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Introduction 
 
About the British Humanist Association 
 
The British Humanist Association (BHA) is the national charity working on behalf of non-religious people 
who seek to live good and fulfilling lives on the basis of reason and humanity.  
 
We want a world where everyone lives cooperatively on the basis of shared human values, respect for 
human rights, and concern for future generations, and for non-religious people to be confident in living 
ethical and fulfilling lives on the basis of reason and humanity. 
 
We promote Humanism, represent the non-religious, and support those who wish to live humanist lives, 
including through the provision of humanist ceremonies. We campaign for a secular state, challenge 
religious privilege, and promote equal treatment in law and policy of everyone regardless of religion or 
belief. 
 
About our education work 
 
The BHA’s education work supports its strategic aim to arrive at a situation where Humanism is 
understood as an ethical and fulfilling, non-religious approach to life involving a naturalistic view of the 
universe. Through our provision of teaching resources and teacher training, and our school speakers 
programme, we aim to ensure that, as part of a broad and balanced curriculum, every young person has 
the opportunity to learn about Humanism. 

  
Why volunteer as a school speaker? 
 
Have you ever: 
 

 Wished that you could make a difference to someone’s life? 
 Considered the importance an understanding of the full range of beliefs and values present in 

the UK has on fostering mutual understanding and social cohesion? 
 Thought about how you could use your knowledge and your life experience to help young 

people learn about Humanism? 
 
If the answer to any of these questions is yes, then you could make a successful school speaker as part 
of the BHA’s School Speakers Programme. We are training BHA members to work with teachers to raise 
student’s understanding of Humanism and have a meaningful impact on the intellectual development of 
young people. Using their life experience and knowledge, school speakers can bring an added dimension 
to student’s learning by helping children and young people think about issues from an alternative 
perspective. We also hope our school speakers will have the opportunity to build new partnerships with 
members of the local community and to become part of a growing community of humanists who are 
keen to support the education of young people. 
 
Why do we need to teach about Humanism in schools? 
 
The British Social Attitudes Survey (2013) showed that 69% of young people have no religion. To 
therefore ensure Religious Education is inclusive and relevant to the lives of all young people, it must 
include non-religious perspectives. In December 2015 a landmark High Court ruling declared that 
schools must not in their RE prioritise the teaching of religions over the teaching of non-religious 
worldviews. The Religious Education Council of England and Wales recommends that Humanism be 
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taught in schools as an example of a ‘non-religious worldview’, a recommendation supported by many in 
the RE community as well as prominent religious leaders. An increasing number of locally agreed RE 
syllabuses now include reference to Humanism or non-religious worldviews. Despite this, many schools 
do not teach Humanism: often because teachers feel they do not have the required depth of knowledge. 
 
The BHA’s aim is therefore to deliver a highly quality, professional support service to schools via visits 
from trained volunteers. We support a broad and balanced education for all young people and recognise 
the value of the spiritual, moral, social and cultural (SMSC) development of students. It is vital that 
young people have the opportunity to explore the full range of beliefs and values present in the UK and 
to be made aware that many people do not follow a religion and still live ethical, happy, and meaningful 
lives. The BHA believes all children deserve the opportunity to engage with thought-provoking and 
challenging questions.  They also deserve guidance on ways to discover truth, meaning, and pleasure in 
their lives, and how to judge what is right and wrong.  If the goals of religious education include 
fostering social cohesion and respect for others, then it is vital that it offers humanist perspectives. 
 
See appendix 4 for further information about why Humanism should be taught in schools, including 
supporting data and documentation. 
 
What are the aims of the school speakers training programme? 
 
If you have never volunteered in schools before, our training programme will increase your knowledge 
of how schools work and help you grow in confidence to be able to visit schools as a BHA school 
speaker.  If you already have experience of school volunteering, the programme will provide an 
opportunity for you to share your expertise and to gain more ideas for how to enrich the learning 
experience for pupils. 
 
We have developed a School Speaker Training Course to complement this guide. Together they aim to 
prepare volunteers for their role in schools. The handbook and the face-to-face training have been 
developed in order to provide you with background information about what schools are like today; build 
your confidence to work with students and teachers; and give you a taste of a range of activities and 
resources you can use to stimulate and engage young people in the classroom. 
 
Before you start 
 
Many people have not been inside a school, either primary or secondary, since they were a pupil. Others 
are very familiar because perhaps they are or have been a teacher, teaching assistant or school 
governor, or have children at school. Whatever the case there is always some preparation we can do to 
enable us to be more effective when volunteering. It might help you to think about the following 
question/statements before you begin. 
  
Am I confident about the kinds of things a school speaker can offer in a school? 
(If you are not sure what you can offer then take a look at Section 1 of this guidance.) 
 
Do I know enough about humanist beliefs and values and how they might fit into the curriculum? 
(If you are not sure about key messages around Humanism then Section 2 will explain.) 
 
Do I know a lot about primary and secondary schools and how they work? 
(If you need to brush up on your knowledge then look at Section 3.) 
 
Am I confident to work with young people in the classroom with teacher support? 
(If you are not very confident at present then take a look at Section 4.) 
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Do I know what to expect and what is expected of me? 
(Take a look at Section 5 which will introduce you to a range of resources.) 
 
How can I get started? 
(Take a look at Section 6 for ideas on how to start planning with teachers and top tips for working in 
schools). 
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Section 1: The role of a school speaker 
 
 
This section of the guidance is designed to get you to: 
 

 think about your role in extending young people’s knowledge and understanding; 

 identify ways in which you can add value to the curriculum; and 

 explore the different ways in which you might be asked to contribute in the classroom. 
 

 
What is the role of the speaker in a school? 
 
School Speakers should add value to what a teacher does and act as an extra support or resource in the 
classroom. You should not be expected to take a lesson completely or replace the teacher. Instead, you 
will work in partnership with the teacher to develop a relevant and high quality learning experience for 
pupils. 
 
The best kind of school speaking is not a prescribed or a ‘one size fits all’ process. Schools (and teachers) 
work in different ways and pupils have different needs. Our School Speakers Programme does not 
therefore provide a neatly presented package of materials or session to be delivered in the same way in 
every school.  However, there are some excellent resources to help teachers and you as a volunteer. 
Later in this guide we will give you some useful information about the kind of resources that you might 
like to use with pupils of different ages. 
 
What might I be asked to do as a school speaker in the classroom? 
 
The purpose of the partnership between teachers and school speakers is to enable schools and teachers 
to use your skills and experiences in a range of different ways, depending on how they want to 
introduce knowledge and understanding about Humanism.  
 
The exact type of activity in which you might be involved will depend on a number of factors, including 
the type of school, the age of the pupils, the area of the curriculum, the amount of time available and 
the learning outcomes that the teacher is seeking. 
 
Before taking on any volunteering involvement it is important to consider the level of commitment 
which may be involved.  Volunteering work with schools involves time during the day.  It is often helpful 
if you are clear about how much of your time you are able to offer to a school, you will need to 
negotiate this during your early contact with a school. Some schools will only want a one-off visit; others 
may request a more regular commitment. Be clear about what you can and can’t offer and if you cannot 
fulfil a school’s needs, contact the BHA to allow us to find someone else who can help. 
 
Types of activities BHA volunteers might get involved in: 
 

1. Talking to students about Humanism and taking part in a questions and answers session in the 
classroom or in an assembly. 
 

2. Sharing your personal experiences, beliefs and values. This might include telling a story from 
your own life or sharing how humanism affects your daily life. 
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3. Giving a humanist perspective on a contemporary ethical debate (e.g. assisted dying, wealth and 
poverty, animal rights). 

 
4. Contributing more fully to classroom activities. This could include working with a smaller group, 

acting as an expert witness on a topic, or role-playing moral dilemmas. 
 

5. Contributing to a specialist day (i.e. a ‘collapsed’ or ‘off timetable’ day) in school for a whole-
year group. This could involve working with a whole year group who are working around a core 
theme on which they seek a humanist perspective. 

 
6. Taking part in dialogue as part of a ‘multi-faith’ panel to allow students the opportunity to 

explore different viewpoints. 
 

7. Mentoring or providing remote support to pupils when researching a particular topic, project, or 
investigation. 

 
8. Working directly with the teacher by providing specialist information or material. This might 

include assistance with planning or researching up-to-date information about Humanism. 
 
Volunteering in action 
 
The following case studies show how volunteers have made an impact using some of the approaches 
described. They are designed to give you an insight into how some schools have used school speakers to 
add value to the student’s learning. 
 

 
Reflection: While reading this selection of case studies reflect on how you could contribute.  Think 
about what aspects of your life or work experience you could bring to enrich the learning 
experiences of children and young people. 
 

 

Case study: Primary Key Stage 1 & 2 (7 and 9 year olds) 
Contributing more fully to regular classroom activity 
 
Context 
A large mixed community primary school contacted BHA to ask if a school speaker might help them 
to deliver some RE sessions that involved discussion of religion and belief. The teacher who made 
contact had recently been appointed RE co-ordinator and wanted to involve outside agencies in this 
aspect of learning. 
 
Objectives 
The school wanted to ensure that the session would enable: 

 All children to understand that Humanism is a non-religious world view 

 All children to listen to other people’s points of view and suggest reasons for similar and 
different beliefs 

 A few children to be able to ask important questions about life and meaning 
 
They also wanted the session to be interactive, including opportunities to ask questions. 
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Planning 
The BHA school speaker and the teacher had an initial conversation where they discussed which 
classes of children they would work with and how they would plan for this. The teacher requested 
the school speaker work with two classes of Year 2 pupils and two classes of Year 4 pupils (up to 70 
pupils in each session). They also agreed that the teacher would do some preparatory work with the 
pupils before the sessions so that the pupils could focus on questions they might like to ask. It was 
agreed that the teacher would look at any materials prepared by the speakers in advance to make 
sure they were age-appropriate and in line with the school’s plans. 
 
It was agreed that the Y2 children would be focussing on ‘what makes us special’ and the Y4 children 
on ceremonies. It was decided to invite two school speakers to work with the pupils. The class 
teachers and Teaching Assistants (TAs) helped to facilitate the session. 
 
Activities 
1. First the pupils were invited to take part in an ‘Opinions’ activity. The pupils had to move to 

different parts of the room depending on whether they agreed and disagreed with a statement 
(or didn’t know). Statements included ‘everyone celebrates Christmas’, ‘everyone is special’, 
‘some people should be treated better than others’, and ‘it is always wrong to steal’. Children 
were then asked to justify their position, and then asked if they wanted to change their opinion 
based on what they had heard. 

 
2. Following this there was a short presentation on what Humanism is. For the Year 2 children 

more emphasis was on ‘what makes us special’, and for the Year 4 children on ceremonies. 
 

3. The session ended with a Q&A where children asked the school speaker questions based on 
what they had seen and heard during the day and some of the thinking they had been doing 
with their teachers in advance of the day. 
 

Teacher/speaker reflection  
The teacher was pleased with pupil response. They had clearly enjoyed interacting with visitors to 
the classroom. They engaged well with the opinions activity and gained a lot from it. It was thought-
provoking and active and all the children were involved. A number of the staff also approached the 
school speakers to say how interesting it was and how much they had learned too! 

 
Pupil reflection 
Here are some of the pupil reflections which illustrate their engagement and also the need for 
teachers and school speakers to consider the range of approaches they might adopt to engage 
pupils. 
 
“I liked the game because I liked choosing which place to go to” – Boy Year 2. 
 
“I liked asking questions because we got to find out more about Humanism and what some of the 
things mean”- Boy Year 2. 
 
“I wish we could have thought of some of our own statements” – Boy Year 2. 
 
“I wish there were some different activities, maybe some writing ones” – Girl Year 2. 
 
“I wish you could have brought in some objects or some things for us to look at and touch” – Girl Year 
2. 
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Case study: Secondary Key Stage 5 (Post 16) 
Taking part in a specialist day [‘collapsed’ or ‘off timetable’ day] 
 
Context 
A large mixed comprehensive school with a large number of pupils of Muslim background. The 
school speaker was asked to take part in an interactive workshop for the Philosophy and Ethics 
‘Matters of Life and Death’ 6th formers’ conference. The BHA school speaker was one of eight 
outside speakers and was asked to present the humanist point of view. 
 
Objectives 

 To ensure that students had plenty of opportunity for discussion and exploration of a range 
of viewpoints having heard from a range of contributors. 

 To make the students aware of the humanist perspective. 
 
Planning 
Having been briefed by the school about the nature of the conference the BHA schools speaker 
prepared four simple PowerPoint slides which were e-mailed to the school in advance so that they 
could be put on the school network and made available to the school speaker and students in all 
classrooms, via the electronic white board ready for the conference day. 
 
The day was planned on a ‘carousel’ basis, so involved the BHA school speaker repeating the 
planned workshop three times throughout the day. 
 
Activities 
On the day of the conference the scene was set for the theme of ‘Matters of Life and Death’ by all 
the students listening to an address from a Holocaust survivor. They were then split into groups of 
15 and each group of students attended 3 different sessions across the day to discuss a range of 
perspectives around the main conference theme. 
 
Each session was scheduled to last 55 minutes, the BHA school speaker made a short presentation 
about the humanist perspective and encouraged discussion and debate. There was a teacher 
present in each of the sessions and they helpfully contributed where appropriate and made 
supportive comments without disturbing the session. 
 
Teacher/speaker reflection  
This was the first time the school speaker had engaged with a school, he noted that the level of 
participation in the groups differed but in general was very good and the students were well 
behaved, polite and co-operative. 
 
