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Field Rickards <f.rickards@unimelb.edu.au> Fri, Jul 12, 2013 at 10:02 AM
To: Scott Hedges < com>, Vice-Chancellor <vc@unimelb.edu.au>
Cc: VC Filing <VCAction@exchange.unimelb.edu.au>

Dear Scott

 

I have been following your correspondence with interest and have taken the opportunity to consult with
some of my colleagues who are closely aligned to your subject before responding to your email.

When Australian education was made “free, compulsory and secular” in the 1860s and 1870s, secular was
largely taken to mean non-sectarian since the schools would not advance any particular religious view (in
a context where the main division was between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism). The compromise
was that churches would be given access to their students for religious instruction, usually referred to
now as special religious instruction/education (SRI/SRE).

The Catholic Church maintained its own schools while the other churches refrained from expanding their
school systems (until recent years when they have done it with government financial support).

The provision for SRI/SRE has endured, with an opt-out provision, and is now taken up to some extent by
religions other than Christianity as well. For the provision of Christian SRI/SRE, the churches now
collaborate through the agency of ACCESS Ministries in Victoria as they do through a shared body in some
other states too (WA is an example.)

The issue is that we have a public (and secular) schooling system which, nonetheless, provides (very
limited) access to faith-based teaching. It is important that SRI be respectful of persons and not become
an opportunity for evangelism even if it is, in principle, an opportunity for faith communities to teach
their own about their faith. A useful touchstone might be how respectfully dissent from students (and
parents) is dealt with. An Australia, we live amongst, and appreciate,  liberal education, where tolerance
and respect are underpinning democratic values.

More ‘liberally’, we probably want diversity of worldviews represented to children, and would regard
ACCESS operations as this sort of thing. To the extent that it isn’t seen that way, we would see that
criticism as best taken up by parents and communities directly with schools and the Ministry (in Victoria
and in other states).

 

On one related matter, I would note: There is some small provision in the formal curriculum for General
Religious Education (GRE) which involves teaching about religions and the role of religion in the lives of
some people. There may be provision for this in the new Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship for
which a draft is currently out for discussion. There can also be an opportunity in history to show
something of the way in which personal religious faith has been a motivating component of important
changes such as the abolition of slavery, the establishment of the union movement and so on. 
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On another related matter, it may be worth observing: The increasing hostility in government schools to
matters of religious faith has encouraged many families to withdraw the children from public schools
entirely in favour of faith-based schools.

 

Regards

 

Field Rickards

 

Dean

Melbourne Graduate School of Education | University of Melbourne | Vic 3010 Australia

 

 

 

 

From: Scott Hedges [mailto: @gmail.com] 
Sent: Friday, 21 June 2013 10:40 AM

[Quoted text hidden]

[Quoted text hidden]




