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FOREWORD

The place of RE on the basic curriculum has always been clear and local determination of its 
curriculum has been part of the statutory arrangements for RE over many years. I welcome 
Religious education: a national curriculum framework as a national benchmark document for use 
by all those responsible for the RE curriculum locally. I also welcome the wider Review of RE in 
England of which it is part. 

The RE Review, an initiative of the Religious Education Council of England and Wales, takes 
account of wider educational aims, including the aims of the new national curriculum. In particular, 
it embodies respect for the law and the principles of freedom, responsibility and fairness. It 
demonstrates a commitment to raising expectations and standards of the RE received by all 
children and young people.

All children need to acquire core knowledge and understanding of the beliefs and practices of 
the religions and worldviews which not only shape their history and culture but which guide their 
own development. The modern world needs young people who are sufficiently confident in their 
own beliefs and values that they can respect the religious and cultural differences of others, and 
contribute to a cohesive and compassionate society. 

RE’s place on the curriculum will be strong if its role and importance are communicated effectively 
and widely understood. RE in England compares favourably with equivalent curricula in high 
performing jurisdictions around the world, but this reputation can only be maintained with a 
rigorous model of RE.

This RE curriculum framework and the RE Review of which it is part provides for such a model. It 
has the endorsement of a very wide range of professional organisations and bodies representing 
faiths and other worldviews. I hope the document will be useful to all those seeking to provide RE 
of the highest quality for young people in our schools.

Michael Gove

Secretary of State for Education
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INTRODUCTION

Every child and young person who goes to school is entitled to an experience of religious 
education (RE) that is both academically challenging and personally inspiring. To that end, the RE 
Council of England and Wales (REC) undertook a review of the subject in England (referred to as 
‘the Review’). It has drawn as widely as possible on the expertise of the RE community to develop 
a benchmark curriculum that promotes high quality learning and teaching in all schools in the 
coming years, and to map out issues for further development. School structures are becoming 
increasingly diverse in England. It is important that within this diversity, schools’ RE curricula 
give all young people the opportunity to gain an informed understanding of religious beliefs and 
worldviews.1

The REC began the Review early in 2012, as part of its wider strategic plan2  for developing the 
subject. This decision was supported by the then Minister of State for Schools, Nick Gibb MP, 
who described the REC as ‘well placed’ to do so in a letter to John Keast, REC Chair, on the 25th 
January 2012. The REC is uniquely fitted for this task, with its wide membership, the range 
of views from both faith-based groups and education professionals and its commitment to an 
inclusive approach to RE. 

The main catalyst for the Review was the extensive review of the national curriculum for schools 
in England, undertaken by the Department for Education (DfE) from January 2011 to July 2013. 
RE was not part of the DfE review as it is not one of the national curriculum subjects. The REC 
was clear that a review of RE in England was needed for reasons of equity with other subjects. 
Large changes to the curriculum have implications for all subjects3, including RE. From September 
2014, teachers with responsibility for RE in schools in England will be expected to plan lessons, 
assess pupil progress, and have their performance held to account, as other teachers do. School 
leaders will expect them to use the same or similar criteria to those deployed in other subjects in 
the curriculum. For this reason alone, a new RE curriculum document is needed to support those 
teachers and schools, laid out in the same style as the documents for the national curriculum. 

Beyond the need for parity, a wider set of challenges for RE has arisen in the past three years, 
mainly as the result of large-scale changes in education made by the Coalition government. 
These include the introduction of the English Baccalaureate, towards whose achievement GCSE 
Religious Studies cannot be counted, significant reforms of GCSE and A Level qualifications, 
the extension of the academies programme and introduction of free schools, all of which have 
implications for the way in which RE and its curriculum are decided and supported. Local authority 
cuts have also led to the reduction of local support for RE, and the number of new trainee teachers 
has been slashed. The total number of GCSE Religious Studies entries has started to decline after 
many years of growth.

