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Introduction 

In common with many other countries, Scotland’s present education system grew 

from the context of a system put in place by the church. In the early medieval 

period, two kinds of schooling existed; bardic schools and the schools founded in 

monasteries. The bardic schools were oral and, by their nature, little is known 

about their curriculum content although it is known that pupils were taught poetry 

and music. In contrast, the religious houses were seats of written learning and from 

them grew the model for education we are familiar with today. 

The history of the Christian church in Scotland is also part of the story of Scotland: 

of Culdees and monks, of the Reformation, of Covenanters, of tensions between 

Roman Catholicism and the new Protestant beliefs; many wars, a beheaded Queen 

- and tensions between the Protestant Church and the breakaway Free Church of 

Scotland.  It is outside the scope of this short piece to examine this history in detail 

or its effects on education. Suffice to say that in 1872 the Education (Scotland) Act 

created school boards. These school boards took over the majority of existing 

Protestant church schools and added further schools to the extant ones. This 

assimilation was not the case for schools set up by the Roman Catholic Church, 

who remained outside this new system. However, by 1918 another Education Act 

replaced the school boards with local education authorities and the Catholic 

schools in Scotland were brought under their government whilst retaining their 

own RC faith ethos. In addition, in 1918 the concept of free secondary education 

for all was established in law.  

Although the Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic Church were no longer 

responsible for the running of schools, their input into the curriculum continued, 

resulting in two kinds of religious education in schools, one based on Protestant 

tenets and the other based on Catholic ones. Teachers in Catholic schools needed 

(and some posts still need) approval from their Diocese on their fitness to teach in a 

Catholic school. 
1
  

 

Tensions 

The tensions between these two approaches fed into sectarian conflicts between 

Catholics and Protestants, particularly in the west coast of Scotland, which had a 

high number of Catholic Irish immigrants. This sectarian tension manifested itself 

(in living memory) in how favourably one part of the population was treated in 

contrast with the other in such matters as housing, public services and access to 
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Higher Education. Although no longer an issue in public life, Sectarianism is still 

extant to a certain degree in Scottish Society. 
2
  

Sectarianism - like other forms of religious intolerance - is a cancer that eats away 

at the coherence of any society. Scotland has welcomed waves of immigrants over 

the centuries and, as each group has settled here, they have become part of the 

fabric of Scotland: Scots whose names show that they have ancestral roots in other 

lands as well as roots in Scotland, the land of their birth. Initially, the bulk of 

immigrants belonged to one faction or other of Christianity, with a smaller number 

of people from the Jewish, Sikh and Muslim faiths making Scotland home. By the 

1970s, Scotland welcomed more immigrants from further afield as the world 

changed and dictators expelled certain ethnic groups from their countries, groups 

whose religious faiths were not based in Christianity.
3
    

In addition, there was a rise in the exploration of the indigenous religions and 

beliefs of this land for those who did not find deity in the tenets of Christianity and 

who identified as Pagan. This was followed by a cautious resurfacing of beliefs and 

practices which had remained hidden behind the veil of folk belief or similar for 

many years. The simplified background to this was that the re-discovery of 

indigenous faith and belief was firstly brought about by an exploration of folklore 

which occurred in the 19
th

 C, where esteemed researchers such as Alexander 

Carmichael
4
 and Fiona MacLeod

5
 collected and translated stories, prayers and 

charms from the Gaelic-speaking Highlands and island into English. By the 20
th

 C, 

stories about the native Gods and Goddesses were available to all and in part, this 

led to an exploration of the pre-Christian religions in Scotland and the growth in 

number of people identifying publically as Pagan.
6
 

Such a divergence of beliefs combined with the new beliefs brought to Scotland by 

immigration could be seen as a catalyst for further sectarianism and racism. Yet 

this is not the case. Scotland is not some kind of Utopia, no society is. But the 

worst excesses of intolerance have not happened here. There are no calls from 

supposed leaders demanding we ban Muslims from entering our country – and if 

there were, the declaimer would more likely to be pitied than listened to seriously. 

This is partly to do with societal attitudes, summed up in the phrase: “we’re a Jock 

Tamson’s bairns”
7
  and partly to do with how Scotland has developed since the 

return of our Parliament to Edinburgh in 1999.
8
  

 

What is the UK? 