‘I found the event most stimulating and enjoyable’ and ‘it was brought home to me how seriously 
many young Muslims take their religion.’ 
 
Student reflection 
All the students reported that they had found the sessions interesting and had made them think 
more deeply about the big questions. 
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Summary 
 
Speakers in schools have a lot to offer and can add considerable value to the pupil experience. As a 
visitor you can bring new ideas and activities to the classroom, your experiences of life can also 
provide valuable opportunities for discussion and reflection. 
 
Volunteering in schools is varied and there is not a prescribed role. You may be asked to work with 
small groups, whole classes, or whole year groups. Your input may range from just talking about 
Humanism and the humanist perspective to using a range of activities to help students learn more 
about Humanism. 
 
It is important to be clear that as a school speaker you are there to work with the teacher and not to 
replace the teacher, your role is to add value to the planning and delivery process.  If you feel 
uncomfortable with anything you are being asked to do then it is quite alright to say so. 
 
You should find working with students stimulating and great fun! 
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Section 2: Humanism in schools 
 
 
This section of the guidance is designed to get you to: 
 

 understand the core messages about Humanism when speaking in the classroom; and 

 know where to go for further information about Humanism. 
 
 

 
Reflection: What do you think young people should know about Humanism? How can they learn 
both about it and from it? 
 

 
What do we mean by Humanism? 
 
There are some key messages about Humanism that are important to convey in the classroom. You are 
not expected to be an expert, but it is important that you have a good understanding of most of the 
generally agreed principles. The following principles are not an agreed creed that all humanists must 
sign up to; however, most humanists would probably stand by them as important features of what it 
means to be a humanist. As there is considerable diversity among humanists, it is always best to 
acknowledge that you are speaking as an individual. You cannot speak for all humanists, but if you agree 
with the principles below, you can be confident that many humanists will agree with you. 
 
It is important to describe Humanism as a positive philosophy, by explaining how it can contribute to 
living a good life, rather than focussing on negative statements such as what humanists don’t believe or 
criticism of religion. 
 
Humanists: 

• Think for themselves about what is right and wrong, based on reason and respect for others. 
• Find meaning, beauty, and joy in the one life we have, without the need for an afterlife. 
• Look to science instead of religion as the best way to discover and understand the world. 
• Believe people can use empathy and compassion to make the world a better place for everyone. 

 
All of these are positive statements about how Humanism can contribute to understanding ourselves 
and our world, finding meaning and happiness in our lives, and living ethically with one another. 
 
Humanists see no evidence for the existence of a god or gods. Humanism is, however, more than just 
atheism or agnosticism and although disbelief in the supernatural is an important part of what it means 
to be a humanist, it is important to go on to emphasise the positive features of a humanist way of life. 
 
Humanism is not a religion but is instead an attitude, a philosophy, an approach to life, or a non-
religious worldview. Although it is not a religion, it attempts to answer many of the same questions that 
religions do. One of the key differences is that humanists are prepared to change their beliefs when 
presented with new evidence.  
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How do humanists decide how to behave?  
 
Humanists believe: 

• Human beings must take individual responsibility for their actions  
• Our morality has evolved naturally through our biological and cultural history 
• We should be sceptical of arguments from authority and commandments 
• Human beings can be good without a god 

 
Humanists do, however, accept that there is often disagreement when it comes to moral decision-
making and recognise that no philosophical moral theory is a consistently perfect guide how to act. 
 
When thinking about how we should act humanists believe we should therefore: 

• Consider the facts of the particular situation, look at the evidence, and think about the likely 
consequences of our actions 

• Use the tools at our disposal to help us decide how to act: reason, empathy, and compassion 
• Avoid harming others 
• Consider the Golden Rule: Treat others as you would wish to be treated yourself and don’t treat 

others in ways you would not wish to be treated yourself 
 
Meaning and purpose in life 
 
Many humanists believe that the meaning of life is not hidden and external to us, but instead it is up to 
us to decide what the meaning and purpose of our own lives will be. Meaning is created not discovered. 
There is no ultimate meaning but we can make our lives meaningful. Some humanists prefer to not to 
talk of ‘meaning’ but rather talk about how we should live. They ask the question, ‘What is the good 
life?’ There is not necessarily one single answer to the question. Different people’s different preferences 
and talents can give rise to diverse ways of living. We should focus on our own personal development, 
call forth our individuality and cultivate it. We may also create many different meanings for ourselves as 
we go through life. Our attitudes and goals may change as we age. For many humanists their belief in 
the finite nature of life and absence of an afterlife is what helps give life it its structure, purpose and 
value. Many humanists believe in using practical action to help make the world a better place for 
themselves and for others.  
 

Happiness is the only good. The time to be happy is now. The place to be happy is here. The way 
to be happy is to make others so. 

Robert G. Ingersoll (1833 – 1899) 
 
The ‘happy human’ symbol 
 

   
Original  Modern BHA bendy happy human 
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Marking key life events 
 
Humanists also mark and celebrate important times in life: 

• Baby naming ceremonies 
• Weddings and civil ceremonies 
• Funerals  

 
For further information, please visit https://humanism.org.uk/ceremonies/ 
 
A humanist world 
 
Humanism has a long history and many diverse manifestations. Modern humanists argue in favour of a 
secular state, democracy, the rule of law, and human rights. They believe in pluralism and freedom of 
belief and promote social cohesion. Although, humanists have no obligation to take part in organised 
Humanism, many enjoy the opportunity to meet with other humanists or to join organisations like the 
British Humanist Association. 
 
Further information 
 
The above cover some of the main themes of Humanism that you will want to address if asked to 
introduce students to humanist beliefs and values. You can also find a detailed summary in appendix 7. 
You might not be able to explain everything about Humanism in one visit, but by working with the 
teacher, you will be able to prioritise what you want the children to learn. 
 
How you explain these key points and the examples you use to illustrate them will depend on the age 
and ability of the children and young people you are working with. If you want some ideas to get you 
going in the classroom, then look at understandinghumanism.org.uk where you will find a wealth of 
resources to support you. See also the resources section below for more details. 
 
Currently these resources are available only in English. The BHA is actively exploring ways of translating 
them into Welsh. If you can help the BHA to do this please contact education@humanism.org.uk 
 
 
Summary 
 
It is important that you are confident and clear about the core messages you convey as a BHA School 
Speaker.  You will be asked questions about what Humanism is, so make sure you know. 
 
The summary of key messages and topics (see appendix 7), the BHA website, humanism.org.uk, and 
understandinghumanism.org.uk, provide further information to help you identify and contextualise 
this core knowledge and understanding when working with children and young people.  
 

 
  

https://humanism.org.uk/ceremonies/
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
https://humanism.org.uk/
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Section 3: How schools work 
 
 
This section of the guidance is designed to help you to: 
 

 understand how primary and secondary schools are organised; 

 be clear about how and where learning about humanist beliefs and values might fit into the 
curriculum and what it might look like in action; 

 explore a range of teaching techniques, activities, and resources that can help you and the 
teacher provide engaging opportunities to learn about Humanism; 

 follow good practice, keep safe in the classroom, and handle tricky questions. 
 
 
How do schools work? 
Schools and the curriculum across the UK are organised in different ways. This guidance concentrates on 
schools in England and Wales.  Statutory schooling in England is broken down into key stages.  
 

  School Phase  Year Group  Age  

P
ri

m
ar

y 
 

In
fa

n
ts

 

Early Years and Foundation 
Stage (EYFS)* 

Nursery 3 - 4 

Reception 4 - 5 

Key Stage 1* Year 1 5 – 6 

Year 2 6 – 7 

Ju
n

io
r 

Key Stage 2 Year 3 7 – 8 

Year 4 8 - 9 

Year 5 9 - 10 

Year 6 10 – 11 

Se
co

n
d

ar
y 

 

 Key Stage 3 Year 7 11 -12 

Year 8 12 – 13 

Year 9 13 – 14 

Key Stage 4 Year 10 14 – 15  

Year 11 15 – 16 

6
th

  Fo
rm

 

Key Stage 5 / Post 16 Year 12 16 – 17 

Year 13 17 - 18 

 
*In Wales the EYFS phase and Key Stage 1 are together referred to as the ‘Foundation Phase’. 
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School Jargon 
 
Teachers will use a wide range of unfamiliar terminology and acronyms. This table will help you to 
understand. It is worth becoming familiar with as much of the language of schools as you can to help 
you communicate with teachers; however, do not be afraid to ask about anything if you do not 
understand. 
 
A level Examination taken by children at 18 

AfL  Assessment for Learning (using assessment as a guide to future planning) 

ALN Additional Learning Needs 

ALNCo Additional Learning Needs Coordinator (used in Wales more than SENCO) 

Differentiation Ensuring learning is pitched at a range of ability levels to ensure accessible to all 

EAL English as an Additional Language (children for whom English is not their first language) 

ESL  Exceptionally Skilled Learners (the highest ability children: formerly known as gifted and 
talented) 

Estyn The schools inspectorate in Wales 

EYFS Early Year Foundation Stage (nursery and reception: age 3-5) 

Foundation Phase Nursery to Year 2 (age 3-7) (Wales) 

Foundation Stage Reception class (age 4-5) (England) 

GCSE General Certificate of Secondary Education (examination taken by children at 16) 

Inclusion  Ensuring learning is accessible to all 

INSET In Service Training (a day in school without the children) 

ITT Initial Teacher Training 

KS Key Stage  

Levels The previous method of assessing children (still in use in some schools) 

LO Lesson Objective 

LSA Learning Support Assistant 

MFL Modern Foreign Languages 

NQT Newly Qualified Teacher (teacher in their first year) 

Ofsted  Office for Standards in Education (school inspectors) (England) 

PDG Pupil Deprivation Grant – additional funding for disadvantaged children (Wales) 

PGCE Post Graduate Certificate of Education (qualification of teaching) 

Phonics A method of teaching reading using the correspondence between sounds (phonemes) 
and the letters that represent them 

Plenary An activity at the end of the lesson used to recap, consolidate, and extend learning 

PPA Planning, Preparation, and Assessment time (time out of class for teachers) 

PSE Personal and Social Education (Wales) 

PSHE Personal, Social, and Heath Education (England) 

Pupil Premium Additional funding for disadvantaged children (often the term is used to refer to the 
children themselves) (England) 

QTS Qualified Teacher Status 

Reception Children age 4-5 

SATs Standard Assessment Tests (taken by children in year 2 and year 6) (England) 

SEAL Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning 

SEN Special Educational Needs (can be physical, sensory, cognitive, communicatory, social, 
behavioural) 

Statement A child with particular special needs can be issued with a ‘statement’ and entitled to 
extra support 

Senco SEN Coordinator (person in charge of provision for SEN children in a school) 

SLT Senior Leadership Team 

STEM Science, Technology, Engineering, and Maths 

TA Teaching assistant 

Teach First On the job teacher training 
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The Curriculum 
 
 
You do not need to be an expert on curriculum matters. Teachers will be able to help guide you on 
what the children need to learn. It is, however, useful to have a basic understanding of the 
curriculum to help you plan with teachers. The information below should help give you a picture of 
where Humanism can fit into the curriculum. 
 
 
The National Curriculum was first introduced in 1988. Several versions have been introduced since then, 
the most recent being in 2014. The curriculum now includes English, Maths, Science, Art and design, 
Citizenship, Computing, Design and technology, Geography, History, Languages, Music, and Physical 
Education. 
 
In Wales the curriculum for 3 to 7-year olds, known as the Foundation Phase is set out in the 
‘Framework for Children’s learning for 3 to 7-year olds in Wales’ (2010).  The curriculum for pupils in key 
stages 2 and 3 is the National Curriculum and consists of the core subjects (English or Welsh, 
mathematics and science) and a number of foundation subjects. 
 
In addition there are a number of other subjects which are statutorily required to be taught but are not 
part of the National Curriculum, these include Religious Education (RE) and Personal, Social, and Health 
Education (PSHE) (England) and Personal and Social Education (PSE) (Wales). 
 
For further information, please go to: 

 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-curriculum and  

 http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/schoolshome/curriculuminwales/arevisedcurriculumfor
wales/?lang=en 

 
Academies and Free Schools (England only) 
 
Academies and Free Schools do not have to follow the National Curriculum but must teach a broad and 
balanced curriculum including English, Maths, Science, and Religious Education. 
 
Religious Education 
 
There is currently no National Curriculum for RE. Because of the wide variety of schools the 
requirements with regard to Religious Education will vary. Many schools’ RE syllabuses are available to 
view on their websites. 
 

 In Community, Voluntary Controlled and Foundation schools (regardless of whether they have a 
religious character), the syllabus is set at the local authority level, by an Agreed Syllabus 
Conference (ASC). These locally agreed syllabuses must be non-confessional (i.e. neutral with 
regards to religion and belief). A new syllabus is drawn up every five years, and is then overseen 
by a body called a Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE). Some locally 
agreed syllabuses currently include the explicit teaching of Humanism; others may only imply 
the need to include non-religious perspectives. In December 2015 a landmark High Court ruling 
declared that non-faith schools must not in their RE prioritise the teaching of religions over the 
teaching of non-religious worldviews. The High Court’s ruling means schools and SACREs will 
need to now ensure their syllabuses are as inclusive of non-religious worldviews as they are of 
religions across all key stages. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-curriculum
http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/schoolshome/curriculuminwales/arevisedcurriculumforwales/?lang=en
http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/schoolshome/curriculuminwales/arevisedcurriculumforwales/?lang=en
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 Voluntary Aided schools, Academies, and Free Schools that have a religious character can set 
their own syllabuses, in line with the tenets of the faith of the school (i.e. confessional). 

