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Haringey	Standing	Advisory	Council	for	
Religious	Education	(SACRE)	
 
Guidance on religious and cultural sensitivities in the expressive arts for 
schools to take account of in responding to queries from parents.  

Context:  

1. Haringey aims to enable every child and young person to have the best start in 
life with high quality education.  The borough is diverse with 70% of pupils 
coming from ethnic minority backgrounds.  Over a 100 languages are spoken by 
pupils attending Haringey Schools and 50% of these speak English as an 
additional language.  It is one of the most religiously diverse Boroughs in the U.K. 
While families from all religious backgrounds live in the Borough, Christians make 
up 45%, then Muslims, followed by Hindus and Jews.  There are a minority of 
Buddhists and Sikhs in Haringey and a significant proportion of families citing no 
religious beliefs. 

We have  

• 56 primary schools 
• 11 secondary schools 
• 1 Sixth Form Centre 
• 1 pupil referral unit 
• 4 special schools 
• 18 children’s centres 
• 1 further education College 

 
Haringey recognises the value of community engagement, and the vital need to 
involve and empower parents and carers to support the education of their 
children. It regards its various communities as a major asset to promoting 
educational inclusion. Embracing diversity, developing respect and understanding 
different religions, lifestyles and cultures is a key role of education in preparing pupils 
to live and prosper in modern Britain.   
 
1. The Curriculum 

Schools provide a wide range of opportunities for students through access to a 
broad curriculum. This helps them to explore, extend and develop their individual 
talents and abilities and realise their full potential. The curriculum consists of the 
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learning and other experiences that each school plans for its students including the 
National Curriculum and the promotion of spiritual, moral, social and cultural 
development. Underpinning the curriculum are key values and principles that can 
be regarded as the building blocks on which the ethos, environment, teaching and 
learning in school, sits.  

The curriculum is regarded as an entitlement for all pupils. It contributes to their well 
being and reflects the fundamental and enduring values of a just democracy and 
equality of educational opportunity.  There are many ways to foster a culture that 
respects diversity and these include examining the language used to describe 
people from various ethnic groups, and selecting appropriate materials for 
teaching from diverse sources.  

Schools play an important role in and creating an ethos of belonging, fostering 
understanding, encouraging full participation in school life and promoting harmony 
and social cohesion. Schools are required to uphold universal human rights, the 
values of democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty, and mutual respect and 
tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs.  Challenging prejudice and 
stereotyping is part of the process of education, as is helping young people to 
detect their own and other people’s bias.  This includes equipping students with the 
knowledge and skills to challenge extremism.  

Key priorities are set when schools plan work, taking account of  

• Government guidance 
• Educational research 
• Ofsted findings from school inspections 
• Trust and foundation deeds 

 
2. Challenges and sensitivities 

Traditionally religions have been patrons of the arts and their wide use in Christian 
buildings and worship through music, images and artefacts is evidenced 
worldwide. In Buddhism worship is characterized through the ritual importance of 
images, loaded with supernatural significance and found in large numbers in 
temples and monasteries. Frequently Buddhists respect and honour the image of 
Buddha in a similar way to that of giving respect to a living person.  When artists 
create these images, the final part is to paint in and open the eyes and only when 
this has been completed, the image or icon becomes consecrated and an object 
of worship.  See the Eye Opener from Lungta Films on Vimeo.  

Hindu religious traditions have inspired and incorporated music using a range of 
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instruments to create mantras, songs and prayers.  Music plays a central role in 
Hindu worship and since the 1980’s devotional songs have been incorporated into 
popular Hindu films. Dance is also used to evoke worship in Hinduism.   

Music is the medium of Sikh devotion, and used in over 5000 hymns and kirtans from 
the Guru Granth Sahib in various forms.  Music is used to meditate on and glorify 
God in the Gurdwara. During festivals other art and dance forms are used to 
celebrate faith and belief in God. Images are used for inspiration and not for 
worship. Sikhism rejects idolatry, and worshipping pictures or images of the gurus is 
forbidden. 

