Introduction

Since the publication of The Way ahead 1 in 2001, church schools and dioceses have been challenged to address a number of issues.  The statements of intent included:

· church schools stand at the centre of the Church’s mission to the nation and therefore at the centre of the parish church’s mission

· church schools should be distinctively Christian and inclusive, serving the wider community and nurturing young Christians in their faith

· the Church would seek to develop its provision as part of a wider partnership with communities.  Its schools would seek to engage actively with all parents and to be distinctively welcoming to them

Historically the Church created schools in huge numbers in the nineteenth century to offer basic education to the poor at a time when the state did not.  The Way ahead tells us that it did so to enable human beings made in the image of God to realise their potential and to escape from poverty and degradation. Today, the purpose of the Church in education is not simply to provide the basic education needed for human dignity, but it is to offer a spiritual dimension to the lives of young people, within the traditions of the Church of England - in the words of the late Lord Runcie when he was Archbishop of Canterbury, to enable the Church to:

nourish those of the faith;

encourage those of other faiths;

challenge those who have no faith.

In offering an invitation to children and young people from all backgrounds to participate in a Christian community, church schools can provide a real experience of God’s love for all humanity.  In a church school, pupils not only learn about religion but they can experience it as a living tradition and inheritance of faith. 

The Dearing Committee stated the belief that the revelation of God’s love for all humanity within a holistic approach to education is at the heart of the Church’s purpose in church schools.  This is reflected in the ethos statement that was offered to all church schools, which has been widely adopted:

Recognising its historic foundation, the school will preserve and develop its religious character in accordance with the principles of the Church at parish and diocesan level.

The school aims to serve its community by providing education of the highest quality within the context of Christian belief and practice.

 It encourages an understanding of the meaning and significance of faith and promotes Christian values through the experience it offers all its pupils.

The Way ahead recognised that the way this ethos statement would be interpreted would reflect the individual circumstances of schools, which vary greatly. Whatever the individual differences, it would still be the aspiration of all Anglican schools that Christian values and principles would, as one diocese put it, ‘run through every area of school life as the writing runs through a stick of rock’.

Dearing recognised that the policy of inclusiveness is most apparent in church schools where, over the years, the community has become predominantly one of minority ethnic families, notably Muslim or Sikh.  In these cases the school may be predominantly or even wholly of children of these faiths.  In many cases, the schools are respectful of the faith of parents, but nevertheless offer the children an experience of the Christian faith, both through the everyday life of the school and through inclusive forms of worship.  The advice to the Dearing Committee was that parents welcome the opportunity to send their children to a faith school where there is belief in God.

The policy of inclusiveness also extended to children of no faith where, without seeking to convert children to the faith, the school offers the practice of faith, worship and a school life founded on Christian values, all of which give the children an opportunity to make an informed choice that they might otherwise not experience.

Dearing recognised that church schools stand well in the regard of many parents of all faiths and no faith.  The most powerful consideration with very many parents in choosing a school is its educational performance and that the distinctive needs of each child are understood.  Many church schools have earned a good reputation for these qualities.  Even within church schools that have not earned such a reputation, parents are often influenced by the security they feel from sending children to a school which they know has a well-grounded basis for its values and moral standards recognised even by those who are not practising Christians.

The Dearing Committee stated that their commitment was to developing the potential of each child as an individual, made in the image of God.  This commitment meant that they endorsed the importance of raising standards of educational achievement in schools so that children are equipped to live life fully and contribute to the lives of others.  It also means that church schools should react positively and decisively to any indication, following inspection, of scope for improvement or need to remedy any inadequate performance. The interests of the children require that in these circumstances action should be timely and effective.

Since 2001 church schools and parishes in the Diocese of St Albans have been encouraged to work closely together to implement the recommendations of The Way ahead.  There continues to be training courses for clergy, governors and school staff on Collective Worship, Religious Education, Spiritual and Moral development and Leadership and Management of church schools. 

As the inspection system changed nationally, it was recognised that there was an opportunity to celebrate the success of good church schools and also to encourage the education of the highest quality within the context of Christian belief and practice in all Anglican schools.   Self-evaluation is part of that process and it is the aspiration that schools will incorporate the distinctive elements of being a church school into their self-assessment process. 

At the Church Schools: Faith in the Future Conference in March 2006, Canon John Hall celebrated the success of the previous five years, but also looked forward to the next five years, towards the bicentenary of the National Society in October 2011.  The basis of future planning is found in Ephesians, Chapter 3, Verse 18:

I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God 

This verse sums up universal themes and values, which are expressed and understood explicitly in terms of Christian belief. It is our hope and part of the Diocesan Vision for Action, that church schools in our Diocese will embrace the National Society’s vision of church schools, within their local context.

The material in this folder is a compilation of documents which have been produced to aid schools in the church school self-evaluation process and preparation for the Statutory Inspection of Anglican Schools (SIAS).  We hope you find it useful.
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