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Editorial: Gazing back and moving forward 

Scholarship and classroom discourse in Religious Education (RE) ‘gaze back’ at religion in 
exploring histories, traditions, ethics, philosophies and beliefs of religions but, importantly, at 
the same time ‘move forward’ for RE as an engaging, critical (not simply criticism) and re-
contextualised subject relevant for children and young in a post-modern milieu.   

The oxymoron ‘gazing back and moving forward’ is drawn from Sankofa, an ancient 
African philosophy from the Akan people of Ghana. Sankofa is symbolised by a mystical bird 
known by that name (Slater, 2019). The bird is depicted with its feet firmly planted on the 
ground and moving forward but with its head twisted backwards to bring forth an egg from its 
back – the egg representing precious knowledge gained from experience upon which wisdom 
is gained for the benefit of future generations (Quan-Baffour, 2017). In essence, Sankofa 
encapsulates a quest for knowledge based on critical reasoning, as well as intelligent and patient 
investigation of the past. It draws on the belief that what happened in the past if critically 
understood can serve as a guide for planning the future and ‘where a mistake has been made, 
the wrong can be rectified and lessons can be learnt from the experience’ (Slater, 2019, 2). 
Sankofa is about the wisdom of learning from the past to ensure a strong and positive future, 
and a quest for new knowledge based on critical examination and thoughtful investigation 
(Quan-Baffour, 2017; Slater, 2019).  

Applied in the context of scholarship and classroom discourse in RE a few points can 
be made. In different countries, and even within in-country locales, the dynamic of ‘gazing 
back’ and ‘moving forward’ is impacted by powerful contextual considerations such as history, 
politics, cultural tradition and religious demography (Leirvik, 2004; Skeie, 2006). These 
factors produce ambiguities as well as opportunities for RE in its attempt to address specific 
needs of the contemporary child as well satisfy stakeholder demands (Conroy et al., 2013). In 
a nation state, contemporary RE grapples with not only how it responds to religion in its various 
confessional manifestations but also crucially to pluralism, non-religion and secular 
worldviews – issues that engender contested debates in the construction and re-construction of 
RE as a school subject (Barnes, 2015; Bråten and Everington, 2019). 

In the three decades I have been teaching and researching RE on two continents (Africa 
and Europe) and three countries (Malawi, Botswana and Scotland), I have seen RE ‘gazing 
back’ while also keenly ‘moving forward’. In addition to ‘gazing back’ at religious traditions 
and beliefs in classroom discourse, for example, my second proposition is that RE also ‘gazes 
back’ at the historical development of the subject. This does not suggest a nostalgia to return 
to the inefficacies of the past in the history of RE (Matemba, 2014), but rather an opportunity 
to understand its contested past as a ‘Sankofa moment’ in the continuing development of RE 
as a school subject. In ‘moving forward’ not only does contemporary RE seeks to sharpen its 
pedagogical approaches, ascertain ‘what works’ but also, crucially, how it widens material 
coverage to include minoritised religions, non-religion and  secular worldviews (Conroy et al., 
2013; Zilliacus and Holm, 2013). 

The ten articles published in this issue of BJRE are drawn from work in eight countries 
(UK, Spain, Australia, Greece, Israel, Poland, Russia and China). Many of the articles touch 
on ways in which the issues raised in different national and supra-national contexts ‘gaze back’ 
at culture, religious history and RE curriculum development as contexts to understand the 
incorporation of new curriculum knowledge, and how classroom discourse responds (or not) 
to that dynamic. The articles also ‘move forward’ in their critical but thoughtful examination 
of RE as a field of scholarly investigation.  

Focusing on confessional RE in Catholic schools in Australia, Richard Rymarz and 
Angelo Belmonte subject to critical examination the views of RE teachers and subject 
coordinators in an attempt to understand questions students across the school system (infants, 
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primary and secondary) raise in classroom discourse, and the implications of this analysis on 
pedagogical practice. Drawn from interviews and focus group discussions the participants 
reveal four categories of questions students asked: metacognitive questions, thematic cognitive 
questions, moral issues and teachers’ Christian witness. However, the article also reveals many 
instances when student questions are not always forthcoming in RE classes. Part of the reason 
given being young people’s growing disengagement from religion, and low level of interest in 
RE. The article calls for teachers and school management to ‘move forward’ in implementing 
innovative pedagogical strategies that encourage a questioning culture in the classroom, 
although in practice this may be constrained by gaps in teachers’ content knowledge and 
pedagogical skills, in response to which the article calls for action to address these limitations. 