Aspects of the curriculum can cause sensitivity for some religious groups and 
schools are frequently faced with queries from concerned parents. Staff need to 
listen to individual needs, note specific concerns and see how these can be 
accommodated.  

The motto is to seek positive, agreeable and educationally workable solutions 
wherever possible in dialogue with parents. Parents who object to aspects of the 
curriculum should be invited into classes to observe lessons, collective worship or 
accompany a school visit and see what is being done.  Enquires are followed up 
and parents may feel reassured about the school’s approach. 

For example, participating in the expressive arts (art, dance, drama, and music and 
media arts) or in collective worship, religious education, (RE) nativity plays, physical 
education (PE) and Sex and Relationships Education (SRE) may cause anxiety to 
adherents who feel that certain elements or aspects of the curriculum may 
compromise their religious beliefs and faith.  While there are similarities within and 
between religions, there are also differences in how people interpret and apply 
their faith.  Particular sensitivities vary from family to family and within and across 
religions, denominations, sects and groups.  Schools in discussion with parents need 
to identify specific sensitivities that cause concern and find workable solutions. 

3. ART 

Art embodies some of the highest forms of human creativity and is the product of 
the inspired or revealed imagination.  Using the expressive arts in religious faith and 
devotion has a long history, and many traditions make use of images, dance, 
music, poetry and song in symbolic expressions of faith and in ritual actions. 
Religions have also used the arts in sacred buildings, cathedrals, churches, 
synagogues, mosques, temples and gurdwaras. 

Art is not neutral it expresses values related to the interior and external world. It 
draws on the personal, social, cultural, ethnic, political, and spiritual worlds of the 
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artist in society. It is both traditional and fluid, evolving and contemporary and has 
the capacity to intrigue, surprise and shock. For example, Western art with its 
emphasis on the human form, and depiction of nudes, conflicts with Islamic 
concepts of modesty and injunctions against figurative art. 

Art and design should equip students with skills, enable them to understand how 
artistic works reflect and shape history, and inspire them to experiment, invent and 
create their own works.  

Human artistic expressions can be  

• figurative: representing people, animals, or natural forms 
• abstract: in geometric or non representational forms 
• applied: in architecture and design 

Adherents of theistic faith use the visual and expressive arts in the service of God.  
Art is valued as a tool that enables the artist to express religious beliefs and values 
to glorify God and to enrich faith and reflection.   

Some art may conflict with or compromise aspects of faith.  

In traditional Judaism and Islam, it is forbidden to use figurative art to represent 
God. Nothing on earth can truly capture God, so any image is regarded as an idol. 
Idolatry is discouraged and the prohibition on depicting God is absolute.   

The Second Commandment condemns the worship of images and there are none 
used to portray the God of Israel.   Few embellishments are found in the synagogue. 
Generally, decoration is limited to the star of David, the lion of Judah, emblems of 
flowers and fruit and abstract or natural forms in stained glass.  

Early Christianity was wary of representing God but this changed gradually over the 
centuries, with an explosion of Christian art to depict Christ and his relationship to 
humanity, Mary his mother, and the Trinity. Art is used widely in Catholic and 
Orthodox Christianity. Of the three Abrahamic religions, (Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam) Christianity is the only one to embrace representations of God. 

However not all Christians find iconography or statues helpful; some see them as 
distractions in the true, heartfelt worship of God. During the Reformation, Protestants 
were wary of using icons or images to worship God and were concerned about 
idolatry.  ‘Free Church’ Christians (Baptists, Methodists, URC) would not wish to have 
a picture or statue at the front of the church, in case it looked as if they were 
worshipping an idol. They are generally happy to use pictures to illustrate teaching. 
However, all would reject any attempt to picture God (the Father). A minority 
would also object to attempts to picture Jesus. This point of view probably 
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influenced the classic film of ‘Ben Hur’, in which Jesus himself is never seen, but 
others are seen through Jesus’ eyes. 