 Academies and Free Schools without a religious character do not have to follow their locally 
agreed syllabus (similarly to how they do not have to follow the National Curriculum). However, 
they must follow a non-confessional syllabus, similar to the locally agreed syllabus – and so in 
practice, many choose to follow the locally agreed syllabus.  

 
What opportunities are there within the curriculum to teach about Humanism in schools? 
 
‘The national curriculum provides pupils with an introduction to the essential knowledge that they need 
to be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the best that has been thought and said; and helps 
engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.’ 

The national curriculum in England framework document 2014 
 
All schools in England and Wales make provision for children and young people to develop an 
understanding of the rich heritage of culture and diversity in the UK. As globalisation and 
interdependency expands, opportunities to explore a range of religions and beliefs forms an important 
part of young people’s education and will allow them to make sense of their own culture and identity. 
As school speakers you can use your work and life experiences, knowledge and expertise to help schools 
to deliver these essential outcomes.  
 
Religious Education (RE) 
 
Schools should teach about Humanism as part of Religious Education, particularly as religion and non-
religious beliefs have an increasing impact on public life. The influence of religion on society is 
highlighted by the high level of media coverage it generates. In addition, the rapid scientific and medical 
breakthroughs (and the ethical debates around these), and the debate about the environment, present 
new issues which raise a range of questions linked to religion, belief, and social and moral viewpoints. 
 
RE does not have specified programmes of study like other curriculum subjects, instead it has a general 
set of statements about the breadth and depth of RE which is intended to be reflected in the 
development of the ‘Agreed RE syllabuses’ by local SACRE. 
 

Breadth and depth in RE for all pupils can be achieved if the following are taken into account: 

 Pupils should develop understanding of concepts and mastery of skills to make sense of religion 
and belief, at an appropriate level of challenge for their age. 

 RE should provide opportunities for pupils to develop positive attitudes and values and to reflect 
and relate their learning in RE to their own experience. 

 Building on the statutory requirements, it is recommended that there should be a wide ranging 
study of religion and belief across the key stages as a whole. 

 Not all religions need to be studied at the same depth or in each key stage, but all that are 
studied should be studied in a way that is coherent and promotes progression. 

 Pupils should have the opportunity to learn that there are those who do not hold religious 
beliefs and have their own philosophical perspectives, and subject matter should facilitate 
integration and promotion of shared values. 

 The study of religion should be based on the legal requirements and provide an appropriate 
balance between and within Christianity, other principal religions, and, where appropriate other 
religious traditions and worldviews, across the key stages as a whole, making appropriate links 
with other parts of the curriculum and its cross-curricular dimensions. 

 The breadth of study should take account of the four levels of community cohesion which all 
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maintained schools are now obliged to promote. Decisions by SACREs and ASCs about the 
religions, other than Christianity, to be studied should take account of the balance of religion 
within: 

o the school community 
o the community within which the school is located 
o the UK community 
o the global community 

 
Religious Education in English schools (DfE, 2010) 

 
Schools are tasked with encouraging pupils to play a full part in their own learning in RE, for example: 

 as learners, by deploying skills, asking questions and exploring answers; 

 as individuals, using their own experience and background to reflect on questions of truth and 
morality and deeper meanings of life and death; 

 as citizens, promoting debate and dialogue, celebrating diversity, taking appropriate action, putting 
principles into action, for example as youth members of campaigning organisations or volunteering 
in local community activities. 

 
Other opportunities to teach about Humanism 
 
There may be other opportunities to include teaching about Humanism in schools, through Personal, 
Social, Health and Economic education (PSHE) (PSE in Wales) and Citizenship. Schools are also expected 
to provide opportunities to promote SMSC development in all subjects and there are significant 
opportunities to contribute to this through whole school assemblies. 
 
Personal Social and Health Education (PSHE) 
 
The PSHE curriculum deals with more explicit content that enables the exploration of social and moral 
issues around issues such as drugs, abortion, the consequences of behaviour, and how our decisions 
affect others. In Wales students receive Personal and Social Education (PSE) which includes active 
citizenship. 
 
For more information about PSHE go to https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/default.aspx. 
 
Citizenship (KS3/4 only) 
 
In Citizenship young people learn the knowledge, skills, and understanding to prepare them to play a full 
and active part in society. This is where children will learn about democracy, government, the law, and 
have the opportunity to critically explore political and social issues. 
 
Please note the BHA’s position on external visitors contributing to PSHE/PSE and citizenship 
 
The BHA is concerned about a number of groups going in to schools to deliver PSHE/PSE education 
lessons. For example, anti-abortion groups that provide inaccurate and misleading information around 
abortion and contraception, or groups otherwise looking to proselytise. It is important that Humanist 
School Speakers do not proselytise or provide inaccurate information, nor allow the BHA to be open to 
the accusation that it is being hypocritical in its public criticism of other organisations. 
 
If you are asked to support learning in PSHE/PSE and citizenship: 

 Think carefully about whether it is appropriate for you to do so (a good litmus test is whether you 
think it would be appropriate if a religious group were invited in your place); 

https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/default.aspx
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 Check that you will not promote a false impression that there is a debate around subject areas that 
should be taught in a secular manner; 

 Ensure your participation will not encourage other groups to cover the same areas in a proselytising 
manner. 

 
Spiritual, Moral, Social, and Cultural development (SMSC) 
 
All schools must show how well their pupils develop in SMSC. There is plenty of opportunity for 
humanist school speakers to help contribute to this important aspect of young people’s education. The 
information below comes from Ofsted’s School Inspection Handbook (September 2015) but it applies 
equally well to schools in Wales. For Estyn’s guidance go to www.estyn.gov.wales. 
 
Spiritual 
 
Explore beliefs and experience; respect faiths, feelings and values; enjoy learning about oneself, others 
and the surrounding world; use imagination and creativity; reflect. 
 
Pupils’ spiritual development is shown by their: 

 ability to be reflective about their own beliefs, religious or otherwise, that inform their 
perspective on life and their interest in and respect for different people’s faiths, feelings and 
values 

 sense of enjoyment and fascination in learning about themselves, others and the world around 
them 

 use of imagination and creativity in their learning willingness to reflect on their experiences. 
 
Moral 
 
Recognise right and wrong; respect the law; understand consequences; investigate moral and ethical 
issues; offer reasoned views. 
 
Pupils’ moral development is shown by their: 

 ability to recognise the difference between right and wrong and to readily apply this 
understanding in their own lives, recognise legal boundaries and, in so doing, respect the civil 
and criminal law of England 

 understanding of the consequences of their behaviour and actions 
 interest in investigating and offering reasoned views about moral and ethical issues and ability 

to understand and appreciate the viewpoints of others on these issues. 
 
Social 
 
Use a range of social skills; participate in the local community; appreciate diverse viewpoints; 
participate, volunteer and cooperate; resolve conflict; engage with the 'British values' of democracy, the 
rule of law, liberty, respect and tolerance. 
 
Pupils’ social development is shown by their: 

 use of a range of social skills in different contexts, for example working and socialising with 
other pupils, including those from different religious, ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds 

 willingness to participate in a variety of communities and social settings, including by 
volunteering, cooperating well with others and being able to resolve conflicts effectively 

 acceptance and engagement with the fundamental  British Values of democracy, the rule of law, 
individual liberty and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs; 

http://www.estyn.gov.wales/
http://www.doingsmsc.org.uk/british-values
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they develop and demonstrate skills and attitudes that will allow them to participate fully in and 
contribute positively to life in modern Britain. 

 
Cultural 
 
Appreciate cultural influences; appreciate the role of Britain's parliamentary system; participate in 
culture opportunities; understand, accept, respect and celebrate diversity. 
 
Pupils’ cultural development is shown by their: 

 understanding and appreciation of the wide range of cultural influences that have shaped their 
own heritage and those of others 

 understanding and appreciation of the range of different cultures within school and further 
afield as an essential element of their preparation for life in modern Britain 

 knowledge of Britain’s democratic parliamentary system and its central role in shaping our 
history and values, and in continuing to develop Britain 

 willingness to participate in and respond positively to artistic, musical, sporting and cultural 
opportunities 

 interest in exploring, improving understanding of and showing respect for different faiths and 
cultural diversity and the extent to which they understand, accept, respect and celebrate 
diversity, as shown by their tolerance and attitudes towards different religious, ethnic and socio-
economic groups in the local, national and global communities. In Wales the cultural dimension 
would extend to include, specifically, the culture and heritage of Wales. 

 
‘British Values’ 
 
SMSC education must now include the promotion of ‘British Values’ as defined by Ofsted: 

 democracy 
 the rule of law 
 individual liberty 
 mutual respect for and tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs and for those without 

faith. 
 
Moral and spiritual development (Wales) 
 
The Welsh Assembly Government describes the opportunities that pupils should have to learn about 
‘moral and spiritual development’ in its ‘Personal and educational framework for 7 to 19-year-olds in 
Wales’ (2008): ‘learners can be helped to develop a personal code of morality and the decision-making 
skills necessary to make reasoned and responsible moral judgements. They can be helped to extend 
their personal insights and to reflect upon their experiences and some of life’s deeper questions and 
issues. Learners should be encouraged to reflect upon their personal beliefs and values and apply them 
to their own experiences. They can also be inspired to express their inner feelings using imagination and 
creativity. This can be invoked by a sense of awe and wonder at the natural world, by the mysteries of 
life and death, by the limitations of human understanding or by a response to a divine being.’ 
 
The National Exemplar Framework for religious education for 3 to 19-year-olds in Wales’ (2008) says 
that ‘the spiritual focuses on the quest for meaning . . . the essence of what it means to be human . . . 
the growth of an inner life.’  It says that ‘the moral focuses on: the exploration of shared values and 
attitudes . . . the ability of human beings to make moral choices for good or evil . . .a personal response 
to moral issues’. 
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Other opportunities outside the curriculum: inclusive assemblies 
 
Schools must hold a daily act of Collective Worship, either (if they are a school with a designated 
religious character) in line with the faith of the school, or (if they are not) wholly or mainly of a broadly 
Christian character (i.e. only 51% of assemblies legally must be broadly Christian). The BHA is strongly in 
favour of inclusive school assemblies, which can help to build shared values and a sense of community.  
We oppose acts of collective worship in school, since these exclude many and believe that the parental 
right of excusal is not a proper solution. 
 
School assemblies can and should include the whole school community. Many teachers share this view 
and, while they do not wish to lead worship, would be happy to contribute to assemblies which inspire 
their pupils to lead good lives or to think deeply about moral issues. Assemblies that build on the 
common ground of our humanity can have an important role to play in inclusive SMSC development and 
education for Citizenship. 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
Schools are full of education jargon. A little knowledge will help you when planning with teachers. 
 
You are not expected to be an expert on curriculum matters but it is good to be aware of the 
different opportunities within the curriculum for students to learn about Humanism. 
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Section 4: Teaching and Learning 
 
Children will learn through what they see, what they hear, and what they do. Teachers will often plan to 
include a variety of activates in a lesson. They plan for learning in a way that is accessible and 
stimulating for all pupils. It can therefore be helpful to think about different stimuli when planning 
activities in order to engage pupils. 
 
First of all it is important to remember that you are not expected to be a teacher and that the teacher 
will be there to support you. Young people are very interested in the big questions about life and also in 
the views of others who are not their regular teacher. You should have no problem engaging with them 
and getting them to share their views and ideas with you. The suggestions below are ideas that you 
might like to include in any session in a school. It’s always worth trying to discuss through any planned 
activities with the teacher in order to see which they feel would be most appropriate for the age group 
you will be delivering to. Motivation is of key importance in learning, so try and get an idea from the 
teacher about what will engage their students. 
 
Many more resources can be found on understandinghumanism.org.uk. 
 
Currently these resources are available only in English. The BHA is actively exploring ways of translating 
them into Welsh. If you can help the BHA to do this please contact education@humanism.org.uk 
 
Planning and preparation 
 
Planning and preparation is everything. Teachers will really notice and respect when someone has 
prepared well for a visit to a school. There is further information in the next section about how best to 
plan a session with the teacher. Teachers will often talk about ‘learning objectives’ or ‘learning 
questions’ which focus on what they want the children to learn. Ask the teacher what want the students 
to learn in the session and how they will assess whether they have learned it. Be clear what you and the 
teacher want the session to cover but also be flexible enough to allow the students to explore what 
interests them. Also avoid feeling the need to cover everything in one session. You can’t teach 
everything about Humanism in an hour! 
 
One other thing to bear in mind is that different students in the classroom will have different skills and 
abilities. Teachers talk about differentiating activities to make sure they are accessible to all. Talk to the 
teacher about whether any students have any specific needs in the class and what you might be able to 
do to help them access the content of your session. 
 
See appendix 1 for a planning template that can help you plan your session 
 
Praise! Praise! Praise! 
 
Praise the students whenever there is the opportunity. Praise successful work, good answers to 
questions, and interesting contributions. In contrast, avoid criticizing students work and contributions. If 
they give the wrong answer, thank them for having a go, and ask whether anyone else has a different 
suggestion. Never compare student’s work with each other; instead, always try and compare it with 
what they themselves have achieved previously and look for opportunities to acknowledge their 
progress. 
 