It is worth pausing for a minute to consider the matter of the United Kingdom: The 

18
th

 C Acts of Union between Scotland and England clarified the church’s position 

and clarified that Scotland retained its own system of education and law. This 

ensured those institutions continued as they had pre-union; which is why Scots 

Law, Education and the Church of Scotland are distinctly Scottish and very 
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separate institutions entirely from those of neighbouring England. The lack of 

understanding about how the Union operates often causes confusion: there is no 

such thing as homogeneous UK approach to law, education or religion: Scotland is 

one of four countries that constitute the present entity named ‘The UK’ and each 

country has its own domestic approach to these matters.  

The Scottish Government has fully embraced European Equality Legislation
9
.  In 

addition, it instigated several policies, including One Scotland,
10

 which sets out the 

Governments aims in building a modern, fairer country. In the matter of education, 

it has developed an approach to learning which is underpinned by four capacities 

Scottish education aims to develop in pupils: Successful Learners; Confident 

Individuals; Responsible Citizens and Effective Contributors. These capacities 

echo the aspirations the Scottish people have of their government and they are 

etched in the ceremonial mace of Scotland: Wisdom, Integrity, Justice and 

Compassion. These aspirations also undermine the new Scottish Curriculum, a 

Curriculum for Excellence (CfE), which was introduced in 2010.  Education 

Scotland  / Foghlam Alba is the body responsible for education from 3 – 18 years 

and the development of a CfE is their remit. The guidance issued by Education 

Scotland Religious and Moral Education 3 – 18 
11

 states: 

The Principles of Curriculum for Excellence reflect our national 

commitment to embracing diversity, equality and inclusion so that people 

of all faiths and those with no faith are respected and able to contribute 

fully to Scottish life.   

Bill Maxwell, Chief Executive, Education Scotland, (Ibid.) 

Furthermore, the 2010 Equalities (Scotland) Act outlines protected characteristics 

under this law: age, disability, gender reassignment, race, religion or belief, sex, 

sexual orientation, marriage and civil partnership and pregnancy and maternity. 

The Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) issued a document, 

Equality Act 2010 Technical Guidance: Technical Guidance for Schools in 

Scotland 
12

 outlining the responsibilities schools have under this Act.  Arguably, 

inclusion and Interfaith is already hardwired into the Scottish curriculum and 

inclusion is enshrined in law. But does this work in practice? 

 

Religious and Moral Education   

The basis of the Religious and Moral Education (RME) curriculum takes account 

of the Toledo Principles
13

, a framework established after the events of September 

11
th

, 2001 and published by the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and 

Human Rights (ODHR.)  This framework promotes an understanding of religious 

diversity and the role of religion in public life. The Toledo Principles underpin the 

pedagogy of RME in Scotland’s curriculum. In addition, the development of the 
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RME Curriculum takes account of Scotland’s particular religious history in that 

there are two separate curriculum documents: one for non-denominational schools,  

Curriculum for Excellence: Religious and Moral Education Experiences and 

Outcomes 
14

 and one for Catholic schools,  Curriculum for Excellence: Religious 

Education in Catholic Schools Experiences and Outcomes 
15

. It must be noted that 

many non-Catholic children attend Catholic schools and their parents accept that 

the ethos of the Catholic school chosen will reflect that faith. In addition, the 

Scottish Catholic Education Service produced: This is our Faith
16

 for use in 

Catholic schools.   

The Scottish Joint Committee for Religious and Moral Education was set up in 

1918 by the Church of Scotland and the United Free Church to advise on religious 

education in non-Catholic schools. Their original membership was Protestant 

Christian but this has evolved to include many non-Christian bodies and 

organisations as it has developed over the century of its existence. It would seem 

from the above that Scotland has a somewhat polarised approach to RME but this 

is not the case on closer examination.    

 

Developing Depth and Breadth to reflect Modern Scotland 

Religious Education is statutory in Scottish schools and, as an examination subject 

it is called Religious, Moral and Philosophical Studies. In both the RC curriculum 

and the non-denominational curriculums, pupils are encouraged to explore the 

large questions of existence as well as developing their own system of beliefs. 

Pupils are encouraged to explore other faiths, particularly those of other faith 

groups within their communities. However, there is a reliance on the ‘Big Six’ – 

Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism as the framework 

for these explorations and this is where there is room for consideration of Paganism 

as an addition to the curriculum diet. 

Why should Paganism be added to the Scottish RME curriculum? Surely the 

number of Pagans within Scotland is too small to consider? These are valid 

questions, which can be explored in the context of Curriculum for Excellence: 

Religious and Moral Education Principles and Practice: 
17

 

Through developing awareness and appreciation of the value of each 

individual in a diverse society, religious and moral education engenders 

responsible attitudes to other people. This awareness and appreciation will 

assist in counteracting prejudice and intolerance as children and young 

people consider issues such as sectarianism and discrimination more 

broadly (p.1.) 