Islam has a rich tradition of art that includes calligraphy, geometric, arabesque and 
floral forms and architecture.  In contrast to Western art where paining and 
sculpture are prominent, Islamic culture utilizes the decorative arts.   

According to Elizabeth Siddiqui, Islamic art is used to provide glimpses of infinity and 
order. Muslims have a love of the Quran, which was revealed to Muhammad in 
Arabic. Calligraphy was developed and verses of the Quran are used to embellish 
mosques throughout the world. There are differences within the Muslim community 
about acceptable forms of art.  In Egypt, India, Iran, Turkey and Pakistan there is a 
tradition of miniature figurative painting. Textiles, ceramics, glassware, metal work, 
wood carvings and rugs are produced in these countries and in Morocco where 
the traditions of Islamic arts and crafts are strong. 

It is worth remembering that inanimate objects can provoke reactions that range 
from wholehearted appreciation to passionate distrust and taboo of anything that 
tries to represent God.  Schools need to be aware that while religion and the 
expressive arts can unite and educate people they also have the power to divide 
and create rifts in understanding. 

Occasionally teachers find that some Muslim pupils object to drawing people or 
animals, especially pigs and dogs which are regarded as unclean.  Sometimes 
drawings are permissible if faces are blanked. Schools should be aware that some 
students are not comfortable in drawing images of Muhammad, Jesus or the 
prophets in Islam and should not be asked to do so.   

Generally, drawings done in school for educational purposes are fine as long as 
they do not depict nudity.  Where issues arise from interpretations of Islam, schools 
should be able to tweak activities without abandoning the curriculum. 

4. Drama and Dance 

Drama and dance. Drama is part of the English curriculum and Dance is found in 
the PE curriculum.  

Participating in drama, plays and dance is usually acceptable with some 
exceptions.  It is vital for Muslims that the principle of modesty is applied.  For 
secondary students, some Muslim parents may not give permission for their 
daughters to perform in school productions.  Some forms of dance, like jazz and the 
tango may not be suitable. Great sensitivity should be exercised. 

Jehovah Witnesses:  The majority of parents who are Jehovah Witnesses (JW)s are 
reticent about their children joining in nativity plays, or celebrating Christmas 
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because the way Christians use God’s name differs from the way it is used by them 
in worship.  They differ from other Christians in that they do not accept the doctrine 
of the Trinity.  They refrain from celebrating Jesus birth as they do not believe it is 
biblically sound or necessary.  For them Jesus is the Son of God and the Chief 
Witness.  Generally, they avoid activities in dance and drama that require role play 
of birthdays and festivals and are wary about fostering a competitive spirit, so 
would not engage in contests.  

Muslim parents may show reservations if and when 

• their children are expected to participate in nativity plays, or take the role of 
a prophet, deity, god, or revered person like Mary.   

•  acting involves physical contact between the sexes, or performing in a 
manner that might evoke sexual attraction and feelings 

•  assuming an identity involves dressing in clothes that are different to their 
born gender 

• girls have reached puberty; they cannot give drama or dance performances 
in public 

• their children have reached the age of puberty, dancing in mixed gender 
classes is not appropriate but is acceptable in single sex groups 

Other dramatic roles and classroom activities are generally acceptable, as long as 
the concerns regarding modest dress, mixing of the sexes, and physical contact are 
taken into consideration.  

5. Music 

While music is a practical subject that involves students in listening to a range of 
music, and developing skills of composing and making music, it is a sensitive area 
for Muslims and a controversial issue in the Muslim world. Music is not specially 
mentioned in the Qur’an, favourable and unfavourable references are found in the 
Hadiths, the sayings of the Prophet. 

Muslims in Britain are drawn from many countries including Eastern Europe, Egypt, 
Morocco, Tunisia, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nigeria, Iran, Turkey, Syria and the 
Arab states. While there is agreement on what being a Muslim is there are many 
ways of interpreting and applying the teachings found in the Quran and hadiths.  

