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Article number two
Distinctiveness and Effectiveness 
as a Church School
My colleagues at the Diocese of Salisbury Board of Education, have developed the following phrase “You are a church school, So What?”
This question points us straight to the heart of the title of this article. 
What difference does being a church school make to the whole community of the school? What is it that church schools offer? How are they distinctive? Are they effective as church schools?

The National Society established schools in England during the 19th century, for the Education of the poor in the principles of the Established Church. 
It was on this foundation that was built the 1944 Education Act of Parliament. This established the role of the state in education and indeed laid the model for England’s current educational provision.

Apart from a varied and broad academic curriculum, schools should offer children the opportunity to develop their skills and talents in an environment that will encourage them to high standards and to become good citizens for the future. 

All schools would purport to do this ……….

 “So What?”

What is distinctive about a church school?

The 1998 General Synod motion: 

‘Church schools stand at the centre of the Church’s mission to the nation’.

This is key to how we can begin to answer the question.

Leadership of schools is in the hands of the head and governors. To them is given the task of shaping the school and creating what is often called ‘The Ethos’ of the school.  It is their responsibility to provide an excellent education, and to promote the values that will enable children to become ‘good citizens’ for our society. 

As the head of church aided schools I often took parents around trying to explain the Christian ethos and values of the school. I talked about the elements of Christianity underpinning all we did for the whole school community, meaning everyone connected to the school, parents, staff, governors, not just the children. My staff and governors supported me in this, the people in the parishes played a central role in creating the wholeness of the school community and I saw my schools as being inclusive. Parents would speak to me of the moral values that they felt were important to establish and what they called traditional family values they saw as being offered by church schools.
However simply creating a family school is not enough, if we are to be faithful to our mission then we need to be more explicit. Christian schools are founded on the teachings of Christ.
It is on this Faith in his teachings that we must base our distinctiveness.
In a church school we can be distinctively Christian and deliver a high quality education through the beliefs and practices of Christianity. Does our vision for the school include this? As governors of a church school do we promote this vision and how can we evaluate its practice?

Leadership and governance needs to be fully committed to being explicit. 
Through clear policies relating to the daily act of worship, admissions criteria and the whole curriculum, we can be explicit about the Christian thinking that permeates all, setting high standards. This will impact directly on the way we care for the welfare of the staff, children and parents of the school community. It will give opportunities to all who are practicing Christians to express their faith and explain how they live their faith and opportunities for the wider school community to contribute in a meaningful way. People belonging to the local church can bring experience of their faith to the school. We can offer all our school community a vision of what Christian faith is and how it can be a living faith.

As governors you need to assess the impact of the distinctive nature of your school and  to unpick the distinctive Christian qualities that are embedded in your aims and policies. Apart from the SIAS Toolkit there are other questions to help do this.

When you visit is it obvious that this is a Christian school, are there symbols that affirm this, for instance a cross or a religious painting?
If you are fortunate to be a part of the daily act of worship, are there distinct elements of worship? 
Are the participants, staff, children and visitors, encouraged to reflect on teachings of Christ? 
Is prayer central to the time of worship?
When you have the opportunity to consider the RE curriculum, is Christianity central and does it occupy at least 5% of curriculum time?
Do the staff plan opportunities for developing spirituality across the curriculum?
Does the behavior policy reflect the Christian values of acceptance, reconciliation, justice and peace? 
Can this be seen in the actions of all throughout the school, adult to adult, adult to child and child to child?

In November 2004 the Government published Every Child Matters: the Next Steps, and passed the Children Act 2004, providing the legislative spine for developing more effective and accessible services focused around the needs of children, young people and families.

· Be healthy 

· Stay safe 

· Enjoy and achieve 

· Make a positive contribution 

· Achieve economic well-being 
Schools have a responsibility to create opportunities for these needs being served. 

As governors of Church schools we must remember that these outcomes are not just about being physically healthy, wealthy and happy. Worldly treasures are not the ‘be all and end all’ for a satisfying life. Our spiritual health, wealth and happiness is far more important to this. It is through self-esteem and happiness that we have the strength and ability to contribute fully to the lives of others. In encouraging children to develop these strengths we are able to help safeguard and build a better world.

To deliver these five outcomes in a distinctive and truly effective Christian way we need to place the Christian Faith at the heart of all we do, ensuring that the whole school community has the opportunity to grow in spiritual health, wealth and happiness.

Look out for the next article in this series, ‘The effectiveness and Impact of Religious Education in Church Schools’.
Sue Evans

Advisor for School Development

Salisbury Board of Education
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