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‘ . . . recognised as a classic . . . he navigates us, with care and interest,
through a rapidly changing scene, illuminating events that we may have
lived through but never really understood.’

(from the commendation speech by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan 
Williams, on the occasion of awarding Terence Copley a Lambeth Doctorate 
of Divinity in 2008.)

Teaching Religion remains the only book to chart the course of religious 
education in England and Wales from 1944 up to the present day. It is an 
indispensable guide for teachers, students and all those interested in the 
history and politics of religious education. 

In examining the transition of religious education from Cinderella status to 
rising star of the curriculum at a time when institutional religion in the UK 
experienced massive decline, this book explores the suggestion that how we 
handle religion within the national education system can offer insights into 
the sort of society we aspire to be.
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Teaching Religion remains the only book to chart the course of religious 
education in England and Wales from 1944 up to the present day. It is 
an indispensable guide for teachers, students and all those interested in 
the history and politics of religious education. 

This fully updated edition, which includes a substantial new chapter 
covering 1995–2007, sets changes in religious education against a 
backcloth of social, historical and educational developments. Through 
a judicious use of documentary sources, including interviews with key 
policy makers and practitioner experiences, Copley explores the interac-
tion between religious thinkers, religious educators and politicians.

In examining the transition of religious education from Cinderella status 
to rising star of the curriculum at a time when institutional religion in 
the UK experienced massive decline, this book explores the suggestion 
that how we handle religion within the national education system can 
offer insights into the sort of society we aspire to be.

Terence Copley is Professor of Educational Studies (Religious Education) 
at Oxford University and Emeritus Professor of Religious Education, 
University of Exeter. He was awarded a Lambeth Doctorate of Divinity 
in 2008.
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Praise for the 1997 edition:

‘. . . a fine work, in which clarity and good humour are combined with 
scholarship and attention to detail to tell the RE story for the end of the 
1990s . . . Students, teachers and colleagues in universities will use this, 
often with a smile, for many years to come.’

Resource (the journal of the Professional Council for RE)

‘The book is well researched, well written and in a non-combative 
style. It offers a challenge to all involved in RE, whether politicians, the 
churches or RE teachers.’

Journal of Beliefs & Values

‘[an] evocative and perceptive text . . .’
Times Education Supplement

‘. . . a formidable survey of the political and social context in which 
religious education has developed since the landmark Education Act of 
1944.’

The Tablet
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Preface to the Second Edition

This book originally set out to trace the history of RE against the 
context of educational and social change in England and Wales between 
1944 and 1994. As such it was aimed not just at trainee teachers and 
researchers in RE, but all those interested in the history of education 
and in the presence of religion within the curriculum of UK schools. 
Such interest has increased in those parts of Europe, North America 
and beyond that share a concern about how to educate in this highly 
sensitive and vitally important area. But it is more than a decade since 
the first edition appeared. Much has changed in UK RE and in how RE 
is perceived in society at large. Who would have predicted in the 1950s 
that RE in the 2000s would show a massive surge in 16+ examination 
entries that would overtake even history, geography and French? Or 
that a national syllabus for RE would be on the horizon in 2008? So 
this edition includes necessary revision of all that was written before, 
but also an extension to finish the chapter on the 1990s and a new 
chapter covering 2000 to 2007. A new concluding chapter examines 
the significance of the whole sixty-year period. Finally a new short 
autobiographical appendix provides the story of a teacher setting out 
in RE in 2006.

Every book is limited by its subject and its length, but more by the 
latter. Our concern is with teaching religion over more than six decades 
in the classrooms of what the UK rather inaccurately calls ‘state schools’ 
and North America knows as ‘public schools’. School worship, the 
position and role of faith schools and of religious education within 
them and spiritual development as a cross-curricular theme are major 
subjects in their own right but space does not permit their treatment 
here. Similarly moral education, later known as personal and social 
education (PSE), later still as PSHE (‘health’ was inserted after the rise of 
AIDS) and citizenship have been omitted, except where the debate about 
them directly impinges on RE. For reasons of space we also exclude the 
different educational systems in Scotland and Northern Ireland in which 

xi
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RE has its different place—in Northern Ireland, for example, world 
religions teaching was mandated only in 2007, some forty years after it 
happened in England. Therefore this study is confined to England and 
Wales.