Paul Chigwidden’s article ‘gazes back’ at the life-writings of English intellectuals and 
their critical reflections on RE in their school years at English public schools during the 
interwar years. Chigwidden examines patterns of the intellectuals’ growing disbelief aligned 
to the nation’s statistical decline in formal religious belief during the interwar period, but also 
revealing their search for new religious experience. In examining these texts, Chigwidden 
reveals the growing influence of secularism on the intellectuals’ social-cultural world during 
their formative years and how in later years for most of them that experience led them to a 
position which supported moral and spiritual aspects of religion as more suited in the classroom 
than an emphasis on religious doctrines. The ineffective manner in which religion was taught 
in schools, sometimes by unbelieving teachers, accelerated the disenchantment with RE among 
the interwar intellectuals during their school days. Chigwidden concludes with the observation 
that the de-emphasis of ‘the place of the enchanted and the doctrines that explicated that 
enchantment within schoolboy religion’ at the very least contributed to the acceleration of 
‘secularism as a statistical and as a religious experience’, with implications for English RE. 

Eleanor Nesbitt’s article draws on ethnographic research carried out over more than 
three decades in the West Midlands region of England (UK) among South Asian communities. 
In it, Nesbitt ‘gazes back’ at the history of caste and UK education given the persistence of 
caste as a cultural feature among South Asian communities in the UK, but also ‘moves forward’ 
in her critical reflection of this phenomenon and its implications on schooling.  According to 
Nesbitt, caste-based bullying happened when students from a higher caste would find out 
another student was from a lower caste, and yet even when the affected students would report 
the incidents to school authorities, effective action was not taken leading to an escalation of the 
bullying and intimidation. The failure of equality legislation to treat caste/casteism as a 
protected characteristic, like racism, is identified as a key factor in the continued failure to deal 
effectively with caste-based bullying. There is a plea for those at all levels in the education 
system (primary, secondary and teacher education) to be vigilant in raising awareness of, and 
dealing with, caste-related victimisation. 

Marios Koukounaras-Liagkis’ article is concerned with the identification of concepts 
and constructs of knowledge in RE in Greece. It considers knowledge (in education) as an 
experience that builds on students’ previous experience. Knowledge is experience where 
memories and thinking processes (‘inside humans’) and the world and socio-cognitive 
inheritance (‘outside humans’) are interconnected. Knowledge construction involves 
identifying what and how a person learns pertaining to specific content knowledge – in this 
case, about religion. It highlights knowledge competence, knowledge sustainability and the 
articulation of that knowledge in classroom discourse. The article concludes by highlighting 
concerns about pedagogy and good teaching, and the suggestion that a theory of knowing is 
invaluable for all ‘not only because it settles the issue of knowledge but also because it 
addresses the problem in a way that opens up an opportunity to identify what is possible in 
education’. 



3 
 

Svetlana Sheypak’s article discusses the growing trend in Russia of orientating the 
public school curriculum towards Orthodox education. The growth in Orthodox preferences 
can be traced to what Sheypak describes as the ideological partnership between authorities in 
public schools and the Orthodox Church. It is interesting that most teachers who offer the 
Orthodox curriculum and most parents who support this trend are not practising members of 
the Orthodox Church. In fact, as the article says, given the low level of Orthodox practices 
among Russian citizens, the reasons behind Orthodox parental preferences are not necessarily 
religious. Thus, in furthering understanding of this trend, the article identifies spiritual reasons, 
for example, as advocated by active members of the church. Secondly, parents in rural areas 
where traditional values remain strong prefer the trend. Also in rural areas, there is strong 
influence of Orthodox priests in schools meetings during the time parents choose subject 
options for their children. Finally, the article reveals how the ideological position of school 
authorities affect parental choice towards Orthodox education, an issue Sheypak finds 
unsettling. According to the author, another issue of concern is the imposition of confessional 
religious content within the Orthodox option of the new ‘Fundamentals of Religious Cultures 
and Secular Ethics’ (FRCSE) curriculum.  

From Catalonia, Spain, the authors – Ruth Vilà Baños, Montserrat Freixa Niella, 
Angelina Sánchez-Martí and María  José Rubio Hurtado – explore the attitudes of secondary 
school head teachers towards religious diversity, intercultural and interreligious dialogue, and 
the role of education in fostering intercultural and interreligious dialogue. Using quantitative 
and descriptive-explanatory questionnaire methods involving a large sample of head teachers 
(N=275) in the Catalan region, the article suggests that there are significant differences in 
headteachers’ attitudes aligned with the specific features of their schools. As reported, a 
noticeable difference in the findings is that headteachers of religious and private schools are 
more positive than those in public schools towards managing religious and cultural diversity 
and the role of education in promoting dialogue. The more diverse the school, the less 
favourable are the headteachers about diversity. The authors conclude that ‘while currently 
there is a strong predominance of Catholic education, this should not prevent … [the need to 
address different] religions through an approach based on interreligious dialogue’. 

