the North East of England to 
standard schooling is notorious. An excessive attention to religion 
can also be expected often to detract from attention paid to 
education.  

As for inequalities inherent in the current system of schools: 

The Government has repeatedly shown favour to religious bodies in 
formulating its education policies. 

Full  confirmation of the Government’s collusion with religious bodies 
in these matters came in September 2007 with the publication of 
Faith in the System . We have put together a thorough critique of this 
breathtakingly selective document, which is available separately, 
but we reproduce the overview here in a different font. 

Overview of Faith in the System 

The aim of the rel igious bodies complic it  in preparing this document is  not so 
much openly admitted but assumed from the start as being a Good Thing – to 
work from priv i leged posit ions in a state-funded school system to recruit more 
adherents.   
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For its part the Government s imultaneously acknowledges – though not in so 
many words – the divis ive nature of sectar ian education and lays an obl igat ion 
on al l  schools to promote community cohesion, using methods that have been 
shown to be ineffect ive. (See elsewhere in the submission for more on 
this) 
Prominent places in boxed s idebars are given to individual model schools of a 
rel igious nature to boast of their ecumenical outreach act iv i t ies ,  in the hope 
that the reader wi l l  assume that al l  rel igious schools wil l  develop in this way. 
But even here there are quest ions to answer, or things left  unsaid by these 
schools .  

Reference is  made more than once to the legit imate aspirat ions of bel ievers,  
who are granted special  pr iv i leges because of their bel iefs ,  but the legit imate 
aspirat ions of the, by now, non-rel igious majori ty are not thought worth 
mentioning. In spite of the growth in unbel ief in this country,  the Government 
has la id down in this document an outl ine of the system under which the 
number of rel igious schools of al l  k inds is  to be increased. 

To anticipate the commentary on Faith in the System a l i t t le,  there is far too 
much of this :  

The Government recognises the aspirat ions of  these and other fa i th 
communit ies to secure more schools  and school places to of fer  
educat ion in accordance with the tenets of  their  fa i th.  

and not one example of this or the equivalent:  

“The Government equal ly recognises that atheists ,  humanists and other non-
rel igious people have aspirat ions and perspectives that are no less to be 
valued by the state than those of rel igious people, and that where children of 
non-rel igious parents are being educated in a faith school,  their  needs are to 
be met in the same way as those of the other chi ldren. We also acknowledge 
that the levels of non-bel ief and the rel igiously unconcerned have been r is ing 
strongly for decades to the point that two thirds of chi ldren do not def ine 
themselves as rel igious 21 and rel igion is ranked only ninth in importance to 
identity 22.  We should show much greater sensit iv i ty to these factors in the 
nature of our schools ,  our assemblies,  c i t izenship and phi losophy.” 

While on the one hand emphasis ing i ts anti -discr imination laws, with the other 
the Government is  handing out dispensat ion to rel igious managers of our 
schools to discr iminate on the grounds of rel igion but does so using a variety 
of euphemisms. These leave the reader unclear as to whether i t  is  being 
del iberately evasive, or – perhaps worse – that i t  takes discr imination in favour 

                                             
21 Y o u ng  Pe o p le  i n  B r i ta i n :  T he  A t t i tu d es  a nd  E x pe r i en c e s  o f  1 2  t o  19  Y ea r  O ld s ,  Re s ear c h  R ep or t  N o .  5 6 4  
p u b l i sh e d  in  20 0 4  by  N a t io na l  C e n t r e  f o r  S o c i a l  R e se ar c h  ( E x t r ac t  f r om  p a ge  1 0 )  
h t t p : / / w w w . d f e s . g o v . u k / r e s e a r c h / d a t a / u p l o a d f i l e s / R R 5 6 4 . p d f  

22 H o m e  O f f i c e  R e s e a r c h  S t u d y  2 7 4  R e l i g i o n  i n  E n g l a n d  a n d  W a l e s :  f i n d i n g s  f r o m  t h e  2 0 0 1  H o m e  O f f i c e  C i t i z e n s h i p  
S u r v e y  T a b l e  3 . 1 :  W h i c h  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  t h i n g s  w o u l d  s a y  s o m e t h i n g  i m p o r t a n t  a b o u t  y o u ,  i f  y o u  w e r e  d e s c r i b i n g  
y o u r s e l f ?  R e l i g i o n  w a s  r a n k e d  a s  t h e  n i n t h  f a c t o r  w i t h  2 0 %  o f  r e s p o n d e n t s  c l a i m i n g  i t  t o  b e  a  f a c t o r .  
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of the rel igious and against the non-rel igious as being of so l i t t le import that i t  
does not merit a mention. 