Chanting and the call to prayer, that uses the human voice is accepted by all 
scholars whereas Instrumental music is not.  There are conservative and liberal views 
within Islam that are applied to the music curriculum. Music and singing are haram 
(unlawful) except in Sufism a mystical path in Islam, where it is regarded as a divine 
gift.  Some Muslims recognize that music can be used for both good and bad 
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purposes. There is no doubt that music stirs the soul, evoking a range of emotions. 
Many parents do not want to risk their children being exposed to the decadent 
aspects of music and tend to condemn popular music because it is associated with 
the potential hazards of pop culture.  For example, singing songs about love can 
arouse passions, incite the imagination, and create desire for intimate, even 
provocative dancing.   

When Cat Stevens first converted to Islam, he took the name Yusuf Islam and gave 
up playing his guitar. 20 years after his conversion, he again took up the guitar.  Not 
everyone in the Muslim community approved and he was accused of being 
‘unislamic’.  Musicians in Muslim culture are often not respected and in some Muslim 
countries, the playing of musical instruments is associated with prostitutes.  In the 
mystical Sufi tradition, prevalent in Central and South East Asia, music and playing 
instruments is central to worship. 

Yusuf Islam justified playing an instrument by saying that playing music and 
communicating in song is his particular gift, pointing out that music has the 
potential to unite people, whereas politics divides them.  

Dr Diane Harris in her paper, ‘A practical guide on how to teach music to Muslims’ 
explains that girls who have been allowed to play musical instruments in primary 
school, have to give this up when they reach puberty, and that boys and girls 
should not be asked to perform together.  Dr Harris suggests having examples of 
Islamic poetry in schools as an inspiration for Muslim pupils to compose music.  

Schools need to deal sensitively with concerns raised by parents, at the same time 
as reinforcing that the expressive arts are part of the statutory entitlement of the 
national curriculum and students cannot be withdrawn from this.  Schools should 
invite parents to see the syllabus and planned schemes of work.  If there are 
religious or moral objections these can be made in writing to the Headteacher and 
governors.  

In view of many references to music in the Psalms, and elsewhere in Scripture, both 
Jews and Christians have been happy to take part in music. They would only raise 
questions about the use of music in worship. Orthodox Jews object to instruments 
being played on the Sabbath, and Christians in the Eastern Orthodox and some 
Reformed traditions object to instrumental accompaniment to singing in church. 
(The latter is not scriptural, as there are references to instruments accompanying in 
the Psalms, but probably a reaction to musical ‘show-offs’.) Some have also felt 
that only Psalms should be sung in church, or sought to ban all music in worship, so 
as not to distract from prayer and meditation. 
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Parental rights 

Current legislation gives parents rights to withdraw their children from religious 
education (RE) and from sex and relationship education (SRE) that is delivered 
through PSHE, but not through the statutory science curriculum.  

In some London Boroughs, the press has reported that Muslim pupils are being 
withdrawn from music lessons because some families believe learning an instrument 
is anti-Islamic.  Widespread is the practice of taking pupils out of music lessons 
during Ramadan. Music is a compulsory part of the national curriculum, and there is 
no right conferred on parents to do this. However, it is good practice to engage 
parents and pupils in dialogue about fully participating in the school’s provision to 
ensure their full entitlement to a broad curriculum.  The Muslim Council of Great 
Britain suggests that where the participation of pupils in activities conflicts with 
religious belief and values issues should be resolved with mutual recognition, 
understanding and flexibility. 

Parents should be shown the RE curriculum where they can see that the Agreed 
Syllabus, Awareness, Mystery and Value, ensures that pupils learn about other faiths, 
cultures and different lifestyles, appreciate diversity and respect difference. 

