Secondary Religious Education
Context and Background to ICONS
ICONS, the KS3 RE resource commissioned by the Bishops, is recommended for use in our schools. These notes are offered to those involved in our secondary schools as a context within which to understand how and why ICONS came to be written and the status of the resource within the Archdiocese. ICONS is, perhaps, best understood within the context of the 1988 Education Reform Act and subsequent legislation, the Religious Education Curriculum Directory for Catholic Schools and Living and Sharing our Faith – A National Project of Catechesis and Religious Education. The Education Reform Act

This Act, the widest ranging since the Butler Act of 1944, set up the National Curriculum with the requirement to have attainment targets, programmes of study and assessment arrangements. Although the ‘88 act continued to uphold the statutory nature of both RE and Collective Worship, RE became part of the Basic Curriculum and stood outside the National Curriculum. The requirements of attainment targets, programmes of study and assessment arrangements, therefore, did not apply to RE. Nevertheless, in due course, the on-going debate about the nature and purpose of RE took a new slant. In the 60s and 70s there had been considerable debate about the place of other faiths in RE and whether RE ought to be confessional in its approach or adopt the phenomenological approach which was being proposed by Ninian Smart and others. Within the Catholic sector the debate shifted in the light of the Reform Act. The questions being asked in the 90s were, “In what way, if any, is RE different from other subjects of the curriculum?” or “Can we distinguish between RE as an academic subject and the whole school’s responsibility to promote RE as the core of the core curriculum?” or “What is the relationship between Evangelisation, RE and Catechesis?”

A couple of years before the Reform Act, the GCSE had been introduced. Several years after the Reform Act we had devolved budgets, self-governing schools, inspections and league tables. The context within which the RE debate was taking place was continually changing. The strong view emerged, that if classroom RE is to be credible, it should be seen to be as rigorous in its standards, methodology and arrangements as National Curriculum Subjects.


The Curriculum Directory
In response to the Education reform Act and the subsequent legislation and the ensuing debate about Religious Education in the Catholic school, the National Board of Religious Inspectors and Advisers (NBRIA) set out to produce Attainment Targets in Religious Education. These were published in 1994 as Broad Areas of Attainment in Religious Education. (There is currently a working party of NBRIA reviewing and updating Attainment Targets in Religious Education for use in Catholic schools).  In 1992 the Catechism of the Catholic Church had been published in its original French, followed in 1994 by the English edition. The four parts of the Catechism were based on the four Constitutions of the Second Vatican Council. The attainment targets or areas of attainment were based also on these four constitutions viz. Revelation, Church, Celebration and Way of Life.  Meanwhile the Bishops’ Conference had published a short document, What are We to Teach? outlining the basic content of Religious Education.  To complement the work of NBRIA and to develop in greater detail the content of Religious Education in the light of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the Bishops’ Conference published the Curriculum Directory in 1996. In his short preface, Cardinal Hume wrote, “All those involved in religious education must follow this Directory. Its implementation will help to clarify the demands they are to meet.”

With the publication of the Directory, the Bishops also asked that a resource be developed to implement it. One possibility was to ask the writers of Weaving the Web to revise this resource in the light of the Directory and other developments, which had taken place since its publication in 1988. This was not possible.

Living and Sharing our Faith
In the early 1980s, when Fr Paddy Purnell was national adviser for RE, the resource most commonly used in schools was the Veritas programme. The National Project initially set out to revise this resource and was originally named the Primary Religious Education Project (PREP).It soon became clear however, that Religious Education is not something that only happens between the ages of 5 and 14 and within the context of the school. Fr Purnell wrote in the preface to Guidelines, “We have come to see that the name originally used (PREP) was seriously misleading: ‘primary’ suggested Primary Schools to most people; or if taken in the sense of ‘basic’, it missed the universality and breadth of the entire Project, which will involve, as we intend, the whole community.” On the guiding principle that catechesis and religious education is a project of the whole community for the whole community, the scope of the project shifted to include resources in a variety of settings, viz. home, school and parish. Fr Purnell published in 1985 Our Faith Story as the background to the whole project. 


ICONS is a National Project publication. As such it came under the auspices of the Bishops’ Conference and was filtered through a consultation process. The National Project Advisory Committee under the chairmanship of Bishop Edwin Regan set out the criteria for the new resource. The writers, under Sister Mary Jo Martin were all RE teachers. At every stage, their work was submitted to the committee. Bishop Regan chaired the vast majority of these meetings, some of which were residential. The material was piloted by a number of schools from dioceses around the country. The writers took on board the comments from these schools and a year later a second pilot was undertaken nationwide. The final draft was presented to the Bishops’ Conference by the national adviser and the project co-ordinator. The conference submitted the text to a sub-committee of five Bishops for final scrutiny before approval for publication was given.


In the Archdiocese there is no wish to be prescriptive. We have full confidence in the professionalism of our Heads of RE to choose those resources which they feel best meets the needs of their individual schools and the demands of the Curriculum Directory. 