  

1 The REC recognises that in schools with a religious character, there is likely to be an aspiration that RE (and other aspects of 
school life) will contribute to pupils’ faith development. 

2  http://religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/about/strategic-plan
3  The RE curriculum is set locally, not nationally. Broadly speaking, it is set for community and voluntary controlled schools by 

local agreed syllabus conferences, advised by local SACREs, and by governing bodies in the case of academies, free schools and 
voluntary aided schools.
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The RE community has felt a sense of crisis despite government assurance. This assurance has 
been challenged by many stakeholders in RE and the threats to RE confirmed in a report of 
the RE All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG), RE: The Truth Unmasked in 2013. The adverse 
consequences of government policy on RE’s place in schools were recognised subsequently by 
the Secretary of State for Education on 3rd July 2013. Addressing an event at Lambeth Palace, 
Michael Gove conceded that RE had been an ‘unintended casualty’ of recent curriculum reforms, 
and acknowledged that in thinking that RE’s ‘special status’ was protected ‘he had not done 
enough’.  Furthermore, successive triennial Ofsted reports for RE have argued, and the APPG 
inquiry has confirmed, that there are significant and well-founded concerns about the uneven 
quality of learning and teaching in RE across the country. In this context, a review presented the 
RE community with an opportunity not only to reflect again on the nature and purpose of the 
subject and its distinctive contribution to the curriculum, and to find better ways of articulating 
these to a general audience, but also to seek ways of raising standards. At its best, RE is an 
inspirational subject for pupils, as the REC’s Young Ambassadors project has revealed.4

No public money has been allocated to support this Review, even though RE is a subject required 
on the curriculum of all state funded schools in England. Instead, the Review has been made 
possible by generous donations from REC members, charitable trusts and other interested 
organisations. A full list of those donors is given at the end of this document.

The REC was determined to carry out the review in a collaborative and consultative manner. It 
began with a scoping report in early 2012, followed by a report from an expert panel, mirroring 
the DfE’s National Curriculum Review, in December 2012. In 2013, task groups took forward 
the panel’s recommendations, and consultations were held at some points with the whole REC 
membership and at others with a Steering Group that represented the diversity of the REC. 
The final text of the Review was agreed by the REC Board on 2 October 2013 and launched at 
Westminster on 23 October 2013.

  

4 http://religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/young-ambassadors
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The Review as a whole resulted in:
1. This document - a non-statutory national curriculum framework for RE (NCFRE) to complement 
the new national curriculum programmes of study (2013) resulting from the DfE’s review of the 
school curriculum, in which RE was not included

2. Available in the full version of the report – see below - an analysis of the wider context in which 
RE finds itself, including the opportunities and challenges that face the implementation of the new 
curriculum framework.

The NCFRE sets out:
• the purpose and aims of RE
• the contribution of RE to the school curriculum
• the breadth of study for RE
• the place of RE in the early years
• the knowledge, understanding and skills of RE for key stages 1 – 3
• RE in key stage 4 and 16-19
• an appendix on assessment.

Both 1 and 2 above are available together, and 1 is available as a stand-alone document, both in 
hard copy and on the REC website www.religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk
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RELIGIOUS EDUCATION: 
A NATIONAL CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK

Introduction

The national curriculum states the legal requirement that: 

Every state-funded school must offer a curriculum which is balanced and broadly based, and which:

• promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils, and

• prepares pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of later life

and

All state schools... must teach religious education... All schools must publish their curriculum by subject 
and academic year online. 

(‘The national curriculum in England: Framework document’, September 2013, p.4). 

This national curriculum framework for RE (NCFRE) in England has been developed by the RE 
Council of England and Wales, through a review of RE parallel to the Department for Education’s 
National Curriculum Review, published in September 2013. The key audience is the range of 
bodies which have responsibility for making RE syllabuses in England. This includes local authority 
SACREs (which have responsibility for the RE curriculum through an agreed syllabus for local 
authority schools), academies, free schools, faith and belief communities which run schools 
and governing bodies in some individual schools. The REC also commends this framework as a 
contribution to teachers’ thinking, and to public understanding of RE’s role and place in schools 
today.