 

And:  
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When planning for religious and moral education, schools will take 

account of the communities and the context in which the children and 

young people live and learn. Through their learning in religious and moral 

education all children and young people will develop an understanding of 

Christianity, which has shaped the history and traditions of Scotland and 

continues to exert an influence on national life. It is also a fundamental 

principle that all children and young people throughout Scotland will 

consider a range of faiths and views, whatever their own situation and 

local context. Indeed, the experiences and outcomes will lead to children 

and young people, as they develop, extending their learning far beyond 

the local context to national and international contexts  (Ibid. p.3.) 

 

The emphasis on understanding Christianity is both laudable and understandable in 

the context of Scotland’s history in the last 1500 years or so, but the curriculum 

must also account for the modern context and within that modern context, 

Christianity is no longer the religion of 46% of Scots, according to the 2011 

census, which shows the multi-faith nature of contemporary Scottish society. 
18

 

How best should Scotland navigate its approach to religious education in a society 

where all faiths are valued by legislation whilst accounting for two curriculums and 

historical factors? This is the challenge faced in Scotland by an inchoate RME 

curriculum today. 

 

Global Citizenship 

 

Moreover, the Scottish Curriculum is forward-looking in that global citizenship is 

built in to it and pupils explore global issues from a Scottish context across a 

variety of subjects and themes: 

International education helps to prepare young people for life and active 

participation in a global multicultural society, by developing in them 

knowledge and understanding of the world and Scotland's place in it. 

(Education Scotland: International Education.)  
19

 

In practise these explorations are many and various, ranging from environmental 

studies to the study of religions to successful school exchanges with countries 

around the world. Arguably, the emphasis on understanding Scotland’s place in the 

world is dependent on understanding Scotland and its diverse population, which 

includes Pagans. 

. 
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Paganism 

 

As part of a multi-faith Scotland, Paganism is but one thread in our diverse society 

and  it contributes to this diverse society through engagement with civic society 

and Interfaith involvement. According to the 2011 census, the number of people 

who identified as Pagan was 5194. In comparison, the number of people who 

identified as members of the Jewish faith was 5887 and Sikhs numbered 9055. The 

latter religious faiths are already included within RME. However, it is not – and 

cannot be – merely a matter of numbers. A consideration of the position of Pagans 

in Scottish society should illustrate further why Paganism ought to be part of the 

school curriculum. Perhaps the best way to start is by explaining briefly what 

Paganism is. 

Paganism is an umbrella term which encompasses a system of beliefs in spiritual 

paths that are rooted in ancient nature religions. Within Scotland, each Pagan 

follows his / her own spiritual journey. Nearly all Pagans have common values and 

beliefs; which are exemplified in the Three Principles of the Scottish Pagan 

Federation: 

i. "Love for and Kinship with Nature. Reverence for the life force and its 

ever-renewing cycles of life and death." 

ii. "A positive morality, in which the individual is responsible for the 

discovery and development of their true nature in harmony with the 

outer world and community. This is often expressed as 'Do what you 

will, as long as it harms none'." 

iii. "Recognition of the Divine, which transcends gender, acknowledging both 

the female and male aspect of Deity." 
20

 

Not all Pagans in Scotland are members of the Scottish Pagan Federation, but for 

those who are, these are the basic principles of faith they agree to when joining.  

 

Golden Rule of Interfaith    

The above Principles dovetail with the Golden Rule of Interfaith. 
21

 The Scottish 

Pagan Federation has been very involved with Interfaith Scotland for many years, 

with Pagans being active members of local Interfaith groups. The Scottish Pagan 

Federation has been a member of Interfaith Scotland’s Council since February, 

2013 and has contributed extensively to the work of Interfaith Scotland, including 

contributions to such publications as Values in Harmony: The Promotion of Good 

Community Relations Described by 11 Religions and Beliefs in Scotland; A Guide 

to Faith Communities in Scotland and Reflections of Life.
22
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Interfaith Scotland has a schools’ outreach programme, based on the Scottish 

Government’s Belief in Dialogue: Religion and Belief in Scotland Good Practice 

Guide (Ibid.). This outreach programme, developed by Dr. Maureen Sier, Director 

of Interfaith Scotland, consists of a series of workshops and role-play scenarios 

which encourages pupils to explore their own beliefs, their assumptions and their 

existing knowledge of their peers in a way that is both fun and enlightening. Pupils 

are encouraged to use the tools of dialogue to resolve conflict and to explore 

differences, tolerance and common ground. Pupils who have taken part in these 

workshops are unfailingly positive about them and understand, even if 

unarticulated, the meaning of One Scotland, Many Voices. 