Ian Kingsbury’s theoretical piece on Haredi education in Israel analyses some issues 
concerning Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) Jews, whose population is said to be increasing way above 
the national average. The economic concerns and fiscal pressures to support a growing and 
distinct religious community are highlighted. Haredim, like all Israeli citizens, receive financial 
support from the government, including funding for ultra-Orthodox schools. Yet, as noted in 
the article, most Haredi men do not work and although most Haredi women work, the work 
they do tend to be menial and low paying. The article describes the nature of Haredi schools 
and the differences within its sub-systems, including some schools that operate under the 
auspices of predominantly Haredi political parties. Haredi schools reject modernity and enjoy 
curricular autonomy.  This enables them to practice strict adherence to Jewish law and custom, 
and thus offer a curriculum that focuses on religion at the expense of other subjects, particularly 
for boys. For Haredi girls while the expectation remains that religious instruction will feature 
in their school life, they spend much of their time studying traditional subjects as a way of 
preparing them to become the primary breadwinners for their families later in life. To address 
many of the challenges analysed in this paper, Kingsbury makes a number of policy suggestions 
which, as he admits, will require a different level of democratic deliberation, consensus and 
compromise to ensure that the ‘Haredi community buys into [necessary] reform’. 

Ewa Przybylska and Danuta Wajsprych explore the coherence between the human 
social world and RE in Poland, taking into account the cultural context that impact on attitudes 
towards refugees. While noting the psychological state of refugees in Poland, the article is 
critical of those members of Polish communities who do not express readiness to accept the 
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refugees. The combination of complex factors such as religion, race, ethnic division and 
different levels of ‘civilisational diversity’, creates an unhelpful environment that makes 
adaptation difficult for both the Polish community and refugees. The article identifies the 
potential of RE as lifelong practice that can inculcate pro-social competence towards ‘the 
developmental effort of Polish thinking and understanding’.  To ensure that RE is effective in 
doing this, the article makes three important points. First, a return to RE using the Kantian 
concept of ‘extended thinking’ - that is, placing oneself in the shoes of another regardless of 
religious or non-religious beliefs. Second, adopting a new model of RE that is non-
confessional, pluralistic and encourages reflexivity and criticality. Finally, in the face the 
refugee problem in Europe (which Poland shares), the necessity of further developing the level 
of thinking in RE classroom discourse.  

Zhenzhou Zhao’s article explores the representation and interpretation of religion in 
Chinese social studies textbooks at primary and secondary school levels. The Chinese 
constitution mandates the separation of religion and education. However, despite the country’s 
secular orientation, the article explains that Chinese textbooks introduce students to a variety 
of religious traditions, which are integrated with textbook content across subjects or offered as 
independent learning units. The justification for focusing the article on Social Studies textbooks 
(including History, English, Geography and Civics) is provided.  The findings reported reveal 
three different ways religion is represented and interpreted: first, as socio-cultural knowledge, 
second, as a construct of pre-modern traditional societies, and finally as alternative 
interpretations contrasting science and humanities discourses.  The article suggests that the 
representation of religion in school textbooks is inadequate to help Chinese students understand 
the role of religion in contemporary society and as such leaves them ill-prepared to cope with 
China’s increasing cross-cultural interactions in the country and across the world. 

Finally, Mairi Levitt’s and Linda Woodhead’s article examines how primary and 
secondary schools of a religious character in the English city of Leicester represent themselves, 
mainly in terms of admissions and attainment, and what this reveals of the contribution of such 
schools towards school choice in the city. The rationale for choosing Leicester as the site of 
the study is well explained. The article highlights reasons for choosing a school of a religious 
character, which in rank order of preference suggests the following: academic standards, 
location, discipline, ethical values, and – ranked last – faith. Interestingly, parents and children 
who conform to the interpretations of the religion favoured by those who set the admissions 
criteria are advantaged in school admissions against those with other interpretations. There are 
further insights revealed in the article, including the complexity of the admissions creteria used 
by the different schools of a religious character, lack of  consistency with other schools focusing 
on parental faith and others on the child and finally, the revelation that those with ‘no religion’ 
and from poorer backgrounds have the least chance of gaining admission to a school of a 
religious character. 

The articles demonstrate various aspects of a ‘Sankofa moment’, enabling the reader to 
‘gaze back and move forward’ towards a critical understanding of the various issues emerging 
from different cultural and national contexts. The articles reveal intriguing cases regarding how 
RE engages with and is impacted by critical issues such as secularism (Chigwidden), caste 
(Nesbitt), refugees (Przybylska and Wajsprych), orthodox education (Kingsbury; Sheypak) and 
attitudes to diversity (Baños et al.). Even the articles that explore other issues such as choosing 
a faith school (Levitt and Woodhead), religion in Social Studies textbooks (Zhao), students’ 
questions (Rymarz and Belmonte) and construction of knowledge (Koukounaras-Liagkis), 
provide Sankofa moments of reflection. As you read these articles, and reflect on the nuanced 
issues they raise, please remember to pause for a ‘Sankofa moment’ for RE. 
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