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t's a Thursday afternoon in an
"A" level sociology class in a 

Church of England 
Comprehensive School in 
Autumn '97. Nineteen seven­
teen-year-olds are participating 
in a research project aimed at 
finding out what values their 
school community believes in. 
This is an absorbing project 
because it's a real one and one 
about themselves and their 
friends. The students are here 
voluntarily and the class is lively 
and provocative. One of the stu­
dents - we'll call him Kevin -
attempts to explain what a core 
value is. "It's something we 
think is important, Miss, some­
thing that we live our lives by". 
"That's good Kevin," said Miss, 
"Can somebody give us some 
examples?" Hands go up around 
the class - these students still 
haven't quite made the transition 
to seminar style learning -
"Good looking, Miss," said 
Andrea, "Hardworking," said 
Philip, "Clever," said Shelley. 

Some of these youngsters 
are easily amongst our brightest 
and best and yet this interchange 
- taken from real life - is an
example of the poverty of the
language of values and morals in
popular discourse. These pupils
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Young people are often caught up in situations where moral 
judgements are required of them, and many seem to lack the 
resources to consider their options in a well-developed frame­
work of personal and community values. Ruth Deakin Crick 
draws on her research to outline the educational challenges 
faced by schools in the area of values and identifies new 
opportunities for Christian communities to become involved 
in the policy and practice of education. 

had to be taught what a moral 
value was, and then they h;d to 
tell the other 900 pupils who 
participated in the consultation 
before they could begin. 

Value judgement 

One of the problems in schools 
is that those of us who teach and 
were trained during the last thirty 
years have been taught ourselves 
that making a value judgement 
in class is one of the cardinal 
sins. After all, we were taught 
that the disciplines of the cur­
riculum were above opinion, 
dogma and value judgement, 
and acquiring scientific or histor­
ical knowledge would lead stu­
dents to the purified air of cer­
tain knowledge. It was salvation 
through rationality - dogmati­
cally indoctrinated into all of us 
unsuspecting teachers. 

Funnily enough the 
Thatcher years, with the advent 
of market forces in education, 
have done a lot to debunk those 
myths. Now educational com­
mentators talk about the "gross 
national product code of educa­
tion" which drives education 
reform. The National Curriculum 
is often assumed to be neutral 
but in fact it is deeply value-

laden even though it lacks a 
coherent rationale. Science and 
technology, literacy and numera­
cy are key statutory components 
in the arsenal of weapons used 
to improve schools. 

The narratives of liberal 
rationality and individual con­
sumerism provide potent values 
which shape policy and practice 
in schools. Not that teachers are 
to blame, because these are nar­
ratives which shape all our lives, 
the Christian community includ­
ed. In fact, by definition teachers 
are usually very moral people 
who care about children and 
who work especially hard on 
behalf of the underprivileged. 

Most of the education 
reforms of the last thirty years 
have focused on the "how" 
questions of schooling. How do 
we improve educational stan­
dards in order to create a world 
class education system? How 
can we teach children to read, or 
to become computer literate? 
How can we decrease bullying 
and foster citizenship? 

The most radical questions 
about schooling, however, are 
the "why" questions. It's the 
"why" questions which take us 
to the heart of the aims and pur­
poses of schooling, and to Issues 
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of meaning and value. It's the 
"why" questions which bring us 
into the realm of spiritual and 
moral development. It's the 
"why" questions which empow­
er communities and individuals 
to develop a sense of identity 
and profound self-management. 
When the "why" questions are 
part of popular discourse then 
the language of values is richer 
and more meaningful, and criti­
cal thinking is enhanced. 

Moral crisis 

Alongside the crisis of standards 
in our nation's schools in the last 
ten years there has also been a 
perceived moral crisis. The 
appaling national tragedies 
involving children, alarming sta­
tistics about bullying, truancy 
and school failure have all pro­
voked significant concern about 
how our young people are grow­
ing up and the spotlight has 
focused on what schools can do· 
about it, alongside parents and 
their communities. 

A number of government 
initiatives are exploring the areas 
of citizenship and personal and 
social education in schools. Since 
1992 all schools have been sub­
ject to inspections by OFSTED 
and that inspection has included 
the area of spiritual, moral, 
social and cultural development 
(SMSC). The Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority are pilot­
ing guidance on whole school 
frameworks for SMSC, and its 
predecessor the School 
Curriculum and Assessment 
Authority undertook a substan­
tive nationwide consultation on 
which values our schools should 
be promoting. It is very likely 
that the review of the National 
Curriculum in 2000 will include 
some requirements for schools to 
address these areas. 

The Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority's initiative 
includes the delivery of spiritual, 
moral, social and cultural devel­
opment within the curriculum. In 
other words, science, history and 
the disciplines are viewed as 
places where spiritual and moral 
development can and should 
occur, as well as in Religious 
Education, Personal and Social 
Education and the "ethos" of the 
school. How this might happen is 
still very much a matter of 
debate, but there is no doubt that 

this is an area where faith com­
munities can offer support and 
guidance to schools. 

Core values 

In Kevin, Andrea and Shelley's 
school the consultation resulted 
in a very clear set of core values 
which the whole school commu­
nity owned. Faith in Christ was 
among those values because it 
was a church school with a pre­
dominantly church-going clien­
tele. Other core values included 
stewardship, justice, truth and 
love of learning and now their 
teachers are identifying moments 
within the curriculum where key 
encounters with those core values 
are implicit in the teaching mater­
ial. Those core values are deemed 
to have spiritual, moral, social 
and cultural aspects to them and 
to be rooted into a worldview or 
belief system. For this school that 
is a Christian worldview and the 
spirituality is likely to be 
Christological. For another 
school it might be a liberal 
humanist worldview, or an 
Islamic or Jewish one. 
Nevertheless there is a significant 
sense in which this school's core 
values reflect those identified by 
the SCAA consultation and repre­
sent the common ground which 
provides some coherence in devel­
oping citizenship and a shared 
morality in our plural democracy. 

The head of the govern­
ment's standards and Effectiveness 
Unit was recently reported as 
urging for "a moral code to 
replace God" in the area of 
SMSC in schools. For most faith 
communities that is as undesir­
able as it is perceived to be 
impossible. Provided our schools 
have the rights and freedoms to 
be responsive to their own com­
munities then there is space for 
the narrative of Christianity to 
inform policies for SMSC both 
within the church school sector 
and outside of it. There is also 
space for Christian communities 
to become deeply involved with 
their schools through governing 
bodies, parent teacher associa­
tions and in other practical ways. 
Perhaps the most important 
starting point, however, is for our 
Christian communities to under­
stand the ways in which we can 
"inhabit the narrative of 
Christianity" in our everyday 
public and private lives. 
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by Trevor Cooling 

Worship in schools has been 
the subject of much recent 
debate in which strong feel­
ings have been expressed by 
faith communities and edu­
cational professionals. The 
complexity of the legal 
requirements has caused con­
fusion and uncertainty and 
OFSTED reports show that 
many schools are still not 
fulfiling their obligations in 
this area. In this article 
Trevor Cooling defends 
school worship from charges 
that it is counter-productive 
and calls for the Church to 
support those who endeavour 
to provide opportunities for 
young people to experience 
spiritual depth. 

F
ive hundred teenagers sat lis­
tening to their Head of Biology 

in assembly. As part of a series 
focusing on disability, he was 
sharing his experience of the 
reality of God in his family's life. 

Eight weeks earlier his seven­
teen-year-old daughter had died. 


