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SCOTLAND 

Backlash over plans to curtail role of 
churches in education 
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12 Jul 2017 00:01:00  

The influence of religious leaders over state education will be curtailed in an SNP overhaul of 
schools, provoking criticism from some church figures. 

Leaders said that the move to transfer powers away from councils, where religious 
representatives have a legal right to places on education committees, risked marginalising the 
role of spiritual leaders who had played a part in education for hundreds of years. 

While the Scottish government will not strip churches of their automatic place on the 32 local 
committees, responsibilities exercised by councils are to be taken over by head teachers or new 
“regional collaboratives”. 

It is understood that there are no plans to hand religious figures roles on these bodies, with 
government sources stressing that they will be made up of “experienced and talented educators”. 

David Robertson, minister at St Peter’s Free Church in Dundee and former moderator of the Free 
Church of Scotland, said religious figures should be given places on the collaboratives to preserve 
the status quo. 

He said: “The religious representatives are a minor but nonetheless significant part [of 
education] and their role must be retained. 

“What is happening in Scotland is that the secular humanists have taken over most of the non-
denominational schools and are in the process of dismantling from within our traditional 
Christian system.” 

Under SNP plans, councils will lose legal responsibilities for education quality, control over 
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aspects of staffing, budgets, improvements and curriculum content. They will be left with a 
largely administrative role, deciding catchment areas and school places. 

pullquoteSecular humanists are in the process of dismantling from within our traditional 
Christian system 

In each council, at least three places on education committees are reserved for religious 
nominees. There is usually at least one Catholic and one Church of Scotland representative, 
although rules are slightly different for Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles. In East 
Renfrewshire there is a Jewish representative to account for the area’s demographics. 

The law reflects the historical roots of Scottish education as a religious concern. Church-funded 
schools date back to the 17th century, but were eventually taken over by the state. 

Secularists say the rule is undemocratic and out of step with modern Scotland. They recently 
presented a formal petition to Holyrood to scrap it. 

A social attitudes survey published this month found that a record high of 58 per cent of Scots 
had no religious affiliation, including 74 per cent of 18 to 34-year-olds. 

The rule changes would not affect the ability of churches to approve staff in their denominational 
schools. 

Lindsay Paterson, professor of educational policy at the University of Edinburgh, said that, 
historically, religious influence over schools’ policy through their role in local education 
committees had been more important. 

“If the new regional collaboratives remove some of the local authority role in relation to the 
curriculum, then the churches would lose influence unless they are also represented at the 
regional level,” he said. 

A spokeswoman for the Catholic Church said that it expected to continue to play a “full and 
constructive role” in Catholic education. She added that if powers were taken away from councils, 
“renewed support” would be provided to Catholic school heads. 

A Church of Scotland spokesman said that it was looking forward to discussions about the 
regional collaboratives but that local democratic oversight in education should not be eroded. 
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There are fears that the move to transfer powers away from councils risks marginalising the role of spiritual leaders who have played a 
part in education for centuries 
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