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PROVISION OF RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE IN SCHOOLS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the HMIE report, Standards and Quality in Secondary Schools: Religious and 

Moral Education, 1995-2000, concern was expressed about some aspects of religious 

observance and in particular its frequency. There followed a review of arrangements 

regarding all aspects of religious observance undertaken by the Religious Observance 

Review Group. Its report was published in 2004. 

 

As a result of this report the Scottish Executive Education Department issued Circular 

1/2005: Provision of Religious Observance in Scottish Schools. The Scottish 

Government’s letter of 21 February 2011 replaces the guidance previously contained 

within Circular 1/2005. The Circular has been updated to reflect the implementation 

of Curriculum for Excellence and applies to all primary, secondary and special 

schools. 

 

Scottish Government Ministers consider religious observance to be an important 

educational experience for children and young people at all stages of primary and 

secondary school. They accept the recommendations of the Religious Observance 

Review Group Report of May 2004.  In so doing, Ministers believe that learning and 

teaching can build on Scotland’s strong Christian traditions without compromising 

them, while also promoting the understanding of, and respect for other faiths and 

beliefs. 

 

Many school communities are characterised by a diversity of religious beliefs and 

practices reflecting a range of religious and other stances. It is important that all 

pupils and staff can participate with integrity in the forms of religious observance 

devised by their school without compromise to their personal faith stances. This can 

best be guaranteed by involving a range of people from the school and community in 

the preparation, planning and presentation of the assembly or other gathering. Pupils 

should have a key role in this process.  

 

One implication of this diversity is that the forms of religious observance may differ 

from school to school. Schools are therefore encouraged to make decisions based on 

local needs and circumstances. Full consultation should take place with all interested 

parties on how religious observance can be implemented in each school community. 

Full consultation should also take place on what to call the events that meet the 

religious observance requirements for that school community
1
. The unifying principle 

behind the different approaches to religious observance will be the aims set out in this 

paper. 
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AIMS OF RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE 

The aims of religious observance are defined as: 

‘To promote the spiritual development of all members of the school community; to express 

and celebrate the shared values of the school community.’
2
 

 

DEFINITION OF RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE 

The Report of the Review Group defines the term for use in schools in Scotland as: 

‘Community acts which aim to promote the spiritual development of all members of the 

school community and express and celebrate the shared values of the school community.’
3
 

Three key issues emerge from this definition : 

• building a sense of community; 

• understanding spiritual development; and 

• celebrating shared values. 

Building A Sense Of Community 

Regular assemblies or other gatherings for religious observance provide opportunities 

for the school community to reflect on, and develop, a deeper understanding of the 

dignity and worth of each individual and the shared values of the school community. 

Good religious observance strengthens pupils’ sense of belonging to their school. It is 

a basic premise that the way in which religious observance in schools is implemented 

should always be justifiable on educational grounds. 

Understanding Spiritual Development 

Spiritual development ‘includes being helped to recognise, reflect upon and develop a 

deeper understanding of the value and worth of each individual which comes from 

one’s dignity as a person’.
4
 

The spiritual dimension comes from what makes us human and this can be seen and 

expressed in many ways. There are many contexts across the curriculum that 

encourage pupils to consider matters from a spiritual perspective. The potential for 

spiritual development is open to every one and is not confined to the development of 

religious beliefs. In spite of the move away from involvement with formal religion in 

contemporary Scottish society, there is evidence of a growing interest in the spiritual 

dimension. Many people outwith formal religion would use the term spiritual to 

describe key aspects of their experience. Religious observance plays an important role 

in the spiritual development of all members of the school community. 

Celebrating Shared Values 

Many schools would identify and promote values such as ‘honesty, liberty, justice, 

fairness and concern for others’
5
 as common shared values in our society. It is also 

true that different communities hold values that are particular to their own tradition. 

These values should be acknowledged, the right of people to hold them should be 
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respected and pupils should be encouraged to reflect on these values and the life 

stances which they reflect. 

. 

RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE AND ORGANISED WORSHIP 

Religious observance is not concerned in the main with organised worship. Worship 

is a free response of an individual and community to what is considered worthy of 

worship. This response involves three elements: belief, desire to worship and the 

commitment to life stances. An organised act of worship is based on the assumption 

that those present share these elements.  

In distinguishing between religious observance and organised acts of worship, the 

following statement should be considered:  

 

‘ Where the school community, whether denominational or non-denominational, is 
continuous with a faith community, that community’s faith in “the focus of worship”, may be 

assumed and worship may be considered to be appropriate a as part of the formal activity of 

the school. 

 

‘ Where, as in most non-denominational schools, there is a diversity of beliefs and practices, 

the review group believes that the appropriate context for an organised act of worship is 

within the informal curriculum as part of the range of activities offered for example by 

religions, groups, chaplains and other religious leaders.’
6
 

.  

 

ASSEMBLIES AND RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE 

The approach to religious observance should be that outlined in the Scottish 

Government’s letter of 21 February 2011: 

‘Scottish Government Ministers welcome the tradition that, in Roman Catholic 

denominational schools, Catholic Liturgy will largely shape the nature and frequency 

of religious observance activities in the classroom and in the wider school 

community.’
7
 

‘In recognition of Scotland’s Christian heritage, non-denominational  schools are 

also encouraged to draw upon the rich resources of this tradition when planning 

religious observance. However, many school communities contain pupils and staff 

from faiths other than Christianity or with no faith commitment, and this must be 

taken fully into account in supporting spiritual development. It is of central 

importance that all pupils and staff can participate with integrity in forms of religious 

observance without compromise to their personal faith.’
8
 

At present school assemblies are the most common vehicle for delivering religious 

observance. A clear distinction has to be drawn between assemblies devised for the 

delivery of religious observance and assemblies which support other purposes. 

