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30 June 2011  

 
Mr J Dennett 
Headteacher 
Fitzharrys School 
Northcourt Road 
Abingdon 
Oxfordshire 
OX14  1NP 

                                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
 

Dear Mr Dennett 
 
Ofsted 2011–12 subject survey inspection programme: religious 
education (RE)  
 

Thank you for your hospitality and cooperation, and that of the staff and 
students, during my visit on 14 and 15 June 2011 to look at work in RE.  
 

The visit provided valuable information which will contribute to our national 
evaluation and reporting. Published reports are likely to list the names of the 
contributing institutions but individual institutions will not be identified in the 

main text without their consent.  
 
The evidence used to inform the judgements included: interviews with staff 

and students; scrutiny of relevant documentation; analysis of students’ work; 
and observation of six lessons. 
 

The overall effectiveness of RE is inadequate.  
 
Achievement in RE 
 
Achievement in RE is inadequate. 
 

 The school’s self-evaluation of RE identifies correctly that there is 
widespread underachievement in Key Stage 3 and among GCSE entrants, 
the majority of whom did not meet their targets in 2011.  

 Students have produced some satisfactory work, particularly in the context 
of a study of ‘religion and art’, which many of them enjoyed. Several 
students gave profound responses to forms of religious art and clearly 
understood how it can have a spiritual impact on people.  

 However, at both Key Stages 3 and 4, students’ knowledge of the main 
religions of the UK is very weak. Students’ written work concentrates on 
issues, such as crime and punishment, while religious responses to these 

matters appear often in a few lines as an afterthought. There is a 
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recurrence in students’ work, including at GCSE, of the phrase ‘religious 
people’ reflecting their lack of understanding of the diversity within and 

between religions.  

 RE is liked by some students but overall it is not a popular subject and 
very few Year 9 students have chosen to take it for GCSE. The attitude of 
many boys towards RE is a matter of concern. With the exception of two 

classes, the behaviour of boys in the lessons observed was disruptive. 
They did not engage with the lesson and showed their disrespect by 
shouting out silly or offensive comments.  

 Because of the focus on discussion, where the behaviour of the class and 
the class organisation allowed, students had opportunities to reflect on 
and express their views. They also have some opportunities to discuss 

moral issues and by their own admission this often affects the way they 
look at the world. Consequently, there is the potential for RE to contribute 
to their spiritual and moral development. However, students’ lack of 

understanding of religions and world views impedes their cultural 
development. 

Quality of teaching in RE 
 
The quality of teaching in RE is inadequate. 
 

 There are some satisfactory, and occasionally good, features of teaching. 
There was appropriate differentiation between the needs of high and low 

Year 9 sets. Two lessons began well with the use of some imaginative 
stimuli; photographs of Mars and an episode of The Simpsons. Teachers 
make records of class discussion on the board, which help students follow 
the arguments.  

 There are, however, many weaker features of the teaching. There are 
significant gaps in teachers’ subject knowledge which leads them to give 
inaccurate information and ask unfocused questions. Teachers have 

developed the good practice of preparing a front-sheet for each new topic 
which includes differentiated learning objectives. But, this practice is 
marred by the mismatch between the contextualised learning outcomes 

and the level descriptions in the agreed syllabus. This contributes to the 
widespread over-grading of students’ assessed work at Key Stage 3. 

 There is little variation in teaching styles, which consist mainly in teacher 

dominated whole-class discussion, which one student described as a 
‘conversation between us and the teacher’. In only one lesson with a high 
ability Year 8 class was this strategy executed so well that it succeeded in 

involving most of the class. Overall, the practice limits the number of 
students who can contribute and provides little evidence of how well 
individuals are learning. Some of the worst behaviour of boys was 
observed during these lessons and there is too little intervention to correct 

this behaviour. 

 There is little variation in the work students are given or in classroom 
organisation. Group work was only observed in two lessons out of six. 

Students play a limited part in their learning and in all but two lessons the 



 

majority were spectators. Only in one lesson were groups of students 
engaged on a task for a substantial period of time.  

 Teaching tends to focus on moral and social issues with limited attention 
to the perspectives of religions or secular world views. Although the 
teaching about religion and art, which achieved better than usual results, 
focused on students’ personal responses to works of art, little attention 

was paid to what can be learnt from these works about the beliefs of the 
artists or their communities. 

 Assessment is generally inaccurate. The level descriptions in the agreed 

syllabus are not well known or understood by teachers. When marking, 
teachers sometimes write supportive comments in students’ books but 
rarely comment on the quality of the work or what students have to do to 

improve.  

Quality of the curriculum in RE 
 
The quality of the curriculum in RE is inadequate. 
 

 The curriculum meets statutory requirements except in the sixth form but 
it does not enable students to achieve the standards expected in locally 
agreed syllabus or examination courses.  

 The main issue is planning at all levels. GCSE teaching relies on a text 
book rather than a properly considered scheme of work. The scheme of 
work for Key Stage 3 lacks depth and is difficult to follow, having no 

clearly identified units or clear reference to the agreed syllabus. There is 
no continuity between the topics covered and the level of challenge does 
not clearly increase from Year 7 to Year 9.  

 In particular, the RE curriculum gives little assistance to the many non-

specialists teaching the subject.  

 The subject makes a modest contribution to the promotion of a range of 
personal learning and thinking skills and oracy skills. Some modest 

provision is made for cross-curricular links with, for example, creative arts 
and citizenship and for enrichment experiences such as use of visits. 

Effectiveness of leadership and management in RE 
 
The effectiveness of leadership and management in RE is inadequate. 
 

 RE is led and managed by a recently appointed, enthusiastic, but relatively 
inexperienced teacher within a faculty system. However, there is limited 

opportunity within the faculty to promote discussion between staff over 
issues such as teaching abstract concepts or teaching and learning in the 
humanities.  

 The RE policy document is dated and incomplete. It does not indicate 
what the department is about, why it is called ‘faith and belief’ or what 
those terms mean. 

 The departmental self-evaluation and examination analysis are quite 
accurate but the proposed solutions to acknowledged problems lack focus.  



 

 The staffing of the department this year has created major difficulties, 
which have not been adequately addressed. There are too many non-

specialists teaching RE to a few classes each. They have received no 
training and are left to their own devices to plan lessons and find 
resources, using a poor-quality scheme of work.  

 Areas for improvement, which we discussed, include: 
 

 developing a new RE scheme of work for Key Stages 3 and 4, which 
makes ‘faith and belief’ the focus and facilitates progression in students’ 
learning 

 developing teaching and learning with an emphasis on variety in teaching 
strategies, students’ involvement and addressing the disaffection of boys. 

I hope that these observations are useful as you continue to develop RE in 

the school.  
 
As I explained previously, a copy of this letter will be published on the Ofsted 

website and will be sent to SACRE. It may be used to inform decisions about 
any future inspection. Except in the case of academies, a copy of this letter is 
also being sent to your local authority. 

 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Barbara Wintersgill 
Additional Inspector 
 