The NCFRE does not claim to be an exhaustive or final description of the place, value and scope 
of RE in 2013, and it is not an official document. However, the breadth of the RE Council’s 
membership (over 60 national bodies listed inside the front cover), representing professional 
religious educators and national organisations of religion and belief, gives this document wide 
currency. The extensive consultation about draft versions of this framework means the document 
provides a widely supported platform for RE which can encourage a coherent range of RE 
syllabuses.
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The NCFRE follows the structure of the DfE’s National Curriculum Review, so that RE has 
documentation that parallels the subjects of the national curriculum. RE is described in terms 
of purpose, aims and programmes of study for each age group. It also gives clear guidance on RE 
in the early years and RE for students aged 14-19. As RE is a core subject of the curriculum the 
Review has largely followed the ways in which English, Mathematics and Science are described in 
the national curriculum, including examples and notes for key stages 1-3.

In describing progression in RE, the NCFRE illustrates how pupils will develop increasing 
understanding of wide areas of RE subject knowledge, and also how pupils can develop religious 
literacy, including the skills of: 

• investigating religions and worldviews through varied experiences, approaches and    
 disciplines;
• reflecting on and expressing their own ideas and the ideas of others with increasing    
 creativity and clarity;
• becoming increasingly able to respond to religions and worldviews in an informed, rational   
 and insightful way.
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Purpose of study

Religious education contributes dynamically to children and young people’s education in schools 
by provoking challenging questions about meaning and purpose in life, beliefs about God, ultimate 
reality, issues of right and wrong and what it means to be human. In RE they learn about and from 
religions and worldviews7  in local, national and global contexts, to discover, explore and consider 
different answers to these questions. They learn to weigh up the value of wisdom from different 
sources, to develop and express their insights in response, and to agree or disagree respectfully. 
Teaching therefore should equip pupils with systematic knowledge and understanding of a range 
of religions and worldviews, enabling them to develop their ideas, values and identities. It should 
develop in pupils an aptitude for dialogue so that they can participate positively in our society 
with its diverse religions and worldviews. Pupils should gain and deploy the skills needed to 
understand, interpret and evaluate texts, sources of wisdom and authority and other evidence. 
They learn to articulate clearly and coherently their personal beliefs, ideas, values and experiences 
while respecting the right of others to differ. 

Aims

The curriculum for RE aims to ensure that all pupils:

A. Know about and understand a range of religions and worldviews, so that they can:
• describe, explain and analyse beliefs and practices, recognising the diversity which exists   
 within and between communities and amongst individuals;
• identify, investigate and respond to questions posed, and responses offered by some of the   
 sources of wisdom8  found in religions and worldviews;
• appreciate and appraise the nature, significance and impact of different ways of life and ways  
 of expressing meaning.

B. Express ideas and insights about the nature, significance and impact of religions and 
worldviews, so that they can:

• explain reasonably their ideas about how beliefs, practices and forms of expression influence  
 individuals and communities;
• express with increasing discernment their personal reflections and critical responses to   
 questions and teachings about identity, diversity, meaning and value, including ethical issues; 
• appreciate and appraise varied dimensions of religion or a worldview9.

 
 
7The phrase ‘religions and worldviews’ is used in this document to refer to Christianity, other principal religions represented in 
Britain, smaller religious communities and non-religious worldviews such as Humanism. The phrase is meant to be inclusive, and 
its precise meaning depends on the context in which it occurs, eg in terms of belief, practice or identity.
8 The sources of wisdom found in religions and worldviews will include the key texts, the teachings of key leaders, and key thinkers 
from different traditions and communities. Examples include the Bible, the Torah and the Bhagavad Gita; the Buddha, Jesus Christ, 
the Prophet Muhammad, Guru Nanak and humanist philosophers. Other sources of wisdom might come from texts, thinkers, lead-
ers and scientists in the contemporary world as well as from experience and informed personal reflection and conscience.
9 The RE programme of study usually refers to ‘religions and worldviews’ to describe the field of enquiry. Here, however, the aim is 
to consider religion and belief itself as a phenomenon which has both positive and negative features, and is open to many inter-
pretations: in this aspect of the aims, pupils are to engage with the concept of religion and non-religious belief, not merely with 
individual examples, and similar critiques should apply to both.

