
 

RE - ‘It’s a little bit gorgeous’* 
Fiona Walton of Christian and Sheffield Schools (CaSS), 
and an R.E. teacher, talks Religious Education (and 
beer!) to Lat Blaylock, a mover and shaker in the R.E. 
world. 
 
I first met Lat in 1978 (!!) when we were at Sheffield University. For 
three years we studied the Bible, tackled Hebrew and Greek and drank 
lots of hot ribena (Biblical Studies students know how to live!) In 1981 
we both graduated. 
 
I met Lat at Sheffield station to talk about the current state of R.E., 
something we are both passionate about. Lat espouses the view that 
beer slogans often capture the essence of R.E. Funnily enough, on my 
R.E. classroom wall is the statement, ‘R.E. reaches parts other subjects 
cannot reach!’ this comes courtesy of Heineken!  

 

 
 
What have you been doing for the last 33 years? 
I married Rosamund and had children, Luke and Abi. I taught R.E. for 11 
years. I am now an R.E adviser and editor of REtoday magazine. I provide 
professional development opportunities for several thousand primary 
and secondary teachers each year in a variety of local authority and 
diocesan contexts. I support the development of R.E. in schools and 
academy chains nationally. I have written curriculum materials, including 
agreed syllabuses and units of work. 
 
 



 
What brings you to Sheffield today? 
Today was the final consultation for Sheffield’s new R.E. syllabus (2014-
2019) which is entitled ‘Enquiring Minds and Open Hearts.’ It will be 
launched at Sheffield Hallam University on July 16th. I’m feeling really 
excited about it! 
 
So, should R.E. be part of the school curriculum? 
Absolutely! R.E. is a unique subject. It is a subject of personal 
engagement. Pupils love it – our surveys with secondary school pupils 
have shown that students say R.E. is the subject where their views count 
and the place where they learn to respect others who have a different 
world view than their own. R.E. is creating a circle of tolerance in this 
country. Ofsted’s report, ‘Religious Education: realising the potential’ 
states it plays a key role in promoting social cohesion and the virtues of 
respect and empathy. It prepares pupils for the opportunities and 
experiences of later life. 
 
Is it problematic that most school children form their view of 
Christianity through R.E.? 
Yes it can be. For example, when school children were asked what 
matters most to Christians they put in first place keeping Sunday special, 
then not sleeping with someone you are not married to. Lessons need to 
enable pupils to look at authentic Christianity. 
Ofsted are concerned about poor R.E. teaching in primary schools – 
particularly the teaching of Christianity. It isn’t easy to teach Christianity, 
a faith that covers Quakers to Pentecostals! Ofsted, the government and 
senior school leadership need to look at how they support R.E. and 
those that teach it. It is unfair on pupils if R.E is not taught well, it needs 
to be taught thoughtfully and creatively. 
 
The national press has been reporting on the Bible Society’s findings 
that children have poor Biblical knowledge – apparently even 
confusing Biblical and Harry Potter stories. 
I love the Bible – I did a Biblical Studies degree! My experience is that 
there is Biblical illiteracy in schools, but I don’t think that is a new 
phenomenon. With only one child in 20 in churches across the country, 
schools have an enormous role in teaching the Bible and many teachers 
find that challenging. R.E. teachers are on the front line. 
 



My children attended a Sheffield state school where R.E. is compulsory 
at GCSE. How many pupils study R.E. at GCSE/A level nationally? 
In 1997 113,000 pupils took RE at GCSE. In 2013 436,000 pupils took the 
short/long course GCSE. 
In 2000 under 10,000 students took A level R.E., in 2013 this had risen to 
26,000. The subject has seen exceptional growth. 
 
What are the strengths of R.E. teaching? 
One of the real strengths is the 13,000 secondary R.E. teachers – those 
with a serious R.E. habit, who would admit at a party they teach R.E.! 
They are often amazing people with grit, are some of the most 
interfaith-aware people in the whole country, they are adept at handling 
pupil discussions on sensitive issues and often work with little funding or 
timetable time. 
Michael Gove talks of ‘international jurisdictions of excellence’, citing 
e.g. Singapore for excellence in Maths. R.E. in this country is recognised 
as the best in the world. It is plural, agreed, inclusive and gives a special 
place to Christianity. 
Some of the best R.E. in the country is done by primary teachers in 
church schools, where there is often a brilliant R.E. coordinator, 
although it is rare that the whole team are making high quality R.E. 
happen. 
 
If you were Secretary of State for Education and you had a large pot of 
money to spend on R.E. What would you use it for? 
I would get Ofsted to inspect SACREs, local authorities would then fund 
them properly. 
I would make one of Ofsted’s criteria, when inspecting primary teacher 
training, to be looking at the provision of training to teach R.E. 
Finally, I would have consortia of schools able to bid for funding for RE. 
At present Music, P.E. and Maths are supported by strategic funding: 
those subjects are awarded hundreds of millions of pounds, while R.E. 
gets nothing. I’d like to see a more equal status, in terms of funding. 
 
Why should those reading this who are not teachers be concerned 
about the teaching of R.E.? 
R.E. matters because it is the best place in our whole society for 
conversation about God, life, the universe and everything – all young 
people participate and Christian perspectives are welcome alongside 
others. Too good a thing to ignore! 



 
My role with Christians & Sheffield Schools involves encouraging 
churches/Christians to serve and connect with their local schools. Are 
there ways they helpfully might be able to get involved with aspects of 
R.E.? 
Yes, loads! Try contacting R.E. teachers and offer to be interviewed, to 
be helpful, to be involved. Donate a book or some artefacts, be 
generous. It will be appreciated. 
 
R.E. often involves visiting a place of worship – what would your advice 
to churches be? 
Make the pupils welcome, and let the church become a classroom for a 
day. Give them lots of creative, active and thoughtful things to do while 
they are there, and invite them to make some kind of display of their 
thoughts about their visit. Make it live! 
 
What would you say to school governors, regarding R.E? 
The chair of the R.E. Council, John Keast, rightly says: “The two most 
important things that school leaders and governors can do to strengthen 
R.E. is, first, to ensure they are familiar with R.E. as a subject in the 
curriculum today – and not rely on their own memories of it; and, 
second, to apply the same professionalism to the management of R.E. as 
they do to other subjects, in terms of expectations, curriculum, teaching 
and learning, staffing, resourcing, and support.” I agree with this. 
 
What does your Christian faith contribute to your job? 
Some R.E. teachers or advisers find there is a tension between their 
professional R.E. work and their faith. I find my faith informs my 
professional work and that my professional work informs my faith. That 
has been the conversation of my adult life, a discussion that is still going 
on for me. 
 
*Boddington’s slogan. 

 
Fiona Walton 
Fiona Walton (53) is a teacher with over 30 years’ experience (mostly 
teaching boys) and a part-time adviser with the well-established 
interdenominational charity, Christians and Sheffield Schools. CaSS 
connects, encourages and resources churches or Christians seeking to 
serve their local schools or those that work in them. 



More information about Christians and Sheffield Schools (CaSS) can be 
found on http://www.cass-su.org.uk/fiona.walton@cass-su.org.uk or 
07812 855332 (mobile) Do like CaSS on Facebook. 
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