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Background

Research project
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Which issues 
are the most 

controversial?



CEA (2015) Teaching Controversial Issues at Key Stage 3. Belfast: CEA





Commission on Religious Education (2018). Religion and Worldviews: The Way Forward, A National Plan for RE. London: Religious Education Council of England and Wales, p.13.

Controversial issues are important



Why teach Controversial issues? 

Controversial issues 
affect young people 

and they are motivated 
to tackle them

Controversial 
issues form the 

basis of individual 
or societal change

Developing 
thinking skills

Personal and 
interpersonal 
development

Helps in the preparation 
for adult life

QCA (1998). Education for citizenship and the teaching of democracy in
schools. London: QCA, p.56 

Controversy at the heart 
of religion/worldviews



Attitudes towards controversial issues

Inadequate training 
(ITT/CPD) and no 
formal guidance

Lack of support 
from colleagues 

and SLT

Worried about 
getting it wrong

Not enough 
curriculum time to 

do topics justice 

Fear of negative 
reactions from 

parents and wider 
community

Doubts as to ability 
to handle own 

opinions

Oulton et al. (2004) Wooley (2020)

Anker and von der Lippe (2018) McAvoy and Hess (2013)

Woolley (2010)

Structural Relational Personal

Council of Europe (2015)

Conversational Pastoral

McAvoy and Hess (2013)

Concerns about 
overheating

Concerns about 
underheating

Council of Europe (2015)

Worries about 
age/stage 

appropriateness

Dealing with 
spontaneous, or 

strong emotional 
remarks 

Philpott et al. (2013)

Wansink et al. (2019)



The PhD research project:
Teachers’ experiences of tackling controversial issues in the context of GCSE Religious Studies

• A focus on one controversial issue at a time
• Semi-structured 1-2-1 interviews
• Knowing how teachers feel helps to provide more targeted solutions 

Current Call for Participants:
Female teachers’ experiences of teaching abortion at GCSE Religious Studies

165298@live.stmary.ac.uk
Twitter: re_abi



What advice would you give to a  ITT Student who was 
teaching a lesson on a controversial issue? 

• Planning and Preparation
• Resources
• Classroom dynamics/ behavioural management
• The teacher’s own opinions
• Role or position of the teacher during discussion
• Pastoral issues
• Parents/Local Community/ Senior Leaders
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In Conversation with…. Abi Maguire
28th October 4.14 – 5.15pm

Current Call for Participants:
Female teachers’ experience of teaching 
abortion at GCSE Religious Studies 
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