Religious education
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C. Gain and deploy the skills needed to engage seriously with religions and worldviews, so that 
they can: 

• find out about and investigate key concepts and questions of belonging, meaning, purpose   
 and truth, responding creatively;
• enquire into what enables different individuals and communities to live together respectfully  
 for the wellbeing of all;
• articulate beliefs, values and commitments clearly in order to explain why they may be   
 important in their own and other people’s lives.
 
RE in the school curriculum

RE is a statutory subject of the school curriculum of maintained schools. Academies and free 
schools are contractually required through the terms of their funding to make provision for 
the teaching of RE to all pupils on the school roll. Alongside the subject’s contribution to pupils’ 
mental, cognitive and linguistic development, RE offers distinctive opportunities to promote 
pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development. RE lessons should offer a structured and 
safe space during curriculum time for reflection, discussion, dialogue and debate. Lessons should 
also allow for timely and sensitive responses to be made to unforeseen events of a religious, moral 
or philosophical nature, whether local, national or global.

The breadth of RE 

The law requires that local authority RE agreed syllabuses and RE syllabuses used in academies 
that are not designated with a religious character ‘must reflect the fact that the religious traditions 
in Great Britain are in the main Christian, while taking account of the teaching and practices of 
the other principal religions represented in Great Britain’. This means that from the ages of 5 to 
19 pupils in schools10 learn about diverse religions and worldviews including Christianity and the 
other principal religions. Some schools with a religious character will prioritise learning about 
and from one religion, but all types of school need to recognise the diversity of the UK and the 
importance of learning about its religions and worldviews, including those with a significant local 
presence. 

Attainment target*
By the end of each key stage, students are expected to know, apply and understand the matters, 
skills and processes specified in the relevant programme of study.

* Note: the wording of the attainment target for RE follows the same form of words found in the programmes of 
study of the national curriculum subjects

  

10 Except those withdrawn by their parents (or by themselves if aged over 18).
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RE in the Early Years Foundation Stage 

Pupils should encounter religions and worldviews through special people, books, times, places and 
objects and by visiting places of worship. They should listen to and talk about stories. Pupils can be 
introduced to subject specific words and use all their senses to explore beliefs, practices and forms 
of expression. They ask questions and reflect on their own feelings and experiences. They use their 
imagination and curiosity to develop their appreciation of and wonder at the world in which they 
live. Religious education is a legal requirement for all pupils on the school roll, including all those in 
the reception year.

In line with the DfE’s 2013 EYFS Profile RE should, through planned, purposeful play and 
through a mix of adult-led and child-initiated activity, provide these opportunities for pupils.

Communication and language:
• children listen with enjoyment to stories, songs and poems from different sources and 

traditions and respond with relevant comments, questions or actions; 
• use talk to organise, sequence and clarify thinking, ideas, feelings and events;
• answer ‘who’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions about their experiences in response to stories, 

experiences or events from different sources; 
• talk about how they and others show feelings; 
• develop their own narratives in relation to stories they hear from different traditions.

Personal, social and emotional development:

• children understand that they can expect others to treat their needs, views, cultures and 
beliefs with respect;

• work as part of a group, taking turns and sharing fairly, understanding that groups of 
people, including adults and children, need agreed values and codes of behaviour to work 
together harmoniously; 

• talk about their own and others’ behaviour and its consequences, and know that some 
behaviour is unacceptable;

• think and talk about issues of right and wrong and why these questions matter;
• respond to significant experiences showing a range of feelings when appropriate; 
• have a developing awareness of their own needs, views and feelings and are sensitive to 

those of others;
• have a developing respect for their own cultures and beliefs, and those of other people;
• show sensitivity to others’ needs and feelings, and form positive relationships.

