Making space for faith
  Should colleges be concerned with students' beliefs? A new survey suggests they should. Report by Peter Kingston   Tuesday January 30, 2007 The Guardian
Some people think matters of religion have no place on the college campus and that the youngest of the three education sectors - further education emerged in 1993, though some colleges have roots going back into the late 19th century - should remain faith-free.
Most students, however, do not share that view, according to a new poll by Focus Consultancy carried out in colleges across the country. More than three-quarters of the students asked told researchers they think further education colleges should make provision for people's faith needs.
More than half - 55% - say "values, beliefs and faiths" are important in their own lives, and two-thirds say they are more likely to feel part of a college that actively encourages dialogue and activities between people and communities of diverse faiths and backgrounds.
"Some argue that it's woolly-liberal to talk about educating the whole person, but, actually, you may well get much better retention, achievement and motivation if you develop students' skills in the context of a more rounded human being," says Ann Limb, chair of the National Ecumenical Agency in Further Education (Neafe), which commissioned the research.
Two-thirds of college staff think students aged 16 and over should be legally entitled to "social, moral, spiritual and cultural development".
Community cohesion
Students of all ethnic backgrounds and of all creeds, and none, mingle in colleges, which, says the recent further education white paper, can perform "an invaluable role in promoting community cohesion and integration". Last week, Alan Johnson, the education secretary, also called on schools to promote cohesion partly through focusing on the "core British values of justice and tolerance".
The survey shows most people working in colleges accept that their institutions have a critical role to play in community cohesion, but very few - less than 2% - think this can be achieved by working with local faith leaders.
The white paper, published in March last year, urges college governing boards to work out how their pastoral arrangements "can best reflect the characteristics of their student body, including faith, for example through multifaith chaplaincy arrangements". The government instructed the Quality Improvement Agency to come up with advice on beefing up their pastoral support. In turn, the QIA commissioned Neafe and the Faiths in FE Forum (Fifef), to review opportunities for spiritual and moral development in further education.
"We were asked to research whether students or staff were interested in values, beliefs and faiths," says Limb. "Over three-quarters of students say it's important for the college to acknowledge that we live in a multifaith society and they are more likely to come to a college with commitments to this that it puts into practice."
The list of what students say they want includes: quiet rooms for reflection and prayer; a college culture of respect and tolerance of difference; group discussions on values, beliefs and faiths as part of tutorial work; chaplaincy; observance of different religious festivals and calendars; and catering for special diets.
Subjects for discussion
What do the students want to talk about? "Many things," says Limb. "Whether atheists have belief, intelligent design and so on. They are interested in moral issues. The government bangs on about personalisation and the learner voice. The message here for further education colleges is that they've got to ask their students."
The Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, welcomed the research's findings, published at a conference in Lambeth Palace, and rejected the suggestion that religion posed problems in education. "Every religion has a concept of human dignity and worth which exceeds any account that secular people can give, and I think that's something very necessary in education."
Good chaplaincy in a college can make "the whole institution aware of dimensions of its life, not only moral questions, how institutions are run, but questions about how to treat people, how you regard people."
The National Union of Students' president, Gemma Tumelty, told the conference that although she was an atheist, she had become aware of the importance of faith on campus. In a population of increasingly diverse faith and ethnic background it was vital to protect the religious rights of students in, for instance, dress and diet.
And students, particularly those taking a second chance in FE, need to be fulfilled beyond their subjects, she said. "It can't just be conveyor-belt education, coming in at one end and being spat out at the other with a couple of qualifications."
The Rev Christopher Wilson, who runs a multifaith chaplaincy at Cambridge Regional College, said that public institutions such as colleges should find ways of honouring diversity of faith and belief. "I see no conflict between upholding the best ideals of the Enlightenment and honouring the whole individual," he says.
"If a Muslim student makes a reasonable request for provision for prayer in Ramadan, are we to say as a public institution that that's a matter of private concern? No, absolutely not.
"If we don't provide public spaces where different faiths can encounter one another safely, then we risk leaving the only forum being those of unhelpful agendas."
How about a nice chat with Derek the Cleric?
The girl badly wanted to talk about a problem. The student counsellor was busy and somehow she found herself pouring her troubles out to Derek Ormston. "We sat down and she started offloading the relationship problems," he says. "Halfway through she noticed the dog collar and said: 'Are you religious or something?' I said: 'You could say that,' and she just carried on."
Ormston, an Anglican clergyman, has been chaplain at New College, Swindon since it opened in 1984.
Student service
Listening to staff and students has always been at the heart of the job, he says. Many students see him as part of student services, which is fine by him. "I'm basically there for staff and students, whatever they want to throw at me, whether it's a problem or a joyful experience," he says, and his colleague Bob Doyle, a Roman Catholic layman and retired teacher, nods agreement.
The chaplaincy is determinedly ecumenical and open to everyone, religious believer or atheist. "Here's a shoulder to cry on. Quite often people have no religious affiliations, but want someone to talk to," Ormston says.
No one knows the exact numbers of believers among the 2,700 16- to 19-year-old students or 10,000-odd adult part-timers. It's college policy not to ask. But the chaplains know there is a wide spread of faiths: Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Bahai, Sikh and so on. Some 9% of students are from ethnic minorities.
The college has a chaplaincy because its first principal, Tony Reaney, a Baptist lay preacher, decided it should. The present principal, Graham Taylor, has enthusiastically kept the chaplaincy. "It's part of the life support to help our learners through the system. Invariably, life experiences rear their ugly heads from time to time and these guys are here to help."
The chaplains are part-time. They don't hold services, though Ormston tries when possible to attend regular prayer meetings held by a small staff faith fellowship. He is keen to steer away any association with more fundamental cliques - "holy clubs".
Over-zealous
Some years back he was asked to sort out some over-zealous religiosity from evangelical Christian students. "They were going into areas where students were studying, and getting out their bibles. They believed the Lord wanted them to do that. I've every sympathy, but there's a time and a place."
If people want confidential chats, a private interview room can usually be found. During lunch periods the chaplaincy staff wander around making themselves available to anyone who might want a friendly ear. Doyle enjoys the odd game of cards with a small group of Muslim students who often sit together in the dining hall, and has engaged in discussions about faith.
There is an open invitation to local imams to come into college and one has expressed keenness to pay a visit.
People occasionally want to engage in religious debate, but they more commonly want to get other matters off their chest.
Like any further education institution the college is a predominantly youthful environment during the day. At lunchtime it is heaving with groups of youngsters caught up in their own conversations.
"There are times when you think you've arrived," says Ormston. "One group of students started calling me 'Derek the Cleric'."
The best confirmation that he had arrived came when he was out with his son and his friends. "There was a group of girls in the pub," says Ormston. "Of course, the lads were eyeing them up. Suddenly one of the girls says: 'You're the chaplain from college, aren't you?' and they were all around me. It did my street cred no harm at all."