The period covered begins with the landmark Education Act of 1944 
and ends in 2007 with a major report by OFSTED on the state of 
religious education and a House of Commons statement emphasizing 
the importance of RE by the Prime Minister. Each intervening decade 
witnessed major change in religious education, so that, without forcing 
the subject matter to fit too strictly into artificial compartments, most 
chapters can be placed in the context of an approximate calendar 
decade.

Each chapter starts with a section on the wider political, social and 
religious change in British society during that decade. The selection 
of material for this has been inevitably subjective and has sometimes 
included the sensational, e.g. famous executions, which provided 
subject matter for ethical debate in some RE lessons. But the main 
aim of including this has been to provide a reminder for some or a 
flavour for others of the back-cloth against which religious educators 
operated.

The sixty years of this study was also a period of some significance for 
me. During much of it I experienced at first hand religious education as 
pupil and teacher in half a dozen schools, then in many more classrooms 
in different parts of the UK as part of my work researching and 
teaching RE within a higher education context. Within a professional 
lifetime spent in RE, I held a Chair in RE in education departments 
in two universities and taught theology in four universities. The 
questions, creative tensions and opportunities that these very different 
experiences—of RE, of theology and of the classroom and children—
created in my mind mirror those faced by religious education in the UK 
in the period under review and in the years ahead. What is the essential 
identity of RE? How has it changed? How has it happened that RE has 
not only survived the collapse of institutional Christianity in the UK 
after the Second World War but actually thrived? 

One question that preoccupied 1950s and 1960s RE was ‘Will it 
survive?’ The question for 2010s RE is not about survival, but about 
what its subject matter will be, what pedagogy will be appropriate and 
the precise form of its presence in curriculum. Should RE relate to the 
humanities, notably history and geography? To personal and social 
education? Is citizenship as a subject the natural friend or foe of RE? 
Should RE relate more closely to the creative arts and subjects that seek 
to nurture the imagination? Or is RE a loner, offering something unique 
and distinctive? There is also a growing issue about the control of RE—

xii
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will a national syllabus appear? If so, who will define it and how much 
detail will be prescribed? 

It is strange to those outside the UK that we talk about religious 
education, but not history education or mathematics education. Here 
it is common to talk of ‘teaching RE’ or strictly, teaching Religious 
Education. It is even the title of a book (Stern, 2006). Gabriel Moran, 
an American commentator, asks ‘Does one teach the child education?’ 
Perhaps the alternative, ‘Teaching Religion’, smacks too much of 
indoctrination to the British mind. 

In the end, the system and praxis of religious education we have is 
uniquely British, or to be more precise, Welsh and English. The story 
has its peaks and troughs. Without RE an implicit secular indoctrination 
in the curriculum might have reigned unchecked, pupil choice would 
have been further reduced and perceptions of religion among children 
would have been left to scandals misreported in the tabloid press and the 
chilling media images of religiously motivated terrorism. But in 2007 it 
was a tabloid newspaper, the News of the World, which called for GCSE 
Religious Studies to be compulsory for all, stating that ‘the classroom is 
the ideal place to engender understanding and respect for each other’s 
beliefs’ (17.6.2007). Times had indeed changed. The rich evidence from 
the past that we are about to review may, in explaining how we came to 
be where we are, offer insights for the future.

My decades of involvement in the process and profession we call 
religious education have convinced me that RE is crucial for individuals 
and for societies. It may be one piece in the jigsaw quest for a peaceful 
planet. Certainly it is an entertaining and intellectually and personally 
absorbing quest—plenty to occupy a professional lifetime. 

Terence Copley
Harris Manchester College, Oxford, and

Oxford University Education Department, 2008

Note on gender

It is a characteristic that for the earlier period under review, language 
was more male-gender oriented than is now the case. Head-teachers 
were often presumed to be ‘headmasters’. The child or pupil—not yet 
metamorphosed into ‘the student’ of current education jargon—was 
usually ‘he’ etc. Quotations reflecting this are allowed to stand verbatim 
without further comment. The obsequious ‘sic’ has been kept to a 
minimum.
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