Subject content



Review of Religious Education in England

14

Understanding the world
• children talk about similarities and differences between themselves and others, among 

families, communities and traditions;
• begin to know about their own cultures and beliefs and those of other people;
• explore, observe and find out about places and objects that matter in different cultures 

and beliefs.

Expressive arts and design
• children use their imagination in art, music, dance, imaginative play, and role-play and 

stories to represent their own ideas, thoughts and feelings; 
• respond in a variety of ways to what they see, hear, smell, touch and taste.

Literacy
• children are given access to a wide range of books, poems and other written materials to 

ignite their interest.

Mathematics
• children recognise, create and describe some patterns, sorting and ordering objects 

simply.

These learning intentions for RE are developed from relevant areas of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage Profile (DfE 2013). RE syllabus makers will want to provide detailed 
examples.
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Key stage 4 and RE 16-19

All students14 should extend and deepen their knowledge and understanding of religions and 
worldviews, reflecting local, national and global contexts. Building on their prior learning, they 
appreciate and appraise the nature of different religions and worldviews in systematic ways. 
They should use a wide range of concepts in the field of Religious Studies confidently and 
flexibly to interpret, contextualise and analyse the expressions of religions and worldviews 
they encounter. They should be able to research and investigate the influence and impact of 
religions and worldviews on the values and lives of both individuals and groups, evaluating 
their impact on current affairs. They should be able to appreciate and appraise the beliefs and 
practices of different religions and worldviews with an increasing level of discernment based 
on interpretation, evaluation and analysis, developing and articulating well-reasoned positions. 
They should be able to use some of the different disciplines of Religious Studies (eg textual study, 
philosophical and sociological approaches) to analyse the nature of religion.

More specifically students should be taught to:
• investigate and analyse the beliefs and practices of religions and worldviews using a range of 

arguments and evidence to interpret and evaluate issues and draw balanced conclusions;
• synthesise their own and others’ ideas and arguments about sources of wisdom and authority using 

coherent reasoning, making clear and appropriate reference to their historical, cultural and social 
contexts;

• analyse in a coherent and well informed way the forms of expression and ways of life found in 
different religions and worldviews;  

• use different disciplines and methods by which religions and worldviews are studied to 
analyse their influence on individuals and societies; 

• account for varied interpretations of commitment to religions and worldviews and for 
responses to profound questions about the expression of identity, diversity, meaning and 
value;

• argue for and justify their own positions with regard to key questions about the nature of 
religion, providing a detailed evaluation of the perspectives of others;

• enquire into and develop insightful evaluations of ultimate questions about the purposes and  
commitments of human life, especially as expressed in the arts, media and philosophy;  

• use a range of research methods to examine and critically evaluate varied perspectives and 
approaches to issues of community cohesion, respect for all and mutual understanding, locally, 
nationally and globally; 

• use ideas from phenomenological approaches to the study of religions and beliefs to research 
and present skilfully a wide range of well-informed and reasonable arguments which engage 
profoundly with moral, religious and spiritual issues.

  
14All state funded schools must teach RE to all students on school rolls, including all those in 14-19 education, unless withdrawn by their 
parents (or by themselves if aged 18 or over). It is important that teaching enables progression from the end of key stage 3, in ways that 
meet the varied learning needs of all students. All students can reasonably expect their learning will be accredited. These modes of 
accreditation include nationally accredited courses in RE such as GCSE and A level RS. Good practice examples include many schools 
of different types where all students take GCSE RS or other accredited courses at 16. Requirements are different in FE and sixth form 
colleges (see: 
http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/curriculum/a0064886/religious-education-in-english-schools-non-statutory-guidance-2010)
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This appendix provides an interim response to the REC’s expert panel report, which recommended 
that ‘new instruments for describing achievement in RE are created, that teachers can use working 
alongside the DfE’s new descriptions of achievement in subjects like English, Mathematics and 
Science.’ 