 
 
 

http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
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Teaching Techniques 
 
Below is a list of strategies that should help make a visit from a school speaker as engaging and useful as 
possible. You won’t be able to use all of these in one visit, but try out a few new techniques every visit 
and find out what works for you. 
 
Get the balance right 
 

1) Don’t talk too much (teachers call this the ‘chalk and talk’ strategy). Get the children doing 
something: asking questions, discussing in groups, carrying out activities. 

2) Don’t talk too little. Remember that you are there as a resource to be used. 
 
Stimuli 
 
Try and take something for the students to look at such as... 

 Photographs, images, or concept cartoons 

 Films: e.g. the ‘That’s Humanism’ films on humanism.org.uk 

 Artefacts: e.g. fossils, BHA Christmas cards, humanist ceremony invites, newspaper headlines 

 A PowerPoint 
o Top tips if using a PowerPoint: 

 Don’t simply read from the slides 
 Make sure any text is big enough to read and screens are not too busy 
 Ask one of the children to click though the slides for you on the computer so 

you are free to move around the room 
 
Questions 
 

 Questioning you 
o Allow plenty of time for them to ask questions 
o Ensure dominant students don’t take control. Make sure everyone who wants to, gets a 

go, so avoid getting drawn into a long debate just with one pupil. You can say to the 
student who always has their hand up, ‘I know you probably know the answer, but I’d 
like to hear from someone else.’ 

o Some children may feel nervous about asking questions so you could provide the 
opportunity for anonymous questions collected on slips of paper 

o You could offer the chance for them all to write a question at the end of the lesson that 
you will reply to by email 

 Questioning them 
o It can often be good to start a session off with a question to get them thinking: 

 E.g. Why should we be good? What is the key to happiness? 
o Give them chance to explore what they think first, then introduce what a humanist 

would think and ask why they might agree or disagree 
o When they say what they think or how they feel, make sure you ask them ‘why?’ 
o Use questions to elicit further thinking. Don’t just give them all the answers. 
o Ask them to explain how someone that disagrees with them might respond to them. 
o You could ask them to retell your story to their partner in 1 minute or 20 seconds. This is 

good to help them remember and prioritise key information they have learned. Tell 
them you will be asking them to do this before you begin your story. 

 Questioning techniques: 
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o Encourage all children to think about a question instead of just taking answers from 
those with their hands up. If you are asking a question, ask each child to voice the 
answer to their partner so they all get a go at answering the question. You could then 
ask if anyone can feedback their partner’s answer and say whether they agree or 
disagree. 

o Alternatively you can offer them some thinking time before they are allowed to put 
their hands up. This encourages them to think about a question before they rush into an 
answer. 

o Mexican wave answers: tell the class they must shout out their answer when your hand 
points to them. Then slowly move your outstretched arm across the classroom to create 
a Mexican wave of answers. 

 
Appropriate language 
 

 Don’t be afraid to introduce new vocabulary but always pause to check children’s understanding 

 It is often good to say a sentence twice if there is a danger it will not be understood (this can be 
particularly helpful when delivering an assembly to a range of age groups): 

o First say the sentence using the language the children might not understand 
o Then repeat the sentence using language the children can understand 

 Take the opportunity to explore where words come from, e.g. ‘atheist’, ‘agnostic’ 
 
Distancing and depersonalising 
 

 Some children will be unwilling to talk about their own personal beliefs and emotions in front of 
the class, therefore find opportunities to help them open up 

 Some children find it easier to voice their ideas in group work than speaking in front of the 
whole class. Groups can then feedback their ideas. 

 Present moral dilemmas or case studies with imaginary characters and ask children what they 
think the character should do rather than what they themselves would do 

 Use puppets 
o Puppets can work particularly well for younger children 
o Children can teach the puppet something it is struggling to understand. This turns the 

children into teachers. The person operating the puppet can frustrate the children’s 
efforts to teach it, thus eliciting ever more complex and accurate explanations of the 
concepts being explored. 

o Pairs of puppets could explore alternative arguments and engage in dialogue 
o Children can try and operate the puppets themselves and take on their character 

 
Starters 
 
It can be good to start with an icebreaker to loosen up children’s thinking 

 5 things: 
o What 5 things do you already know about Humanism? 
o What 5 questions do you have about Humanism? 
o (And at the end of the lesson) What 5 things have you learned? 

 Concept cartoons (see below) 

 Break the circle: Give children a word (e.g. thinking, happiness, certainty, belief, science, 
religion, death) and ask them to define what it means without using the word in their answer  

 The ‘why?’ game: Give children a factual statement (e.g. ‘John got poorly’, or ‘Jane fell off her 
bike’). Point to a child and ask them why. Then use their answer (e.g. ‘because he ate too much 
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chocolate’) as the next statement and point to another child and ask them why (e.g. ‘because he 
was hungry’). Continue until the children can go no further. 

 How many uses can you think of for... a ruler (e.g. a diving board for mice), a paperclip, a bendy 
straw, a bicycle wheel, etc? 

 
Plenaries 
 
Plenaries are an opportunity at the end of the lesson for children to consolidate and reinforce what they 
have learned. A good plenary asks children to try and apply what they have learned. 

 Ask children to use what they have learned to predict how they think a humanist might respond 
to a particular question or react in a particular situation (put on their humanist spectacles!) 

 Multiple choice questions can help assess children’s understanding at the end of a session 

 Ask children how they might use what they have learned today 

 Ask children what questions they might ask friends or family next time they see them 
 

  



 

Page 26 of 70 
 

Activities 
 
Below are some ideas for activities you might use to engage students. Give the children the opportunity 
to work independently, in pairs, or in groups so that they can discuss their ideas with each other and 
apply the knowledge and skills they have learned.  Independent and group work can give children some 
time to investigate, discuss, and reflect upon a topic before responding. 
 
If you plan to get children to do something in groups then ask the teacher to have preselected those 
groups and be clear about defining roles if this is necessary. 
 
Concept cartoons 
 
These provide children with a variety of different thoughts on a concept or questions and promote 
discussion around different beliefs and values. 

Why should I not steal the sweets?

You might get 
caught and get 
in trouble.

It’s against the 
law.

It would make me feel 
like I was a bad person.

I wouldn’t like 
it if someone 
stole 
something 
from me.

 
 
Agree or disagree / true or false 
 
A good starter activity to get to know more about the children before you begin is to present children 
with a range of statements and ask whether they are true or false or whether they agree or disagree. 
This can be also performed as a mobile debate (see below). Make sure you take the opportunity to ask 
some of the children why they agree or disagree. 
 
Group work 
 
Get children to discuss a question as a group (e.g. what would you do in this situation) and encourage 
them to work together. Sometimes it can be good to ask them to think and write down their own ideas 
individually first, then each take it in turns to share their ideas with the group before exploring what 
they agree and disagree on. Another way group work can be extended is by getting one child from each 
group to move to another and feedback their conclusions. 
 
Mobile debate 
 
A mobile debate gets the children out of the seats for a short time and moving around the classroom. It 
can provide a good starter activity to get to know more about the children before you begin or it can be 
good to break up a session when you feel your audience is flagging a little. However, it’s good to check 
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with the teacher whether such an activity is appropriate for that particular age group or that particular 
class: some children may not wish to take part. This can either be done to explore children’s views on a 
range of questions (e.g. do you agree or disagree with the following statements) or to dig deeper into 
one particular question. 
 

Atheist, Agnostic, Theist?

Where are you on the scale?

Atheist Theist

 
An example: belief in god 

 Start by defining the corners of the room: atheist, agnostic, theist 

 Ask the children to stand where they would position themselves 

 Then provide the children with new information to see if their view changes 
o A friend tells you they believed in god 
o A public figure that you respect and admire is interviewed by the media and says that 

she is thankful to God for her success 
o Someone in your family is cured of a serious illness that you did not think she would 

recover from 
o You pray asking for a sign that God is truly there, and nothing happens 
o A street preacher tells you that you will go to hell because you believe the wrong thing 
o We discover an alien species on another planet and they explain they used to believe in 

a god a long time ago but no longer do 
o A space probe reaches the end of the universe and returns with clear scientific evidence 

that there is no heaven 
o Someone makes a claim that they are the son of god 

 
After each statement ask the children for their reasons why they moved or why they did not move. 
What made them change their mind? Why didn’t this make them change their mind? What more would 
they want to know before they made a decision? What have they gained from the process? The aim is 
for children to explore what counts as evidence. 
 
Silent debate 
 
This activity allows children to open up more than they might do if asked to vocally offer their opinions 
on a topic. Write 5 or 6 statements on large pieces of paper or ask the children to write them. Then ask 
the children to circulate around the room and write their comments on each of the statements (whether 
they agree or disagree and why). After a few minutes ask the children to circulate again and, with a 
different colour pen, comment on the comments. After they have finished you can talk about the 
comments on each piece of paper. 
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Snowball exercise 
 
Get each group to write a statement or their answer to a question on a large piece of paper. Then have 
each group’s piece of paper passed around the room so that each other group can comment on it. Give 
each group time to look through the comments when their piece of paper is returned. 
 
Moral dilemmas 
 
Moral dilemmas are always good to get students thinking about what they would do, and more 
importantly, why they would do it. Often it is good to make the dilemmas relevant to situations they 
might encounter; however, sometimes it is good to delve into the realms of fantasy to really test a 
point. It can be good to present a scenario and then keep adding further information to see if that 
changes student’s responses. 
 
Examples: 

 Would you steal a chocolate bar from a sweet shop? (What if you had a magic ring that made 
you invisible and you knew you would not get caught? What would you do then?) 

 Is it OK to invite all your friendship group to a sleepover party except one person? 

 The school bully wants to hurt your friend. You know that your friend is by the bike sheds. If the 
school bully asks you where your friend, should you tell him or is it OK to lie? 

 
Pie recipes 
 
What are the ingredients of happiness / a good life / a good character? You can challenge children to fill 
a drawing of a pie with all the ingredients. Older children can be challenged to write a recipe so that 
they can include descriptions of how much of each ingredient you need, or whether it is a necessary 
ingredient or something that can simply be added to improve the final pie. After the activity has been 
completed there is the opportunity to explore questions about necessary and sufficient ingredients and 
compare pies with each other: are any ingredients universal? 

Happiness pie

What are the ingredients of a happiness pie?

Can you write a recipe?

Possessions

Food and drink Achieving goals

Friends

Education

Money

 
 
Alternatively, students could be challenged to fill in a Happy Human with all the ingredients of what it 
means to be a humanist. 
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If x, then is it possible that y? 
 
This game works by challenging children to decide whether two statements can both be true. 
 
First give an example. Write ‘Elmer is an Elephant’ on the board. Then show a series of other 
statements. If ‘Elmer is an Elephant’ is true, then is it possible that the second statement is true? Make 
sure you ask the children ‘why?’ 
 
E.g. 

 Elmer has big ears 

 Elmer has three legs 

 Elmer is a hippopotamus 
 
Once the students get the idea, play the game with something relevant to Humanism. Write ‘I don’t 
believe in god’ on the board. Then show a series of other statements. If ‘I don’t believe in god’ is true, 
then is it possible that the second statement is true? Make sure you ask the children ‘why?’ 
 
E.g. 

 I can be happy 

 I have reasons to be good to other people 

 My life has meaning 

 I can celebrate Christmas 

 I am special 

 I can live on after my death 

 I can cope when bad things happen 

 I can make the world a better place 

 I can know things for certain 

 I am not afraid of dying 
 
This allows children to explore what not believing in a god really means and to see that many of the 
things that are important to us in our life are still possible even if we don’t believe in a god. 
 
Older children can categorise whether the statements are impossible, possible, likely, or certain. 
 
Ordering and classifying activities 
 
Getting children to work in pairs or groups to rank or classify statements can be a useful activity to get 
children thinking about concepts. Children can be given statements on cards that they can try and 
arrange on the table. 
 
Examples include: 

 Rank the ingredients of happiness from most to least important 

 Write down all the ingredients of a wedding then categorise them according to whether they 
are features of a humanist wedding, a religions wedding, or both: which of all the features are 
the most important? 

 Place these different beliefs on a Venn diagram with two circles: humanist and theist 
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Ordering and classifying

Venn diagrams

Humanist TheistBoth

 
 
Designing and creating 
 
Challenge children to design or create something. E.g. Plan your own baby naming ceremony 

 Who would you invite? 

 Where would it be? 

 What would happen? 

 What promises would you make to a new brother, sister, or cousin? 
 
Beliefs and evidence card game 
 
Give the students two sets of cards. 
 
In the first set each card contains a belief: 

 I believe the world will end tomorrow because... 

 I believe Henry VIII had six wives because... 

 I believe plants need water because... 

 I believe prayer makes a difference because... 

 I believe ghosts exist because... 

 I believe penguins live in Antarctica because... 

 I believe sugar is bad for your teeth because... 

 I believe 2 + 2 = 4 because... 

 I believe dinosaurs lived millions of years ago because… 

 I believe the Earth goes round the sun because… 

 I believe in an afterlife because… 

 I believe god exists because… 

 I believe UFOs have visited Earth because… 

 I believe there are aliens on other planets because… 

 I believe people feel pain when they hurt themselves because… 

 I believe astrologers can predict the future because... 
 