Throughout the document, groups that run sectarian schools are descr ibed as 
‘providers’ :  they, are,  of course, no such thing – they manage schools provided 
almost entirely at the expense of taxpayers – bel ievers and unbel ievers al ike -  
according to their own privi leged l ights,  in some cases modify ing the National 
Curr iculum in places important to them. 

And repeatedly the document refers to ‘Christ ian chi ldren’ or ‘Musl im chi ldren’,  
insensit ively assuming chi ldren automatical ly assume the faith that their 
parents claimed, truthful ly or not,  in seeking entry for their chi ld into the 
school .  This also ignores many of the two thirds of secondary school chi ldren 
who do not def ine themselves as rel igious, as noted above. 

In the detai led commentary we have complained several t imes that the non-
rel igious are barely mentioned, st i l l  less their aspirat ions considered. I t  may be 
argued that the document is  about fai th schools ,  to which the non-rel igious 
would be unwil l ing to send their chi ldren. This object ion is  both unjust i f ied 
and insensit ive, because the non-rel igious 

- do not always have a choice about which schools to use; 

- suffer the knock-on effects of the existence of sectar ian schools ;  

- pay taxes l ike everybody else in support of these schools .  

Furthermore, the punning t i t le of the document impl ies,  and i ts  purpose is  to 
convince us of i t ,  that that we are supposed to have confidence in the 
presence of faith schools within a larger system.  Surely unbel ievers are just as 
much stakeholders – to use a favourite word of the Government – in this 
larger system as bel ievers are. 

This is  why the NSS and others feel very aggrieved, though not surprised, that 
this document was produced in secret with no reference to the non-rel igious 
majority .  

Note f inal ly that this document Faith in the System was drawn up at publ ic 
expense with no consultat ion of a large proport ion of interested people and 
offer ing no support for i ts  sweeping statements.   

We are not cal l ing for a s imilar consultat ion and glossy agenda, this t ime 
between the Government and representat ives of the non-rel igious, to which 
rel igious delegates are not invited, because that would be unfair .  But some 
degree of the discr imination non-rel igious people face is  that the reverse be 
published without comment.  

39 Freedom exercised by schools … staff … curriculum … 
differential treatment 
While some of the freedoms enjoyed by schools in recent years have 
been welcome – for example, management of funds – we fear that 
the present trend towards greater and greater autonomy without 
any real overarching framework from the LEA or similar body wil l  lead 
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to widespread abuses. It is al l  too easy under this kind of 
dispensation for a group of active extremist parents to take over a 
school and impose a regime that is exclusive or discriminatory even 
though the means may comply with Government guidelines on the 
surface; we have already seen the less obvious ways in which 
sectarian schools have been selecting pupils, for example. 

Is i t  seriously suggested that an evangelical car dealer or a group of 
extremist priests are capable of administering a school so as not to 
disadvantage the wider community and the pupils themselves?  

43 Which groups should be permitted to provide state-
funded education, and with what safeguards? 
Our chief concern is to see secular principles at the heart of al l  
decision-making, that is, equality for al l , no privi leges for religious 
groups, no association of the state or its organs with any religious 
activity. We therefore believe that the state should not fund schools 
of a religious character, whether they are trust schools, academies 
or voluntary control led or aided. 

We would oppose the policy outlined in the Liberal Democrat 
consultation paper for ‘free schools’ i f  ‘suitable sponsor’ were to 
include religious bodies, or groups of parents with similar aims. As at 
present, such schools would select pupils largely by their parents’ 
religion, which goes against the proviso that the schools should be 
non-selective. 