Mirroring the subjects of the national curriculum, RE syllabus makers and teachers have used an 
eight level scale to describe learning intentions, expectations and achievements for many years. 
The effectiveness of such scales has been a contested area in RE as in other subjects, and as the 
DfE has set aside 8 level scales for other subjects, this document does not offer an 8 level scale 
for RE. Consultations on the RE Council’s draft materials suggested a wide consensus about the 
need for further future national work in this area, but mixed professional views about this: many 
teachers will wish to continue to use RE levels, while others will not.

The NCFRE includes this statement: ‘By the end of each key stage, pupils are expected to know, 
apply and understand the matters, skills and processes specified in the relevant programme of 
study.’ This statement is also included in the programmes of study for each subject of the national 
curriculum. There is a clear expectation that pupils’ achievements will continue to be weighed up 
by teachers using criteria arising from the programmes of study.
 
The RE Council notes that the DfE expects schools to have a curriculum and assessment 
framework that meets a set of core principles57  and commends this advice to syllabus makers and 
teachers in RE as they plan particular ways of describing achievement in RE in those schools for 
which they have responsibility. 

The core principles are that assessment should: 

1. set out steps so that pupils reach or exceed the end of key stage expectations in the new   
 national curriculum; 

2. enable teachers to measure whether pupils are on track to meet end of key stage expectations; 

3. enable teachers to pinpoint the aspects of the curriculum in which pupils are falling behind, and  
 recognise exceptional performance; 

4. support teachers’ planning for all pupils;

5. enable the teacher to report regularly to parents and, where pupils move to other schools, 
providing clear information about each pupil’s strengths, weaknesses and progress towards 
the end of key stage expectations.

Appendix
Expectations, progression and achievement in religious education: a 
contribution to current discussion.

  

57 These 5 expectations upon schools are drawn from Primary assessment and accountability under the new national curriculum, a DfE 
consultation document published July 2013.
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In the light of these DfE concerns and in relation to RE, syllabus makers and teachers will need to 
consider these 5 questions, to which we provide answers from the subject review below. 

What steps within an assessment framework enable pupils to reach or exceed the end of key 
stage expectations in the RE curriculum? 
In RE, at 7, 11 and 14, pupils should show that they know, apply and understand the matters, skills 
and processes specified in the programme of study  This should enable teachers to plan, assess and 
report on progress in RE as outlined in the principles above.

Areas of enquiry to be included 
The programme of study enables pupils to increase and deepen their knowledge and 
understanding of key areas of enquiry in RE. These relate to the religions and worldviews studied. 
The range of key areas of enquiry in RE can be described like this: 

• beliefs, teachings, sources of wisdom and authority; 
• ways of living; 
• ways of expressing meaning; 
• questions of identity, diversity and belonging; 
• questions of meaning, purpose and truth; 
• questions of values and commitments. 

While this list bears a close relation to previous versions of RE curriculum guidance (e.g. the QCA 
non statutory National Framework for RE of 2004), the purpose of its inclusion here is to provide 
a checklist of areas in which pupils will make progress in RE and also to guide syllabus makers 
in developing appropriate statements of attainment for different groups of pupils. This task will 
require further work within the RE community. 

Gaining and deploying skills 
The programme of study also illustrates progression in skills across the 5-14 age range. In relation 
to the religions and worldviews they study, pupils are increasingly enabled to develop both their 
knowledge and understanding and their expression and communication through the skills that 
they gain and deploy.  While the programme of study makes clear the skills that are expected of 
learners at the end of each key stage, progress towards these outcomes will need careful planning 
in schemes of learning. 

The progression in understanding and skills that the programmes of study envisage are made 
explicit in the grid below. This is presented for syllabus makers to consider as they approach the 
task of designing instruments that will enable fair, valid and manageable assessment for learning in 
RE.
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