Communicating day-to-day administrative arrangements and information about extra-

curricular activities at an assembly is important for the life and work of the school. 

However, this should be kept separate from occasions that are specifically set aside 
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for religious observance. It is important for those organising and leading religious 

observance that the overall integrity and purpose of the event are kept distinctive and 

are not compromised. 

 

FREQUENCY OF RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE 

The frequency of religious observance needs to balance the impact on the spiritual 

development of the school community with providing a valuable and inclusive 

experience. 

Every school should provide opportunities for religious observance at least six times 

in a school year in addition to traditional celebrations central to the life of the school 

community. Many primary schools value weekly religious observance as part of their 

regular assembly programme and it is expected that this will continue. While ensuring 

that religious observance is sufficiently frequent, the emphasis should be on quality of 

the experience for pupils rather than quantity. 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE 

In order to ensure that the experience of religious observance is of a high quality those 

planning and leading it should look to ensure that the following characteristics are 

evident. 

Location: All schools have areas such as assembly halls or gymnasia which have the 

potential for being appropriate locations for religious observance. It is important that 

every attempt is made to ensure that pupils can participate comfortably. In addition, to 

take account of the fact that religious observance may at times be organised on a 

group basis, schools should also look to have a smaller area available if required.  

Leadership: The headteacher, staff, chaplains, pupils and visitors from the community 

or organisations can all make effective contributions to religious observance. Sharing 

the leadership brings many benefits such as offering a range of perspectives on a 

variety of issues for pupils to consider. Good planning and clear expectations are 

important to ensure that the experience appeals to pupils and engages their interest. 

Sensitivity: Religious observance should invite pupils through an interesting and 

appealing stimulus to consider and reflect on a range of issues that relate to their 

experience. As in good teaching the stimulus for reflection should look to draw on 

• incidents which occur in the life of the school or in the local, national or 

international communities, 

• a programme of values which the school wishes its pupils and staff to reflect upon 

• the annual cycle of religious festivals. 

Atmosphere: Good religious observance happens in atmosphere where pupils feel 

relaxed and open to learn from what is being said and done.  

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPLAINS 

A chaplain plays an important role in the life and work of the school as a resource 

person and as someone who can offer pastoral and spiritual support. A full discussion 

should take place between the headteacher and the chaplain on how religious 

observance should be planned and implemented in order to address the needs of the 

school community. The discussion should be based on the premise that the way in 

which religious observance in schools is implemented should be justifiable on 

educational grounds. 

The role of the chaplain or chaplaincy team includes: 

 

• being a member of the Religious Observance Team; 

• being a resource for the RE curriculum; 

• providing pastoral care for staff and pupils (and if appropriate, their families); 

• being available at community events in the life of the school;  

• having a key role at times of extreme difficulty; and 

• providing a bridge and common resource across the cluster. 

 

 

THE RIGHTS OF PARENTS 

Under the terms of the Education (Scotland) Act 1980, parents have the right to ask 

for their child to be withdrawn from religious observance. The school will deal with 

such requests with sensitivity and understanding. Headteachers are encouraged to 

meet with any parent wishing to withdraw their child to ensure that they are clear 

about the school policy. In particular, parents should be reassured that religious 

observance adopts an open and respectful approach and does not seek to compromise 

the beliefs of any pupils or their families. 

 

DENOMINATIONAL SCHOOLS 

It is recognized that in denominational schools, there is a distinctive emphasis on 

nurturing the faith of pupils in line with gospel values. This is achieved through the 

school ethos, the religious education curriculum and in particular religious 

observance. In denominational schools organised acts of worship are considered 

appropriate as part of the formal activity of the school and will continue to feature in 

religious observance. Specific support and guidance for developing religious 

observance in denominational schools is available to schools through the Scottish 

Catholic Education Service. 

 

NURSERY SCHOOLS 

There is no formal requirement for religious observance in nursery schools and 

classes. However, there are many opportunities to help children develop an early 

awareness of different religious and cultural groups and their traditions. By marking 

significant religious celebrations and exploring shared values as well as matters of 



 

common concern, children can build up a sense of their own uniqueness. In this way 

their journey of spiritual development begins. Such activities provide important 

foundational experiences for young children on which primary and secondary school 

can build. 

 

RACE EQUALITY POLICY 

Central to this document is the principle of respect for others. Religious, cultural and 

personal characteristics permeate and enrich the life and work of our schools. This 

diversity of belief and tradition provides an ideal context in which pupils can learn 

about and so learn from what is important in the lives of others. The approach to 

religious observance in this paper recognises and welcomes diversity and promotes 

respectful understanding. In this way the guidance is fully consistent with other 

council policies relating to race equality. 

 

QUALITY ASSURANCE 

Schools will provide religious observance events of high quality. Each school will 

appoint a Religious Observance Team under the direction of the headteacher or 

nominated depute headteacher to supervise the religious observance programme and 

events. Regular evaluation of the programme and the events will be the responsibility 

of the headteacher or nominated depute headteacher. The quality of religious 

observance may also be subject to external evaluation by officers of the authority or 

HMI Inspectors. 

 

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS 

A list of helpful support materials and websites is contained in the Appendix. 

 



 

Appendix  

Helpful Resources 

 

www.ltscotland.org.uk/religiousobservance/keydocuments/index.asp  

www.churchofscotland.org.uk/resources/subjects/schools-resources  

www.fischymusic.com 

www.alwaleed.ed.ac.uk 

www.eifa.org.uk 

www.assemblies.org.uk 

www.gla.ac.uk/departments/religiouseducation/coursesanddegreeprogrammes/religio

usobservancedesignandpractice  

 

 