Superficially, it may appear to be electorally appealing to justify a 
multipl icity of sectarian and other schools on the grounds of 
widening choice. In practice, however, it can easily amount to a 
denial of choice for all but the pushy and articulate. Only 8% of 
London’s population go to church on an average Sunday. Yet, 
often justif ied on the grounds of ‘choice’, over 20% - and ris ing - of 
London’s secondary school places are in rel igious schools. That 
many of them are oversubscribed testifies to their popularity with 
those who can get their children into the over-subscribed ones – 
effectively private schools on the rates. Yet, some religious 
schools, e.g. those in special measures, are not popular, 
suggesting that it is good schools, rather than ‘faith’ that is the 
magnet. Numerous polls show that the public heavily opposes 
segregation of children in schools on grounds of faith. 
Religious schools produce above-average results, but it’s vital to 
ask “why?”. LSE and Hallam University studies confirm that they 
cherry-pick the best pupils. This is thanks to privi leged admissions 
criteria denied to community schools. Should parents be forced to 
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feign belief and to attend church (one school even requires 
attendance at church 48 times a year) to get into the best state-
funded facil ity? 
This brings me to academies, so popular with religious 
organisations and/or evangelical Christians, perhaps because two 
thirds of teenagers do not define themselves as religious. Could 
the breathtakingly-generous academy deal, bordering on 
profl igacy, have been designed to facil itate such missions while 
serving as a vehicle for a few commercial organisations wishing to 
curry favour? Any accountant wil l  confirm that the present 
value/cost of an academy’s running expenses for the next 50 
years is massive. Why should the state be paying such huge sums, 
providing spanking new schools and giving carte blanche to 
almost anyone able to stump up a paltry £2mil l ion to promote their 
ideologies—while starving community schools of cash?  
Every privi lege has its victims. And for choice/free schools, where 
the children of the financially, socially or educationally 
advantaged are more l ikely to gain admission, the victims are 
community schools. ‘Choice’ results in the best pupils being 
creamed off from already-disadvantaged comprehensives and so 
is a principle contributory factor to making many of them ‘bog 
standard’. It all-too-often pushes these schools past (as shown in 
the response to Answer 5) the tipping point where less talented 
and disruptive pupils drag school performance down, rather than 
the more able inspir ing their peers to greater heights. 

We invite the Party to back genuine equality and justice in 
education. What parents want is good schools, rather than faith or 
other ‘choice’ schools. All maintained schools should be open to 
all , without discrimination on grounds of faith or none. 
As for what else a suitable sponsor may be, all suggestions that 
come to mind also fal l  foul of the non-selection proviso, such as 
schools run by business people, musicians, l inguists, sports 
organisations, etc. If we are talking about a group of parents who 
wish to be active in their children’s education, then such groups 
would have to be carefully monitored, since they are l iable to be 
infi ltrated by extremist elements as we have pointed out above. 

This idea needs further thought. If  the Party wants to offer better 
opportunities for personal development to chi ldren who are, say, 
good l inguists, and set up a school with a language bias, selection is 
inevitable – but at what age? 
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Many secondary schools are thought to be too big – staff cannot 
know all the pupils, and often don’t know all the staff. Three or four 
smaller schools on the same campus, separately staffed and 
administered for the most part, perhaps sharing the most expensive 
resources, could offer aptitude-biased curricula while removing most 
of the objections to selection and improving staff/pupil relations. 

We repeat what we said under question 39 above. 

51 Effectiveness of schools inspection framework  
We note with more than a l i tt le concern that government is 
proposing to allow private Muslim schools (and other private 
sectarian schools) to form their own independent inspectorate, as 
detailed under question 2 above. 

We want to see a universal secular inspection system (for both state 
schools and so-called public schools) that wil l  be charged with 
preventing tendencies towards apartheid schooling in addition to 
the usual focus of interest. If  the Government is keen on promoting 
social cohesion, i t is, to say the least, inconsistent to al low the sort of 
freedom from objective inspection of which we have complained. 
The more fragmented the inspection regime, the greater the chance 
that one of the sectors wil l  adopt lower standards and then wil l  not 
be able to resist challenges to their independence. 

61 - 7 Teaching workforce 
Under the new legislation indicated below, there is now a paradox in 
the employment of teachers in sectarian schools. 

One of the problems faced by sectarian schools, certain to become 
worse as their number increases, is the lack of suitably qualif ied staff. 
This problem falls under two headings: science/maths and religion. 

Sectarian schools have the same problem as other schools in 
recruiting science and maths graduates – they can usually f ind more 
congenial and probably better paid work than teaching under 
present conditions. However, sectarian schools have the privi lege of 
imposing a religious qualification if they can, but the supply of 
religious science teachers is even more restricted, so these schools 
have to compromise. 
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even the head teacher is not a member of the appropriate religion. 
So much for the l ikely success of increasing the number of ‘faith’ 
schools. 

But this is only one side of the diff iculties caused by these 
exclusionary policies. The lack of religious teachers on the one hand 
and selective employment on the other has affected schools 
differently in different parts of the country. 