The second set contains a reason to hold that belief (evidence for the belief) 

 I saw it 

 I read it in a book 

 My mother told me it was true 

 Lots of people believe it 

 I really want it to be true 

 I did an experiment to check it 

 I thought carefully about it and worked out that it must be true 
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One partner in a pair picks a claim and the other partner picks a piece of evidence for that claim. The 
students then have to decide if they have good evidence for that claim. If not, they can take another 
card and ask if they now have good evidence. Would a humanist think they have good evidence? Would 
a theist think they have good evidence? What further evidence would they need? 
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Resources 
 
How BHA resources can support teaching about Humanism 
 
Clearly school speakers are a very rich resource in their own right but teachers will also draw upon a 
whole range of other high quality resources to enrich the learning experience for pupils. As part of your 
preparation for the school speakers programme it will be helpful for you to become familiar with the 
range of resources we have produced and made available for use by primary and secondary schools. In 
addition there are many other resources which you might find useful to support you in your role. 
 
In this section we have highlighted some resources that will provide you with activities to use in the 
classroom. We have also made some suggestions about how and where these might be useful. 
 

 
Reflection: Read through the materials, explore the activities, and think about how you might use 
them to introduce humanist beliefs, to stimulate discussion, or to create interesting ways of 
addressing topics.  This will help you to prepare for your role as a school speaker. 
 

 
Important: if you are planning to use any resources from understandinghumanism.org.uk, make sure 
you check that the teacher has not already used them with the students. Make sure you also take the 
opportunity to point the teacher in the direction of understandinghumanism.org.uk for resources that 
might help them follow up your visit. 
 
If your produce your own resources these can be shared with other School Speakers on the School 
Speakers Area of the BHA’s Group Hub: https://sites.google.com/a/humanism.org.uk/groups-
hub/working-in-schools/school-volunteers-project 
 

BHA Resources 

 

 
 
 
 
 

The Humanism for schools website (understandinghumanism.org.uk) 
contains a range of useful resources and tools. Although these materials 
are primarily aimed at teachers, they are great starting points for school 
speakers and could provide useful ideas to use in the classroom. On the 
website you will find lesson plans, presentations, classroom activities, 
films, and humanist perspectives on a wide range of themes, topics, and 
debates. (Please note that the humanist perspectives are not intended 
to be definitive or prescriptive statements about what all humanists 
think or BHA policy.) Currently these resources are available only in 
English. The BHA is actively exploring ways of translating them into 
Welsh. If you can help the BHA to do this please contact 
education@humanism.org.uk 
 

 

That’s Humanism: https://humanism.org.uk/thatshumanism/ 
A series of four videos, narrated by Stephen Fry, introducing key ideas in 
Humanism: 

 How do we know what is true? 

 What should we think about death? 

 What makes something right or wrong? 

 How can I be happy? 
Suitable for older secondary school students 

http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
https://sites.google.com/a/humanism.org.uk/groups-hub/working-in-schools/school-volunteers-project
https://sites.google.com/a/humanism.org.uk/groups-hub/working-in-schools/school-volunteers-project
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
https://humanism.org.uk/thatshumanism/
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External Resources 

 
The resources below all contain stimuli that might be useful to get children thinking about Humanism 
and the philosophical questions it concerns itself with. Not every resource in the books and on the 
websites below will be appropriate but many will help children begin to develop an understanding of 
Humanism and think differently about some of the big questions. 
 

Books 

 

 
 
 

The Rosie stories form a series of three books to be read by, or to, 
children, giving a humanist perspective on three important occasions in 
our lives. 
This pack contains three story books: 

 James and Rosie’s Big Day (humanist naming) 

 Rosie on Camera (humanist weddings) 

 Rosie remembers (humanist funerals) 
The pack also comes with a set of Teachers’ Notes for teachers or 
parents with photocopiable worksheets and ideas for lessons. These 
books could provide a useful starting or finishing point on a lesson about 
ceremonies. 
(Publisher, 2010; ISBN) 
Available from the BHA store: https://humanism.org.uk/store/ 
 

 

The Young Atheists Handbook - Alom Shaha 
 
A thought provoking book, for anyone who thinks about what they 
should believe and how they should live. It’s for those who may need 
the facts and the ideas, as well as the courage, to break free from 
inherited beliefs. 
(Publisher, 2011; ISBN ETC). 
http://alomshaha.com 
 

 

 

What is Humanism? How do you live without a god? And other big 
questions for kids? – Michael Rosen and Annemarie Young 
 
The first of its kind aimed at the new curriculum for upper primary and 
lower secondary school children, this book will examine how humanists 
respond to fundamental questions about morals and ethics, the origins 
of life, religion and the state. It will look at how humanists mark the 
milestones of birth, marriage and death. How do people without belief 
in God live moral and fulfilled lives, with respect for humankind and the 
universe? A thought-provoking approach will encourage readers to think 
about the big questions for themselves. 
 

 

 

The Little Book of Thunks – Ian Gilbert 
 
A Thunk is a beguiling question about everyday things that stops you in 
your tracks and helps you start to look at the world in a whole new light. 
The Thunks in this book cover most areas of human existence including 
truth, justice, reality, beliefs, the natural world, the human condition, 

https://humanism.org.uk/store/
http://alomshaha.com/
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art, beauty, existence, right and wrong, good and bad, life and death, 
war, religion, love, friendship and whether Marmite tastes nice. 
 
Thunks can make good starter activities to get children thinking 
 

 

The Philosophy Foundation produce a range of books containing 
philosophical stimuli and moral dilemmas to encourage children and 
young people to think philosophically about questions. 
 
http://www.philosophy-foundation.org/shop/overview 
 

 

Games for Thinking – Robert Fisher 
 
A collection of games that can make useful starter activities 

 

 
 
Available from 
www.independence.co.uk from  
£5.95 each 

Issues today/Issues – Independence Educational Publishers 
A range of slim booklets on contemporary social issues. Some have 
additional supporting materials in the form of ‘study guides’. 
Issues Today are resource books for 11 to 14 year-olds and explore 
today's social issues in an easy-to-digest format. 
 
The Issues series are cross-curricular resource books for 14- to 18-year-
olds 
Titles include: 

 Voluntary Euthanasia/Euthanasia and assisted suicide 

 Abortion/The Abortion Debate  
Author, Issues today/Isses (Independence Publishers, 2011?; ISBN ETC). 
 

Other resources 

 

What’s the big idea? - CBBC 
 
Series of short films asking big questions. Aimed at pre-schoolers and 
Key Stage 1. 
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/whats-the-big-idea 
 

 

True Tube: https://www.truetube.co.uk/ 
 
A website for schools that provides videos, lesson plans and assembly 
scripts for RE, PSHE and Citizenship at Key Stages 3 and 4. 
 
 

http://www.philosophy-foundation.org/shop/overview
http://www.independence.co.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/whats-the-big-idea
https://www.truetube.co.uk/
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Why Atheism? 
This resource consists of six short films about atheists and humanists 
originally produced for schools. 
 
One of the films is an extended interview with BHA distinguished 
supporter Philip Pullman and the poet and broadcaster Michael Rosen. 
Other films record young people talking about their non-religious beliefs 
and older people talking about how they left the religions they were 
brought up in. These films could provide the starting point for a lesson 
with older students, listening to other young people talking about their 
non-religious beliefs can be a powerful tool to stimulating debate and 
further ideas. 
 
Available from the BHA store: https://humanism.org.uk/store/ 
 

 

What makes me, me? And other interesting questions 
 
Five short films that pose a philosophical dilemma for primary school 
children. 
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01rdqkc 
 

 

Enlighten Up – BBC 
 
A comedy sketch show for secondary school children about 
philosophical thinking. 
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p016ty33 
 

 
 
 
 
 

All Faiths and None (AFAN): www.afan.uk.net 
AFAN aims to help young people explore how faith and belief can give 
meaning and purpose to people’s lives and to ask their own questions of 
the religious and non-religious traditions of the UK. It encourages 
participants to develop values for a plural society by examining their 
own worldviews, and being challenged by those of people from a 
different background. 
 
The site contains lots of information and resources for teaching.  
Particularly aimed at post 16. 

 
There are of course many other resources out there that you could use to help children and young 
people reflect on the world around them and how humanists might approach different issues. Don’t 
forget to keep an eye on newspaper articles and relevant snippets from TV programmes, not just news 
and documentaries but also drama and cartoons, as these can also provide useful opportunities for 
reflection and discussion.  Picture books and stories may provide an interesting starting point for 
students of all ages. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://humanism.org.uk/store/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01rdqkc
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p016ty33
http://www.afan.uk.net/
http://www.afan.uk.net/
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Summary 
 
It is important to remember that as a visitor to a school you are not expected to be the teacher. That 
said it is valuable to be aware of all the factors that teachers take into account when planning for 
learning and in particular learning in areas that are potentially sensitive. 
 
Above are a few of the techniques that may prove helpful and during the training sessions you will 
get a chance to experience these in action on the training course and practice them to give you the 
confidence to use a wider variety of approaches in our volunteering. 
 
Remember that there are some useful resources and activities available to help you in your 
volunteering role; many are specifically about Humanism and the humanist perspective.  They do 
not necessarily need to be used in their entirety, but you discuss them with the teacher and choose 
which parts best suit the purpose of your contribution in the classroom. 
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Section 5: Good practice 
 
Dealing with sensitive issues 
 
The content of the curriculum has never been included in discrimination law in the past and the Equality 
Act 2010 now states explicitly that it is excluded. Excluding the content of the curriculum ensures that 
schools are free to teach the full range of issues, ideas, and materials in their syllabus, and to expose 
pupils to thoughts and ideas of all kinds, however challenging or controversial, without fear of legal 
challenge based on a protected characteristic. 
 
However, schools do need to ensure that the way in which the curriculum is taught does not subject 
individual pupils to discrimination: the way in which a school provides education is explicitly included in 
the Equality Act. For teachers and school speakers, it is important that the approach to any teaching is 
respectful of individual pupils and it is particularly so when handling sensitive areas where pupils will 
have a range of viewpoints and value systems informing these. The strategies chosen need to ensure 
that all pupils’ views and values are respected. 
 
Following the guidance below should help ensure you are acting in a way that schools will find 
appropriate and help you to avoid confrontational situations. 
 
What should I talk about? 
 
Firstly, make sure you have thought about what you want to talk about and don’t try and cover 
everything. 
 
Be personal when describing your beliefs 

 Remember, you cannot speak for all humanists as not all humanists agree 

 Say ‘I believe’ not ‘humanists believe’ as other humanists may be think differently 

 However, make sure you take the opportunity to regularly use the words ‘humanist’ and 
‘Humanism’ to ensure that children become familiar with the words 

 
Your journey / story: Explain who you are and how you became a humanist 

 Remember, your personal knowledge and experience is what you bring to the experience - you 
are more than just a textbook 

 Talk about how Humanism affects your daily life. Allow children to see connections with the 
questions, decisions, and experiences in their own lives and the lives of those around them. 

 It’s good to have thought about these questions before you arrive 
o How does being a humanist affect you daily life? 
o What makes you happy? 
o What makes you wonder? 
o Do you have special people or places in your life? 
o Who do you turn to for guidance? 
o What rules do you live by? 
o When have your beliefs helped you to do the right thing? 
o What has influenced the way you see the world? 
o How has Humanism helped you solve problems / dilemmas? 

 Focus wherever possible on talking about what positive things made you a humanist, rather 
than the negative anti-religious reasons (as these can appear designed to persuade others) 
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Guidelines 
 
Below is a set of things you can do to keeping yourself safe and ensure you are invited back. 
 

 Be clear at the start that you are there to give your beliefs, not to impose your views on others 
or criticise anyone else’s beliefs 

 The first goal of a school speaker is to raise the awareness and understanding of key humanist 
beliefs and values (for many young people this alone will make them intrigued to find out more 
for themselves) 

 Remember, you are not there to proselytise. This might sound obvious but it is always best to be 
clear. You are there to help children think about their beliefs and the beliefs of others, not to 
change them. More often than not, proselytising will do more harm than good. 

 A percentage of the children in the room will probably already agree with you and your visit will 
help them to recognise that they are not alone 

 A good golden rule is to ask: ’If a member of another religion or belief visited my child’s school 
and contributed in the same way that I have done, would I, as a parent, be happy with the 
education given?’ 

 Engage in dialogue rather than debate: the aim isn’t to say that your or anyone else’s beliefs are 
right or wrong, but to explore and understand where different beliefs come from so children can 
think about these issues for themselves 

 Be happy to take questions 

 Show respect to others: 
o You may not respect everyone’s views, but you should respect their right to hold them 
o Don’t forget that discussion about beliefs and values can be very personal to some 

children: religion in some families is about more than belief, it is identity 
o Make sure your own questions avoid unwarranted assumptions 
o If talking about the afterlife, be aware of possible recent bereavements 
o Avoid criticising religion; instead praise humanism 

 For example, if a topic like terrorism comes up, it is much better to say ‘If you 
see a terrorist atrocity you can be confident it won’t be a humanist who carried 
out’ than ‘religion motivates people into acts of terrorism’ 

o Avoid words like ‘myth’, ‘fantasy’, and ‘superstition’ 

 This does not mean that you cannot be clear about your own beliefs or that you must avoid 
asking children questions to allow them to think about their own beliefs 

o You can take on the role of devil’s advocate as this technique will allow views to be 
brought out which, for various reasons, people might find uncomfortable airing in front 
of peers or others 

 Only speak about what you are happy to speak about: don’t get drawn into discussion in areas 
you are not comfortable with 

 It is good to start with the positives beliefs of Humanism rather than the negatives 
o E.g. Start with ‘Humanism values human beings / humanity’ 
o Not ‘Humanists don't believe in god / think religion is delusional’ 

 Remember, if you want to be asked again, don’t upset anyone! 
o Poor feedback often does not get back to us, which means we are unable to address it. 