Dr Sier’s programme developed from an Interfaith project which was initially 

piloted with three schools in Moray, in the north of Scotland: Gordonstoun, Elgin 

Academy and Lossiemouth High School. Pupils from each school joined together 

to explore the principles of conflict resolution through dialogue. The aims of this 

joint project were as follows: 

- To enable the development of effective citizenship in the context of 

modern Scotland 

- To holistically explore citizenship, ethics and spirituality through 

Intercultural dialogue 

- To explore Interfaith Dialogue and multicultural Scotland 

- To equip participants with the skills and tools of intercultural dialogue: 

Enabling young people to speak and listen without judgement.
23

 

Pupil feedback was positive. The success of this project - and the schools’ outreach 

project which developed from it - is one model of positive Interfaith dialogue that 

fully embraces and underpins the pedagogy of the RME curriculum.  The project 

also enabled pupils to understand that Religious and Moral Education encompasses 

learning about all faiths and none and learning to respect – if not necessarily agree 

with – the faith and belief choices of others. The schools project was inclusive and 

Paganism was just another part of the faith and beliefs aspects of the pupils’ 

explorations. That is not to say that those pupils were previously acquainted with 

Paganism – the majority were not. However, what they did learn about Pagans was 

another weave in their recognition of the diverse tapestry that makes up modern 

Scotland.
24
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Inclusive Religious Education     

 

What is meant by Pagan recognition in modern Scotland? One answer to that 

question is equality and inclusion in all aspects of civic life, as discussed above. 

Indeed, Paganism’s involvement in both civic life and Interfaith Scotland is evident 

in the publications produced by Interfaith Scotland, where Pagan faith perspectives 

are included as a matter of course, giving a genuinely multi-faith view of modern 

Scotland. Interfaith Scotland’s inclusive practice is a laudable model of good 

Interfaith relations in a country. Furthermore, all publications and resources from 

Interfaith Scotland are on their website. 
25

 

Civic involvement, inclusion and equality means Paganism has the same rights and 

responsibilities as other faith groups. Pagans in Scotland have been able to marry 

in legal religious ceremonies since 2004. The legalities in conducting Pagan 

religious marriages are the same as for those of other faith groups. Therefore, 

Paganism is recognised within Scotland and as such, surely it ought to be included 

as a matter of course in non-denominational schools.  

Indeed, some schools already have a teaching unit about Paganism in place, which 

allows their pupils to explore the basics of the faith on par with others studied. 

Lossiemouth High School and Elgin Academy are good examples of this inclusive 

practice. There is a six-lesson unit: An Introduction to Paganism, available for 

teachers who may be a little uncertain where to begin with what may be an 

unfamiliar topic, which can be obtained from the Scottish Pagan Federation. 
26

  

Slumko Tsotsi, the Principal Teacher of RME at Elgin Academy, has used the 

Introduction to Paganism unit many times. He reports that pupils are both 

interested in and engage with the materials, which leads to vibrant discussion and 

extended learning in his classes. Steve Toner, who holds the same position at 

Lossiemouth High School, also reports that pupils are interested in what they learn 

about Paganism – it is very different from what they imagined it to be, given the 

diet of fiction served up by literature and Hollywood. Both teachers report that – in 

their opinion -  the development of pupils’ higher order thinking skills, such as 

analysis, interpretation and evaluation are enhanced by the addition of these 

materials. Arguably, both the aims of the Toledo Principles and the Four Capacities 

of CfE are being met in using these teaching materials about Paganism in the 

context of RME teaching. 
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Inclusion of Paganism in RME   

 

A further need for the inclusion of Paganism within RME is the number of children 

from Pagan families now in the school system. Several years ago, this perhaps 

would have been a personal matter and not spoken about in school. However, this 

is no longer the case and many people are open about their faith. But this does not 

mean that we are living in a perfect system and that there are no problems 

integrating Pagan pupils into schools as a matter of course. The Youth Officer for 

the Scottish Pagan Federation has dealt with many, many enquiries over the years 

from parents querying the level of inclusion they should expect from schools. Such 

matters are generally amicably resolved in discussion with individual schools, but 

occasionally, an issue occurs that leaves people scratching their heads at the 

confusion in practise between Government policy and the civil service tasked with 

carrying out such policies.  