Not only has the legal regime permitting discriminatory employment 
practices against non-religious teachers been widened, but at the 
same time there has been an expansion in the number of religious 
schools which can operate these regimes. Opportunities for non-
religious teachers have accordingly been reduced by means of 
state-sponsored discrimination: this is regression not progress.   
This discrimination is not just theoretical: real hardship is caused, 
especially in rural areas. In some counties there are more Church of 
England primary schools than all other schools (including Roman 
Catholic) put together. The job prospects of those teachers who are 
non-believers, or indeed don’t happen to be of the ‘right’ faith is 
severely curtailed unless they are prepared to travel vast distances 
or assume a fake piety – or are fortunate enough to teach a subject 
in much demand, in which case their lack of religious compliance 
wil l  be conveniently overlooked. We have also heard of instances 
where teachers have been denied promotion even in community 
schools if  they have been unwil l ing to take part in collective worship. 
Section 37 of the Act now permits discrimination against the non-
religious head teachers of Voluntary Controlled schools, and 
(according to the Government) some non-religious non-teaching 
staff, mainly teaching assistants, in Voluntary Aided schools. This 
change regarding the rel igious status of head teachers is especially 
troubling because it wi l l , in future, even be possible to refuse to 
appoint the best candidate because: 

i . of their ( lack of) religious faith 

i i . of their not attending church sufficiently often 

i i i . of their not being able to teach RE 

iv. of their relationships or conduct out of school hours being 
thought to fall  short of religious teachings. 

It wi l l  also be easy for a head teacher with strong rel igious 
commitment to give preference to similarly-minded candidates. This 
change therefore has the potential to damage the career prospects 
of al l  non-religious teachers in VC ‘faith schools’. We acknowledge 
that the law does not require these rel igious criteria to be adopted, 
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i t merely now permits them to be applied, but we fear that the 
criteria wil l  be applied routinely. 

It is beyond contention that the number of practising Christians has 
been in decline for decades, and there is no reason to suppose that 
the proportion of teachers who are Christians wil l  have substantially 
r isen. The number of faith schools is r ising. This means that fewer and 
fewer Christ ian teachers are having privi leged selection for more 
and more jobs, increasingly depriving those of the wrong faith or 
none, or those of insufficient piety, of jobs even where they are the 
best teacher for the job. Whatever job an employee takes, she or he 
must support the ethos of the employer. 

We recommend the repeal of Sections 58 and 60 of the School 
Standards and Framework Act 1998, which we understand is the 
policy of the Liberal Democrats. It is under these sections that the 
religious discrimination against school staff is permitted.  

Finally … 
One of our two principle concerns is that the educational and 
therefore social apartheid based largely on the religious status of 
parents, already evident the present hotch-potch of school types, 
wi l l  become much worse before anyone in authority realises the 
dangers. Less able parents are already finding it diff icult to 
negotiate their way through the mostly spurious choices that are on 
offer, and the less motivated won’t bother. Meanwhile many children 
are passing through the school system with l i tt le experience of 
meeting children from other backgrounds. 

The other concern is the religious apartheid in teacher employment. 
Whi le the legislation that encourages this has not long been in 
existence, we fear that it won’t be long before we see reports of 
long-serving teachers being eased out or constructively dismissed 
because they are of the wrong or no faith. 

We hope to see introduced a simpler, secular educational system 
that endeavours to educate the children, include the parents and 
satisfy their aspirations regardless of their religion or lack of it. The 
state should concentrate on providing good schools, instead of 
relying on a discredited ideology that improvements in educational 
standards wil l  somehow emerge from the interplay of artif icially 
imposed market forces. The choice supposedly on offer is bogus for 
most parents. Consumerism has no place in our schools. 
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Appendix 
From Prof. Irene Bruegel 26 August 2006 

Submission to the Commission on Cohesion and Integration. 

[Here is a summary of] a report of research on patterns of children’s 
fr iendships conducted in 12 English primary schools between 2003 
and 2005. The schools varied greatly in ethnic and faith diversity, 
with as many as 60 of the 600 children surveyed identifying 
themselves as Muslims.  
 

We found that  

•  Friendship at primary schools can and does cross ethnic and 
faith divides wherever children have the opportunity to make 
friends from different backgrounds 

•  At that age, in such schools, chi ldren are not highly conscious 
of racial differences and are largely unaware of the religion of 
their friends. 

•  That the positive benefits of mixed primary schooling 
particularly for white children, extend into the early years of 
secondary school. They were more l ikely to make new friends 
from a different background, were more aware of racial 
discrimination 

•  There was some evidence that parents learned to respect 
people from other backgrounds as a result of their chi ldren’s 
experiences in mixed schools.  