Schools will often simply not invite a humanist speaker again. Causing offence does, 
however, often damage the reputation of Humanism beyond the particular school as 
teachers from different schools will often communicate with each other. 

 If you feel you might have caused any offence… 
o Apologise and address it with the teacher after the lesson 
o Inform the BHA as soon as possible 
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Tricky Questions 
 
What kind of questions might I get asked? (See tricky questions / statements below) 
 
Examples include: 

 Negative attacks (e.g. Don’t all humanists hate religion?) 

 Tricky questions about science, contemporary ethical debates, or current affairs (e.g. synthetic 
biology, Israel and Palestine) 

 Personal questions. Examples include: 
 Are you saying that my granny isn’t in heaven? 

 What will happen to me if I tell mum and dad I’m an atheist? 
 
Remember questions may come from teachers or students. 
 
Dealing with tricky questions 
 

 Firstly don’t assume the question is a personal attack; assume good intent and curiosity rather 
than hostility. 

 Take the heat out of the situation (I’m here to tell you what I believe, not what to believe) 

 Decode or re-frame hostile or difficult questions or statements. Can the words in the question 
be rephrased?  ‘I think what you’re asking is…..is that right?’ 

 It is OK not to answer if you do not want to: 

 Don’t be afraid to say, ‘I don’t know…’ 

 Or answer with, ‘It depends’ 

 Say that’s not what we are here to talk about today 

 You can ask the teacher if that is something he/she feels it is appropriate to discuss 

 Follow up difficult questions with questions: ‘How would you answer that?’ This gives you 
thinking time and allows you to learn more about the questioner before you respond. 

 Don’t respond specifically to personal questions: 

 E.g. ‘Is granny not in heaven?’ – ‘We can’t know for certain what happens after we die, 
but I believe that when people die they don’t live on in an afterlife, instead they live on 
in their children and grandchildren and the memories of those whose lives they 
touched’ 

 Talk to the teacher afterwards if you have any worries about any personal questions 
asked, e.g. student’s fears about expressing humanist views to their parents 

 Don’t challenge the person asking the question; instead say how you would think about the idea 
they expressed yourself 

 Find common ground if it helps: ‘We might disagree about whether a god exists. Perhaps 
instead we should explore the reasons we both feel it is important to be good to others.’ 

 If a child does over step the mark, remind children about the “safe space” rules you and they 
generated (see below) and the importance of showing respect for each other. The teacher 
should step in at this point. However, if they don’t, you should ask them to. 

 Make clear where there are differing views within Humanism 

 Always try to be positive 
o E.g. ‘Isn’t it really depressing to think that there’s nothing after you die?’ - Answer by 

talking about making the most of life. E.g. Robert Ingersoll Green quote, ‘Happiness is 
the only good. The time to be happy is now. The way to be happy is to make others so.’ 
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Reflection: Below are some examples of tricky questions you might get asked or statements that 
may be made. Think about how you would respond to each of them. 
 

 
Tricky questions and criticism of Humanism 

1) Isn’t Humanism just another religion? If not, why not? 
2) Are humanist values copied from religious values? 
3) Don’t all humanists hate religion? 
4) Is it true that atheists don’t care about anyone or anything? 
5) Weren’t Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot atheists? 
6) How do I know you are not the devil? 
7) Does it scare you that you are going to hell? 
8) There aren’t many humanists are there? Aren’t there more Jedi than humanists? 
9) Why are there no humanist charities like Christian Aid? 
10) Atheists are just as fundamentalist as theists. 
11) Were you brought up as a humanist? 
12) Are you trying to persuade us that god doesn’t exist? Why should we believe you? 
13) Do you have proof that there isn’t a god? 
14) There is proof / evidence of an afterlife; we just don’t get it until after we die. 
15) Don’t humanists believe in things there is no evidence for, like the existence of the external 

world? 
16) Don’t you pray for things to go the way you want them? 
17) How can there be any meaning in life without a god? 
18) Do humanists celebrate Christmas? 

 
Tricky questions about religion 

19) Is religion a force for good or evil? 
20) Is religion the cause of all the problems in the world? 
21) Doesn’t religion turn people into terrorists? 
22) Are people who believe in god lying? 

 
Tricky questions about science 

23) What caused the big bang? 
24) Isn’t evolution just a ‘theory’? 
25) Do you believe in aliens? 
26) What do you think about synthetic biology? 
27) Should humans play god? 

 
Tricky questions about ethics and contemporary debates 

28) Do humanists think animals are not important? 
29) Do humanists think it is OK to sleep around? 
30) Who do you think is right: Israel or Palestine? 
31) What do you think about faith schools? 

 
Personal questions and statements 

32) My mum died. Where is she now? Are you saying she’s not in heaven? 
33) If there’s no god, will my mummy get better? 
34) I prayed and my mum got better. 
35) I know god exists because he talks to me. Are you saying I’m lying? 
36) What will happen to me if I tell mum and dad I’m an atheist? 
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Behaviour management 
 
Behaviour management is the teacher’s responsibility but there are a few simple things you can do to 
help. Ask the teacher for the school’s behaviour policy before you arrive so you are aware of any 
particular practices that might help you in the classroom. 
 
Ground rules: Establishing a safe space 
 
Create a safe space for the sort of free and open discussion you want by establishing rules with children 
at start. Ask them what they think is necessary to establish a safe environment. Getting children to set 
their expectations is often more effective than setting them yourself. You may, however, need to set 
one or two of the below yourself, if children do not come up with them. 
 
Key features of a safe space for discussion: 

 Listening to what each person has to say 

 Waiting to be asked to speak: perhaps by putting up a hand and not just shouting out 

 Respecting what others say about how they think and feel (understanding that we are all 
entitled to our own opinions) 

 Challenging ideas and not people and not being deliberately offensive to others because of their 
views. 

 Using appropriate language: encourage the use of “owning and grounding” language, such as “in 
my opinion…” or “scientists say…” as it is one way of dealing with disagreements sensitively and 
diplomatically 

 Confidentiality: agree that points can be discussed after the session but not personally 
attributed  

 
Behaviour: Top Tips 
 

 Establish a signal for quiet, e.g. a raised palm (the teacher can advise you on this) 

 Set behaviour expectations at the start of the session (see Ground Rules above) 

 Remind them of their behaviour expectations if necessary 

 Pause if any children are not listening 

 Avoid talking too much yourself can help with behaviour; get the children talking or doing 
something 

 Praise, praise, praise! (pencils down, good listening, offering answers) 

 Remember: engage them and you’ve won the battle 

 Never be afraid to ask for the teacher’s help during a lesson if you feel the behaviour is 
inappropriate 

 
Classroom Presence 
 
Below are a few suggestions to help make sure you engage the student’s attention 

 Posture 
o Stand up tall and use your height rather than sitting down 
o Use open body language and make eye contact with the students 
o Move around the classroom rather than remaining static 

 Voice  
o Vary the pitch and tone of your voice to attract attention 
o Project your voice around the classroom by talking to the back of the room 
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o Don’t forget to breathe! 

 Be friendly and approachable. If you can make them laugh, all to the good. Smile! 

 Appearance: Think about what you will wear and talk to the teacher about appropriate clothing. 

 Practice what you have to say before your visit to make sure you confident with what you have 
to deliver 

 
 
Summary 
 
Remember you are in schools to raise students’ awareness and understanding of key humanist 
beliefs and values, not to criticise other beliefs. Be prepared, be personable, and be positive.  
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Section 6: Getting started and CPD 
 
 
This section of the guidance is designed to help you to: 
 

 understand that a good working relationship between school speakers and teachers will provide 
the best quality learning experiences for students; 

 market your services as a school speaker to schools; and 

 appreciate the importance of good planning, preparation, and review. 
 
 
Getting into schools 
 
The easiest way for school speakers to begin working with schools is to be invited. The BHA uses 
targeted promotion to ensure that schools and teachers are aware of the availability of school speakers, 
through a range of media: the educational press, teacher conferences, RE organisation newsletters, 
SACREs, and social media such as Facebook and Twitter. 
 
You can help support our publicity by sending us any positive quotes you recieve from teachers or 
students that we can use in our promotional material. Send any quotes to education@humanism.org.uk. 
 
Humanism for Schools 
 
The BHA has launched understandinghumanism.org.uk with new and updated resources and 
information for teachers. The website also includes detailed information about the BHA’ School 
Speakers programme. 
 
How schools can request a speaker 
 
Schools can request a speaker online via understandinghumanism.org.uk/school-speakers. Here schools 
can also access information on working with a school speaker, and ideas for how speakers can support 
learning in the classroom. The BHA will then match schools with the nearest trained speaker who is 
available to support them. 
 
Local marketing 
 
School speakers can assist with the promotion of the School Speakers programme. Below is some 
guidance about the best way to go about this. 
 

  

mailto:education@humanism.org.uk
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/school-speakers/
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Marketing yourself 
 
 
Before contacting schools or attempting any other local marketing it is important to enquire about 
what might have already happened in your area. Ask other local speakers and your local humanist 
SACRE rep to ensure you are not duplicating work already carried out or bombarding schools and 
local authorities with repeated requests from different sources. 
 
 
Where should I focus my efforts? 

 Note that some schools will be more open to Humanism than others 

 Take a look at a schools’ RE syllabus on their website to see if it provides opportunities 

 Ask SACRE reps whether Humanism appears on the locally agree RE syllabus and to recommend 
local schools and provide the contact details of teachers 

 If you get a negative response, it’s probably best not to keep chasing; try elsewhere and come 
back to the school at a later date with positive evidence of your work 

 
Contacting the right people in the right way: 

 Email is normally the best way to communicate with schools 

 Call the school first to get info on who to email 
o An email to an info@ or admin@ address goes nowhere 

 Secondary schools: contact the Head of RE or Head of Humanities 

 Primary schools: contact the RE leader, RE coordinator, or Humanities leader 

 Copy in the headteacher and the chair of governors to your email: teachers can then sometimes 
feel more obliged to show they have responded 

 Remember some headteachers or heads of department may be less keen on a visit than specific 
teachers so, if you can, try and find out which teachers are most likely to react positively to an 
offer of a visit 

 
Content of your email: See appendix 5 for a template email to schools from school speakers 

 Be clear in both the subject and the body of the email what you are offering 

 Emphasise it is FREE! (Free learning for students and CPD for teachers) 

 Mention the BHA in your email 

 Mention any previous successful visits you have made: name drop if you can 

 Briefly say what Humanism is: some teachers will not even have heard of Humanism or will have 
misconceptions about it 

 Mention data about the number of young people without religion 
o British Social Attitudes Survey (2013): 69% of young people non-religious 

 Mention RE Council’s Framework for RE’s recommendation that Humanism be taught in schools 
as an example of a non-religious world view 

 Mention the BHA’s Education website as a source of teaching resources 
 
Avoid adding attachments as possible as these often not be opened (either due to lack of time or due to 
virus risks). Write everything you want to say in the main body of the email. You can always send an 
email and post a letter. Say in your email that you are also sending a hard copy by post. 
 
The personal touch: 
Find out what you can about the school (via website). Are there any other features you can take 
advantage of when making your offer? 
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Try and take advantage of annual events like Darwin Day, offer a humanist perspective on Christmas, or 
offer to take part in inter-faith weeks. 
 
How parents can help: See appendix 6 for a template email to schools from parents 
If you know any parents with children at a local school, ask them to write to the headteacher requesting 
the school take advantage of a visit from a humanist school speaker. Head teachers will often take more 
notice of communication from a parent than they will from a stranger. 
 
Other marketing ideas: 

 SACREs (Standing Advisory Councils on Religious Education) 
o Contact your local SACRE humanist representative who might be able to pass on 

information to schools. You can find out if there is a humanist on your SACRE by 
emailing education@humanism.org.uk. 

o Ask SACRE members who are the best people to contact in local schools and ask them to 
help promote your offer 

o Try and make contact with the teacher members of your local SACRE 

 Try and meet RE teachers by events getting invited to attend events such as: 
o RE teacher meetings / training organised by local authorities 
o Local RE teacher conferences 
o Local teachers’ forums 
o Your local SACRE or the local authority may be able to advise when these are taking 

place 
 

 
 
  

mailto:education@humanism.org.uk
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Developing and building a relationship with schools 
 
Recognise that teachers are very busy people. You may not get responses to your emails, answers to all 
your questions, invited to a planning meeting, or a chance to ask about how your visit went. Teachers 
may ask for a wide range of different requests from a ten minute assembly to a series of lessons over a 
term. They may need to cancel or rearrange at short notice. Try and be patient and flexible where you 
can. Schools circumstances can change and so can yours. 
 
This checklist is designed to help you ensure that you are able to provide the best possible support to a 
school once you have been invited to visit. 
 

1) Set up a planning meeting: 
o Do your best to meet with the teacher before the session. This might not always be 

possible so if not, find out what you need to know via phone or email 
o Confirm any arrangements for this first meeting before the day (sometimes these simple 

things can cause problems if you are not prepared) 

 Who you will be meeting and what their role is within the school? 

 Contact telephone numbers 

 Can you park your car and if so where? 

 Which entrance will you need? 
 

2) The planning meeting: 

 Remember teachers really respect good planning and preparation. It is important, through 
discussion with the teacher, to identify clearly what they want to achieve, and what your 
role will be. 