For example; there should not be a problem with including a Pagan tick box with 

the religion question on non-denominations schools’ admissions forms. It really 

ought to be as simple as acknowledging Pagan children within the schools’ system 

and their different foci of celebration for festivals such as Christmas, Hallowe’en 

and so on. However, the problem occurs when the option of ‘Pagan’ is not included 

in the options on schools admission forms and parents are not happy at the 

omission.  This seems a most peculiar oversight, given the status of Paganism 

within civic society in Scotland and it does nothing to meet the aim outlined in 

Principles and Practise to:  sensitively take account of and value the religious and 

cultural diversity within their own local communities, using relevant contexts 

which are familiar to young people. 
27

  If the question about religious diversity is 

not inclusive of Paganism, then it is difficult to see how a local education authority 

can be confident it is indeed taking account of the diversity within its local 

community. 

From experience, one of the arguments against the inclusion of Pagan in schools’ 

admissions forms is something along the lines of: “well, if we include Paganism, 

we need to include X, Y and Z and where does it all stop?” The counter to this is to 

question the criteria for those religions already included – and that tends to be 

those religions recognised by the Scottish Government. Given that the Scottish 

Government also recognises Paganism; its omission on school forms makes very 

little sense. It would appear that there is some confused thinking at play here. 

An example from one council illustrates this seemingly confused thinking. It is 

merely an example – this particular council are neither better nor worse than others  

in Scotland.  
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A parent registered her child with her local education department for entry to the 

new primary school intake. She was annoyed to find that her ‘choices’ in the 

religion section of the form consisted of: Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Jewish, 

Muslim, None, Not Disclosed; Other, Not Known; Sikh.  Not happy with being 

classified as ‘other’, she asked the SPF for advice. She was happy for the matter to 

be taken higher than the school level. 

The first step was a letter to her local council, whose response was not entirely 

unexpected: 

“… The admission form does provide an option of detail (sic) any ‘Other’ 

religious affiliation that the pupil may have. That Pagan is not presented 

as an option should not infer any lack of inclusion. The Council is 

committed to promoting equality and diversity, and treating pupils of all 

religions or religious beliefs equally within (our) schools.
28

” 

‘We are happy to include you but not mention you by name’ is somewhat confused 

thinking in anyone’s terms.  

Further to this reply, the next step was to contact the office of the then Minister for 

Education, Angela Constance, who delegated the matter to her civil servants. The 

question asked was why there was no automatic inclusion of Paganism as a matter 

of course in schools admissions forms in Scotland, given both the legislation and 

the EHRC’s Technical Guidance for Schools. There were two eventual replies 

from them, both of which were somewhat platitudinous, as per the extract below: 

The Scottish Government values and appreciates our relationships with all 

Scotland’s faith and belief communities, and welcomes their contribution 

and input into our nation’s civic life to enrich us all. Our aim is that 

Scotland should be a place where people from all backgrounds can live 

and raise their families in peace and where people of all faiths and beliefs 

can follow their religion or belief and achieve their potential. 
29

 

 

Repeating a statement of intent from the essence of legislation is not the same as 

ensuring that intent is carried out. There is - at present - a dichotomy between 

principle and practice and it depends on whom one asks to resolve it as to whether 

that confusion is resolved or not. This is neither in the spirit of One Scotland nor 

Equalities legislation and it is in matters like these that Pagans feel there is room 

for improvement. 

 

 

Challenges for One Scotland, Many Voices  

 

Scotland has much to be proud of: Interfaith Scotland is a vibrant, effective, 

respected and active institution and, within its education system, both RME 
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curriculums work in the context of the targeted groups. The Roman Catholic RME 

curriculum serves the needs of Catholics within Scotland whilst still exploring 

other faiths. However, the non-denominational curriculum probably has the greater 

capacity to develop the intentions of One Scotland, Many Voices and become a 

more representative approach to RME within schools; one which truly reflects the 

multi-faith nature of our country and society. 

 

This then, is RME in the context of modern, multi-faith Scotland. We aim to be a 

welcoming, inclusive country. We even put those aims as our values on the most 

important symbol of our Government: Wisdom, Integrity, Justice, and Compassion. 

These values underpin our Curriculum for Excellence. We want our children to be 

successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective 

contributors.  The role of RME in achieving these aims for pupils is not to be 

underestimated. Understanding the context of the past is important in knowing 

where we have come from. Understanding our present is to understand the multi-

faith and Interfaith nature of the present day. Where we are going is a journey yet 

to be taken but the vision for the Scotland of the future is inclusive. Scotland is in 

the process of achieving this inclusive vision, both in schools and in wider society.  

 

Pagans are part of the fabric of modern Scotland.  This is why Paganism should be 

formally included within the context of RME in non-denominational Scottish 

schools. 
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