Online sources referred to in this document 

Judaism 

http://etzion.org.il/en/religious-faith-and-art 

One Community Many Beliefs 

https://learning.calderdale.gov.uk/cmbc/services/school-
management/sacre/Documents/Reports%20and%20Brochures/One%20Community%20-
%20Many%20Beliefs.pdf 

http://www.colostate.edu/Orgs/MSA/find_more/islart.html 

Buddhism 

The Eye Opener Video https://vimeo.com/lungtafilms/eyeopener 

Article Avoid harmful forms of music in state schools says Muslim Council 
http://freemuse.org/archives/5660 
 
Towards greater Understanding- Meeting the needs of Muslim pupils in state schools 
 
http://www.religionlaw.co.uk/MCBschoolsreport07.pdf 
 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/jul/02/muslim-faith-music-lessons 
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Urgent appeal letter to all Muslim parents to withdraw their children from SRE 
 
http://www.hizbululama.org.uk/highlights/1432ah/dhulhajj/URGENT_APPEAL_REQUE
ST_TO_ALL_MUSLIM_PARENTS_18_Nov.html 
 
Diane Harris – teaching music to Muslims – prepared for UNESCO 
 
Suffolk – ‘A guide to curriculum issues with Muslim pupils’ 
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Suggested Sample Letter:  for Haringey schools to adapt in response to queries 
raised by parents to withdraw their children from NC Subjects. 
 
Dear 
 
Thank you for drawing my attention verbally to areas where you feel your child’s 
faith is being compromised in the curriculum for expressive arts.  
 
At………..     school our aims are to   ………….             and we want to be inclusive 
and welcoming to all our students in giving them a broad and balanced education 
which includes learning about and from the religions found in Great Britain and 
from the spiritual, moral, social and cultural aspects of the curriculum including 
British Values. 
 
Strictly speaking, parental rights to withdraw children from the curriculum only 
applies in law, to religious education, collective worship and to sex and 
relationships education that is part of PSHE but not of statutory science. 
 
I must inform you that the Local Authority does not support students being 
withdrawn from National Curriculum subjects and if parents do this then it is marked 
as an unauthorized absence.  
 
You are welcome to see the syllabus and programmes of study that we use for the 
expressive arts.  You are also welcome to see a lesson. 
 
 I hope that you will be reassured once you have seen the curriculum, programmes 
of study for………  and observed a lesson.   
 
However, if you still have concerns, please let us know in writing 
 

• The specific religious or moral issues on which you object to your child being 
taught and which aspect of the curriculum it relates to 

 
After discussion and consideration with the governors and the local authority I will 
let you know 
 

• The circumstances in which it would be reasonable to accommodate your 
wishes or come to a compromise that is within the law 

 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
Headteacher…………………………….. 
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Appendix 1: National Curriculum Subjects 
 
Primary  
 
• English 
• maths 
• science 
• design and technology 
• history 
• geography 
• art and design 
• music 
• physical education (PE), including swimming 
• computing 
• ancient and modern foreign languages (at key stage 2) 
Schools must provide religious education (RE) but parents can ask for their children to be taken out of the whole 
lesson or part of it. 
Schools often also teach: 
• personal, social and health education (PSHE) 
• citizenship 
modern foreign languages (at key stage 1) 
 
Secondary 
 
Key stage 3 
Compulsory national curriculum subjects are: 
• English 
• maths 
• science 
• history 
• geography 
• modern foreign languages 
• design and technology 
• art and design 
• music 
• physical education 
• citizenship 
• computing 
Schools must provide religious education (RE) and sex education from key stage 3 but parents can ask for their 
children to be taken out of the whole lesson or part of it. 
 
Key stage 4 
During key stage 4 most pupils work towards national qualifications - usually GCSEs. 
The compulsory national curriculum subjects are the ‘core’ and ‘foundation’ subjects. 
Core subjects are: 
• English 
• maths 
• science 
Foundation subjects are: 
• computing 
• physical education 
• citizenship 
Schools must also offer at least one subject from each of these areas: 
◦ arts 
◦ design and technology 
◦ humanities 
◦ modern foreign languages 
They must also provide religious education (RE) and sex education at key stage 4. 
 
 
 