•  That the ethnic mix of primary schools can vary within local 
catchment areas and that parental attitudes all ied to a 
rhetoric of choice reduces the chances of children from 
different backgrounds being in the same primary class.  

•  In the areas we studied this was particularly true of Catholic 
schools. 

•  Muslim children separated school and home more than other 
children, but their Muslim school fr iends did not come home 
with them any more than their other friends. 

•  The process of secondary school transfer affects behaviour and 
inter-racial relations as chi ldren react to a sense of rejection 
(not included in this paper) 

•  Secondary school transfer processes also tended to disrupt pre-
existing inter-ethnic friendships more than others. 

•  Children in non-denominational secondary schools from all 
ethnic backgrounds were largely opposed to ‘faith’ schools. 
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•  In the one case we studied, primary school twinning had l itt le 
effect on white children’s attitudes, fuell ing indeed their 
community’s sense of losing out on investment.  

 

Drawing on the large body of research into the social psychology 
of prejudice, we conclude by arguing that day-to-day contact 
between chi ldren who can more easi ly see each other as equals 
has far more chance of breaking down barriers between 
communities, than school twinning and sporting encounters 

We therefore think that if it  is to address the questions of integration 
effectively, the commission  

•  Has to consider how far policies of enhanced school choice 
and the retention of exist ing religious schools have hindered 
integration 

•  Has to consider how policies and processes within schools help 
or hinder the respect and understanding pupils have for one 
another, with particular regard to the attitudes of white 
chi ldren 

•  Has to ensure that local examples of school twinning and 
informal contact are independently and systematically 
evaluated for their impact on attitudes and behaviour. 

•  Should systematically evaluate the educational benefits for 
white children from traditionally poor achieving backgrounds of 
learning alongside chi ldren from high aspiring ethnic groups, 
asking the question of how some of their achievements might 
‘rub off’ on to their white peers.  

 
The report is posted on London South Bank University’s own website:

http://www.lsbu.ac.uk/famil ies/publications/SCDiversityEdu28.8.06.p
df
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About the NSS 

Founded in 1866, the National Secular Society chal lenges rel igious pr iv i lege. 
Promot ing the separat ion of Church and State,  i t  campaigns both at home and in 
the EU against  the undue inf luence of re l igion in publ ic  affairs  and educat ion. 
The NSS defends sc ient i f ic  rat ional ism, freedom of speech and Human Rights ,  
s tanding for equal i ty for al l  regardless of rel igious convict ion or non-bel ief .    

The NSS sees secular ism, that is ,  the pos i t ion that the state should promote no 
rel igious v iew and that the rel igious should have no special  pr iv i leges based on 
their  rel igious bel iefs ,  as an essent ial  e lement in promoting equal i ty between al l  
c i t izens .  We therefore take a keen interest  in such causes as social  cohesion and 
the f ight against  al l  forms of discr iminat ion. 

In our v iew, i t  i s  unchal lengeable that rel igion is  a major cause of discr iminat ion,  
yet this  fact  i s  rarely acknowledged. Rel igion acts  as a brake on removing forms 
of unfair  discr iminat ion by i t s  disproport ionate inf luence on the format ion of 
pol icy and legis lat ion. This  rel igious inf luence,  much of i t  rooted in the social  
fabric many centur ies ago, does far more than s imply impose i t self  on i t s  own 
adherents .  I t  informs current  soc ial  att i tudes even among those who no longer 
pract ise a rel igion.  Such a mindset ,  reflexive rather than cr i t ical ,  t radit ional 
rather than analyt ical ,  affects  al l  c i t izens when i t  shapes legis lat ion or mot ivates 
those seeking to obstruct  changes to our laws. 

In part icu lar ,  these tradit ional re l igious att i tudes have prompted opposit ion to 
legis lat ion on equal i ty,  such as that concerning sex and sexual orientat ion.  In our 
campaigns for equal i ty ,  i t  i s  our experience that we are frequent ly able to make 
common cause with groups campaigning against  unfair discr iminat ion in these 
other areas in opposit ion to the demands of rel igious organizat ions .  

Not only that ,  but we are now experiencing in th is  country to an alarming extent 
a growing opposit ion from some rel igious groups to sc ience and sc ience 
educat ion,  a development that should be of concern to al l  pol i t ical  part ies .   
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