 Be aware that you may not get answers to all your questions, particularly if you are not able 
to arrange a planning meeting. Don’t panic: prioritise what you need to know and if there is 
information you really need, then make sure you are clear you really need it. 

 It is a good idea to set out in writing what has been discussed, so that both you and the 
teacher can agree who will do what and when. See appendix 1 for a template planning sheet 
to help you to plan with the teacher. 

 Key information to find out: 

 In which curriculum area will you be working? (RE, PSHE, Citizenship) 

 What is the age / year group of the children? 

 Who and how many children will you be working with (group, class, year)? 

 How long is the lesson / assembly / session? 

 Does the lesson have a learning objective / learning question (LO/LQ)? 

 What do they want you to do? Talk, answer questions, offer activities? 

 What area / topic would they like you to talk about? (Ask for guidance what to 
speak about) 

 What is the ability level of the children? Will you need to do anything special for any 
of the children with special educational needs (SEN)? 

 What do you and the teacher want the children to learn and how are you going to 
judge whether they have learned it? 

 What do the children already know (about Humanism, about other religious 
perspectives on the topic)? 

 How will your input fit into the wider context of what they are learning about? 

 Anything else you need to be aware of: e.g. recent bereavements in the class, any 
other recent relevant events, etc? 

 If in Wales, is the school an English-medium, Welsh-medium, or bilingual school? 
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 Be prepared to explain what Humanism is to the teacher (they may know very little or have 
misconceptions) 

 Don’t try to cover everything in one session. 

 Be clear about what you can offer and what you can’t. Suggest alternatives if there are 
things you feel you cannot do. 

 If you can, arrive with some pre-prepared options / suggestions but be prepared to offer 
something bespoke if the teacher requests it 

 Ask the teacher if there is anything you need them to do in advance to prepare the children? 
However, be aware that this might not happen. 

 Discuss how the teacher might follow up you visit with further learning 
 

3) Practicalities: 
o Agree the date and time for your visit 
o What kind of room will you be working in? 
o What kinds of facilities are available? (Whiteboard, overhead/laptop projector) 
o Be prepared that you might be moved to a different room or the computer might not work 
o What should you wear? 
o Confirm the best way to communicate (email or telephone).  Note that teachers have very 

little time out of the classroom, so if calling by telephone establish when is the best time 
and number to contact them. 

o You should not be required to fill out a risk assessment unless carrying out activities that are 
significantly different to those normally carried out in a classroom environment as the 
school should have one in place for visitors 

 
4) Your safety: 

o Ask who will be with you during your visit. You are not the teacher and should not be left 
alone in the classroom. It is the teacher’s responsibility for managing behaviour in the class 
and (hopefully) encouraging participation 

o You will not need a Disclosure and Barring Service check (DBS) (formerly the Criminal 
Records Bureau check (CRB)). As a supervised visitor you do not need one as you should be 
accompanied by a member of staff during your visit. However, it is always up to the 
headteacher who they allow to visit a school. (See the box below for DfE guidance) 

o It is always possible that at some point you will find yourself without an accompanying 
adult. Use common sense: stand by the door, and don’t get left alone in room with one 
child. Do not have any communication directly with pupils after the session via email or 
social media. 

o Take ID with you 
o Safeguarding: any issues of safeguarding must be reported to the designated safeguarding 

officer at the school. If a child asks if they can tell you a secret, tell them they can but that 
you may need to share it with another adult. 

 

Keeping children safe in education: Statutory guidance for schools and colleges (July 2015) 
 
54. In a school or college, a supervised volunteer who regularly teaches or looks after children is not 
in regulated activity. The Department for Education (DfE) has published separate statutory guidance 
on supervision and regulated activity which schools and colleges should have regard to when 
considering which checks should be undertaken on volunteers. 
Non-regulated activity does not require a DBS check 
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5) Final preparations: 
 Practice your presentation or your story before you arrive 
 Make sure all your resources are prepared in advance 
 Get in early. However, be prepared that you may not get much time to set up. 
 Have your material easy to find on your memory stick or email the teacher your PowerPoint 

in advance and ask them to have ready (be prepared that they might not have done this) 
 Contact the teacher the day before to confirm and remind them of anything you need (you 

may not get a response but hopefully it will remind them) 
 
6) At the end of the visit: 

o Ask the teacher, how they feel the session went, what went well, and could anything be 
done more effectively next time 

o Point the teacher in the direction of other resources on understandinghumanism.org.uk 
o Offer further support and your services to other classes or year groups, or a whole school 

assembly 
o Ask to be introduced to the head teacher at a primary school or the member of the senior 

management team responsible for RE at a secondary school. This may not happen on your 
first visit, but in terms of building a relationship with the school, it would be helpful if the 
teacher could arrange for you to meet at some point. 

o Ask if the teacher has any contacts at other local schools they can put you in touch with 
 

7) Reviewing the experience: (see appendix 2 for a template evaluation form) 

 At the end of your involvement it is important to try and build in some time to review and 
reflect on what happened. Ideally this would be done with the teacher but this will not 
always be possible. 

 Questions to ask: 
o Did what you planned to do go well?  
o Describe what you feel has been particularly successful and why. 
o What did not work so well? Are you able to say why? 
o How did you and the teacher enable students to think about Humanism? 
o How did the students relate to any resources? 
o If used, how did the teachers rate any BHA resources? 
o What did the students learn about Humanism and how did they apply what they 

learned? 
o How did you and the teacher help them to reflect on their learning? 
o Would you do anything differently next time?  

 
 
Summary 
 
Once you have agreed to work with a school, it is vital that agreed commitments are fulfilled, so that 
all parties get the best from the experience. 
 
Teachers may not always be sensitive to your needs and possible fears when it comes to working in 
a classroom. That is why spending time building a relationship and careful planning are so important. 
 
This guidance and the supporting documents should make you feel a lot more confident about 
preparing to work with a partner school. 
 

 

http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
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Continuing Professional Development 
 
The BHA is committed to CPD for its school speakers in order to continually raise the standards of its 
school speakers programme. The formal training course for new school speakers before acquiring 
accreditation should be considered ‘initial training’. Engaging in CPD benefits all school speakers as it 
helps to raise the reputation of the whole programme. We also aim to take advantage of the 
opportunities our network of school speakers provide to share experiences and good practice with each 
other. 
 
All school speakers are expected to undertake at least one CPD activity in a year. CPD activities can be 
organised by the BHA, by local groups, or by individual school speakers and may include any, some, or all 
of the following: 
 

 Attending the BHA’s School Speakers Training and Networking Event (all school speakers should 
attend this event at last once every three years) 

 Attending regional / local school speaker training workshops 

 Taking an online course about Humanism 

 Taking part in a BHA online webinar about speaking in schools 

 Peer assessment: observing and being observed by colleagues 

 Mentoring another school speaker or engaging in structured liaison with a mentor 

 Reviewing and commenting on another speaker’s plans and presentations 

 Filming a session and receiving feedback 

 Uploading and reviewing online resources and case studies 
 
If a school speaker is not engaging in CPD, then their accreditation will be reviewed. 
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Section 7. Complaints Procedure  
 
Introduction 
 
Whilst school speakers are not employees, they are expected to adhere to the guidance received during 
their training and the Code of Practice, which exists to protect the reputation, professionalism and 
integrity of the network as a whole, of its individual speakers, and of the BHA. 
 
This document details the procedure by which complaints about school speakers may be brought and 
how they will be handled. It is understood that all complaints will be handled as swiftly as possible. 
 
During all stages of the complaints handling process, all parties will: 

 have access to this document and the Code of Practice,  

 maintain confidentiality, 

 and observe generally accepted moral and ethical codes of behaviour. 
 
 All decisions will be made on the balance of probabilities. 
 
Under normal circumstances, the Administrator of this Complaints Procedure is the Head of Education, 
unless under exceptional circumstances when the Head of Community Services or the Chief Executive 
may appoint another staff member as Administrator of the Complaints Procedure. 
 
STAGE ONE: A complaint is made 
 
Complaints may come from schools, headteachers, teachers, parents, other relatives or carers of 
children, other school speakers, BHA staff, or a members of the public who have had contact with the 
person complained about in their capacity as a speaker. 
 
Complaints may be broached informally by telephone or conversation by individuals or groups. For 
action to be taken they must be expressed formally, in writing to the Administrator, giving a telephone 
number for contact. A written complaint should include full details and relevant facts including names, 
dates, times and places, wherever possible, as the matter will be presented to the person complained 
about for their response. 
 
STAGE TWO: The complaint is classified 
 
The Administrator will inform the complainant of the process at once. 
 
The Administrator will discuss the complaint with the complainant and the person being complained 
about as to the facts of the matter. 
 
Within ten working days, the Administrator will classify the nature of the complaint according to the 
following categories: 
 

Category 1: Minor mistakes or misunderstandings, which can be satisfactorily explained to 
complainant’s satisfaction. 
 
Category 2: Breaches of the Code of Practice or failures to meet an adequate standard of 
practice, which have caused distress to teachers, students, or others, or which have 



 

Page 51 of 70 
 

compromised other school speakers and which can be attributed to inaction or neglect on the 
part of the school speaker. 
 
Category 3: Major breach or failure. This can be either a single, serious mistake or a series of 
failings or mistakes over a period of time, which add up to a serious loss of confidence in the 
school speakers ability to fulfil the requirements of the role. 
 
Category 4: Complaints about the conduct of BHA staff or non-school speaker volunteers  
 

STAGE THREE: The complaint is handled 
 
Category 1: Within two working days of the complaint being classified, the Administrator will contact 
the individual/s about whom the complaint has been made, explaining its substance and nature and will 
decide what action, if any, is necessary. If action is deemed necessary, it may take the form of a written 
apology from the speaker concerned to the school. A note will be made, copied to the school speaker. If 
no further complaints are made, this note will be deleted after two years. 
 
Where a complaint is found to be unsubstantiated or unfounded, this will be formally notified to the 
speaker concerned as well as the complainant. In this case, no note will be recorded. 
 
Appeal: The individual/s may appeal to the Director of Community Service. 
 
Category 2: Within two working days of the complaint being classified, the Administrator will contact in 
writing the individual/s about whom the complaint has been made, explaining its substance and nature 
and request a written response. The Administrator will consider the case and agree on action to be 
taken. If necessary, the Administrator may seek information, guidance, opinion and advice from other 
school speakers, or others as appropriate. The Administrator will decide whether to uphold the 
complaint, agree what action, if any, is needed and communicate this clearly to the school speaker 
concerned. 
 
Where a complaint is upheld, actions may include for example a period of re-training or of working with 
a mentor. It may also be appropriate for a limited suspension from speaking in schools to enable the 
school speaker to consider their work/life balance or to recover from a period of stress or ill health, 
which it is considered, may have led to the problem under discussion. The school speaker must comply 
with any recommended actions and assistance offered and where relevant, report back. Failure to do so 
may lead to this being treated as a Category 3 complaint.  
 
A note of actions taken will be recorded, copied to the school speaker and an appropriate letter sent to 
the complainant. If no further complaints are received within two years, this note will be deleted. 
 
Where a complaint is not upheld, no note will be recorded. 
 
Appeal: The individual/s may appeal to the Director of Community Service. 
 
Category 3: Within two working days of the complaint being classified, the Administrator will contact in 
writing the individual/s about whom the complaint was made, explaining its substance and nature and 
requesting a written response. If necessary, the Administrator may seek information, guidance, opinion 
and advice from other school speakers, or others as appropriate. The Administrator will decide what 
action, if any, should be taken. The complainant will be notified of the decision by the Administrator in 
an appropriate letter of explanation. 
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If a complaint is upheld, subsequent action may involve withdrawal of the individual/s accreditation. 
Should it be decided that it is necessary to remove accreditation, appropriate colleagues in the school 
speakers network and other appropriate professionals will be advised accordingly in the form of a 
simple statement. 
 
A note of actions taken will be recorded, copied to the school speaker and an appropriate letter sent to 
the complainant. If no further complaints are received within two years, this note will be deleted. 
 
Where a complaint is not upheld, no note of events will be recorded. 
 
Appeal: The individual/s may appeal to the Chief Executive. 
 
Category 4: Within two working days of being classified, complaints about the conduct of BHA staff, 
volunteers, or consultants will be forwarded to the Assistant to the Chief Executive for resolution under 
the BHA’s relevant disciplinary procedures for staff, volunteers, and consultants. 
 
Appeal: The individual may appeal to the Chair of Trustees of the BHA. 
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Appendix 1: BHA School Speaker planning sheet 
 
This planning sheet can be used by the school speaker and teacher to clarify plans and record what has been 
agreed. Use it as a working document: add to it and make changes as you go along. 
 
Once completed it will serve as case study evidence to share with other BHA school speakers to show the range 
of activity that has taken place and the impact it has had. 
 

Contact information: 
 

School name 
 

 

School address 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

School telephone number 
 
 

 

Teacher name 
 
 

 

Teacher email 
 
 

 

Teacher telephone number 
 
 

 

School speaker name 
 
 

 

School speaker email 
 
 

 

School speaker telephone 
number 
 

 

Other key information 
 
 
 
 

E.g. Which entrance, parking, etc 
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Planning: 

Date: 
 

Time: Length of session: 

Key information about the school and children: Age? 
How many? 
Subject? 
Special needs? 

Practicalities: 
 
 

Room? 
Facilities? 

What would the school like you to do? 
 
 

E.g. Talk, Q&A? 
Subject matter? 
 

Aims of the visit: 
 
 
 
 
 

Key skills, knowledge, 
and learning (including 
the specific humanist 
ideas) 
NB. What do the 
children already know? 

Activities: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Describe the activities 
you have planned 
 
Describe your role and 
that of the teacher or 
other adults in the 
classroom 

Resources: 
 
 
 
 
 

What would support 
the learning? 

Anything the teacher needs to do in advance or during the session? 
 
 
 
 

 

What do you as a school volunteer want to get out of it?  
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Appendix 2: BHA School Speaker evaluation sheet 
 
At the end of your involvement it is important to allow some time to review and reflect on what happened.   

 

What worked well? 
 
 
 
 

What didn’t work well? 
 
 
 
 

What did the students learn and were they able to apply it? 
 
 
 
 

How did the students and the teacher react to the session? Was it successful? (Include quotes) 
 
 
 
 

What did you get out of the session? 
 
 
 
 

Would you do anything differently next time? What have you learned? 
 
 

 
 

Are there further opportunities for you to work with this school or use what you have done in other schools? 
 

 
 

What recommendations would you make to other school speakers? (Top tips) 
 

 
 

Teacher signature: 
 

Volunteer signature: 
 

 
Please send this completed form to education@humanism.org.uk 

 



 

Page 56 of 70 
 

Appendix 3: BHA school speakers Code of Practice and key processes 

 
The purpose of the Code of Practice 
 
This code is a statement of the ethical values and principles that underpin good volunteering in schools 
and provides guidance about what is expected of BHA school speakers.  The code therefore sets out the 
basis for safe, effective, and compassionate work in schools. It provides reassurance to schools about 
the professionalism of the service by confirming that all our school speakers have been appropriately 
trained through the British Humanist Association training for school speakers. 
 
As a volunteer you are not considered a member of BHA staff as defined in most kinds of employment 
legislation.  However, you are representing the organisation in as much as you have been awarded their 
accreditation, and that requires certain commitments from you. It is important that school speakers 
recognise that conversations about beliefs, values, and moral dilemmas can be sensitive and carry the 
potential for causing offence. It is therefore essential that school speakers follow the Code of Practice to 
avoid accusations of misconduct.  
 
Any complaint made against a school speaker will be assessed using the Code of Practice as a basis for 
judging the legitimacy of the complaint. 
 

The Code of Practice 
 

1. I will treat all staff and students with courtesy and respect. 
2. I will respect the guidance we receive from the school on its aims, ethos, and policies. 
3. I will plan our involvement to fit with the area of study which the students are learning about 

and am happy to discuss all details of the visit with teachers in advance. 
4. I seek to use engaging, cooperative, and active teaching methods where possible and I will 

communicate at appropriate levels for the age group(s) concerned. 
5. I will make clear to students who I am and who I represent. 
6. I believe that children and young people should be informed about all significant religions and 

beliefs, including non-religious approaches to life.  
7. I am willing to share my own experiences, beliefs, and insights, but will not try to impose them 

on others. I respect the rights of students and adults in the school to hold beliefs and values 
which may be different from my own, and I will not seek to undermine those in any way. 

8. The purpose of my involvement with schools is to provide information about the humanist 
philosophy and approach to morality, and to support teachers to enable children and young 
people to ask questions and discuss these matters.  

9. I am happy to work together with people of all religions and beliefs, and will be pleased to 
participate in joint approaches to ‘Religious Education’, or any other appropriate setting or 
subject.  

 

BHA Values: 
 

In all our diverse work, we strive to embody our values by: 

 engaging in dialogue and debate rationally, intelligently and with attention to evidence; 

 recognising the dignity of individuals and treating them with fairness and respect; 

 respecting and promoting freedom, democracy, human rights, and the rule of law; 

 cooperating with others for the common good, including with those of different beliefs; 

 celebrating human achievement, progress and potential. 
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Key Processes 
 
As well as signing up to the Code of Practice, School Speakers will need to agree to carry out a number 
of processes to fulfil the requirements of the role. 
 
Following these processes, help us to maintain a high-quality, professional service. The data and 
feedback gathered also helps the BHA to target publicity for the programme appropriately and to 
improve the service, and it supports our campaigns and public affairs work. Good communication also 
helps us to support schools speakers effectively, and allows us to recognise all the great work our school 
speakers are doing. 
 

School speakers agree to: 
 
Essential: 

 Be a member of the British Humanist Association 

 Publicise the BHA’s online ‘Request a school speaker’ booking form as the way new 
schools can request a school speaker: 
https://humanism.org.uk/education/teachers/request-volunteer-school/ 

 Ensure the BHA is aware of all school visits by completing the Google form at 
http://goo.gl/forms/d73gF3T0Tv if a school has not filled out the ‘Request a school 
speaker’ booking form 

 Inform schools and the BHA if they need to cancel or change the date of a visit 

 Keep the school speakers coordinator informed of any requests they are unable to 
carry out and any suggestions they might have of alternative speakers 

 Not pass on requests to non-accredited BHA School speakers 

 Inform the school speakers coordinator when a school visit has been completed, 
cancelled, or rearranged for a different date 

 Report any complaints to the appropriate person according to the complaints procedure 

 Commit to CPD (see the school speaker handbook for further information) 
 
Desirable: 

 Join the School Speakers Facebook Group and the school speakers section of the BHA’s 
Group Hub 

 Support other school speakers and share resources and experiences 

 Make a contribution to the development of the School Speakers Progamme (e.g. by 
assisting with promotion, training, mentoring, CPD) 

 

The BHA agree to: 
 

 Provide training and offer CPD to school speakers 

 Ensure that school speakers are given accurate and relevant information before making 
a visit to a school 

 Offer school speakers access to the school speakers Facebook page and the school 
speakers area of the groups hub 

 Make available a wide range of resources through understandinghumanism.org.uk and 
via the school speakers area of the groups hub 

 Return feedback from schools to school speakers 

 Maintain good communication with school speakers by replying to enquiries and 
informing them about changes to requests 

https://humanism.org.uk/education/teachers/request-volunteer-school/
http://goo.gl/forms/d73gF3T0Tv
https://sites.google.com/a/humanism.org.uk/groups-hub/working-in-schools/bha-school-volunteer-faqs
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
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Appendix 4: Why should we teach about Humanism in Schools? 
Supporting information 
 

2011 Census 
 
The 2011 census found 31% of children in England and Wales (further 8% not stated) and 39% in 
Scotland declared they have no religion (further 7% no stated) 
 
Results for the whole of the population: 

 Christian 59.3% of the population of England and Wales 

 4.8% Muslim, 1.5% Hindu, 0.8% Sikh, 0.5% Jewish, 0.4% Buddhist 

 25.1% no religion 
In addition, focusing on just those aged 0-9 (i.e. those who will be of the appropriate age to sit the new 
GCSE from September 2016), the census records: 

 Christian 47.6% 

 9.1% as Muslim, 1.5% as Hindu, 0.8% Sikh, 0.5% Jewish, 0.3% Buddhist 

 31.5% no religion 
 
The census, however, is not the best representation of the variety of belief in the UK as the question 
‘What is your religion?’ tends to lead to a higher proportion of those with no region feeling they need to 
select one. 
 

The British Social Attitudes Survey (2013) 
 
A better guide is The British Social Attitudes survey (2013) which recorded 50.6% of the population as 
having no religion 
 
Full results: 

 50.6% no religion 

 42.1% Christian (broken down into various denominations including 19.7% Church of 
England and 9.1% Roman Catholic) 

 4.6% Muslim, 1.5% Hindu, 0.5% Jewish, 0.3% Sikh and 0.4% other religions (including 
Buddhism) 

It also records more young people as being not religious. Of those aged 18-24 (the youngest group 
surveyed): 

 69.3% no religion 

 20.7% Christian (including 3.2% Church of England and 6.4% Roman Catholic) 

 8.2% Muslim, 0.6% Sikh, 0.4% Jewish, 0.3% Hindu and 0.6% other religions (including 
Buddhism) 

 

Other surveys: 
 
Ipsos Mori in 2007 found that 36% of the population share humanist beliefs and values. 
 
YouGov in 2015 found that 5% identify themselves as humanist (greater than any non-Christian religion 
in the UK). 
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Legal support and reports on RE: 
 
The below documents provide further backing for why Humanism should be taught in schools. 
 
RE Framework for England and Wales (2013) 
The RE Council of England and Wales 
http://www.reonline.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/RE_Review_Summary-
Curriculum-Framework.pdf 
 
The RE Council of England and Wales recommend the teaching of Humanism as an example of a non-
religious worldview. 
 
‘The phrase ‘religions and worldviews’ is used in this document to refer to Christianity, other principal 
religions represented in Britain, smaller religious communities and non-religious worldviews such as 
Humanism. The phrase is meant to be inclusive.’  
 
 
A New Settlement: Religion and Belief in Schools (2015) 
Charles Clarke and Linda Woodhead 
http://faithdebates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/A-New-Settlement-for-Religion-and-Belief-in-
schools.pdf 
 
Religious Education should move ‘towards a situation in which RE has to cover a wider range of religion 
and belief … including the study of humanism.’  
 
 
RE for Real (2015) 
Goldsmiths, University of London 
http://www.gold.ac.uk/faithsunit/reforreal/ 
 
Among the recommendations of the report are a change to the name ‘Religious Education’ to better 
reflect the purpose and approach of the subject,  the creation of a new statutory National Framework 
which would be applicable to all school, and the full inclusion of non-religious worldviews in the subject. 
 
 
Report of the commission on religion and belief in British public life (2015) 
Chair: The Rt Hon Baroness Elizabeth Butler-Sloss GBE 
 
4.15: Second, the content of many syllabuses is inadequate. They fail to reflect the reality of religion 
and belief, having a rather sanitised or idealised form of religion as their content. They tend to portray 
religions only in a good light, focusing on the role of religions in encouraging peace, harmony, and caring 
for the poor and the environment; and they tend to omit the role of religions in reinforcing stereotypes 
and prejudice around issues such as gender, sexuality, ethnicity and race, and the attempts to use 
religion as a justification for terrorism. Further, a great many fail to include non-religious worldviews, 
for example humanism, and do not deal with competing truth claims. They do not, that is to say, deal 
with the full spectrum of religion and belief issues covered in this report. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.reonline.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/RE_Review_Summary-Curriculum-Framework.pdf
http://www.reonline.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/RE_Review_Summary-Curriculum-Framework.pdf
http://faithdebates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/A-New-Settlement-for-Religion-and-Belief-in-schools.pdf
http://faithdebates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/A-New-Settlement-for-Religion-and-Belief-in-schools.pdf
http://www.gold.ac.uk/faithsunit/reforreal/
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Fox et al vs. Secretary of State for Education (2015) 
 
A landmark ruling was recently handed down in the High Court, requiring the teaching of non-religious 
worldviews like Humanism alongside the teaching of religions in schools. 
 
Blog with details about the case: http://humanistlife.org.uk/2015/11/26/our-humanism-high-court-win-
changes-everything-except-perhaps-the-gcse/ 
 
BHA’s full briefing on the case: https://humanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/BHA-Briefing-High-Court-
decision-on-Humanism-in-GCSE-RS.pdf 
 
Paragraph 39: 
Taken overall, the human rights jurisprudence establishes the following points of relevance to this claim. 
In carrying out its educational functions the state owes parents a positive duty to respect their religious 
and philosophical convictions; the state has considerable latitude in deciding exactly how that duty 
should be performed, having regard among other things to available resources, local conditions and, in 
particular, the preponderance in its society of particular religious views, and their place in the tradition of 
the country; thus, the state may legitimately give priority to imparting knowledge of one religion above 
others, where that religion is practised or adhered to by a majority in society; but the state has a duty to 
take care that information or knowledge included in the curriculum is conveyed in a pluralistic manner;  
subject to certain threshold requirements, immaterial here, the state must accord equal respect to 
different religious convictions, and to non-religious beliefs; it is not entitled to discriminate between 
religions and beliefs on a qualitative basis; its duties must be performed from a standpoint of neutrality 
and impartiality as regards the quality and validity of parents’ convictions. 
 
 
 
 

  

http://humanistlife.org.uk/2015/11/26/our-humanism-high-court-win-changes-everything-except-perhaps-the-gcse/
http://humanistlife.org.uk/2015/11/26/our-humanism-high-court-win-changes-everything-except-perhaps-the-gcse/
https://humanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/BHA-Briefing-High-Court-decision-on-Humanism-in-GCSE-RS.pdf
https://humanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/BHA-Briefing-High-Court-decision-on-Humanism-in-GCSE-RS.pdf
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Appendix 5: Template email to schools from school speakers 
 
To: [Head of RE (Secondary) / RE Coordinator (Primary)] 
CC: [The Headteacher, The Chair of Governors] 
Subject: FREE support for RE – Humanism 
 
Dear [Name of the relevant person / Head of RE (Secondary) / RE Coordinator (Primary)] 
 
I am writing to make you aware of free local support for teachers of RE in [primary / secondary] schools. 
The British Humanist Association (BHA) offers schools a visit from a trained school speaker who is able 
to support teachers with teaching [children / young people] about Humanism. 
 
Humanism is a non-religious worldview. Humanists seek to live ethical lives based on reason and 
empathy and believe human beings can be good without the need for a god or sacred texts to guide 
them. They find meaning and beauty in the one life we know we have and look to science as the best 
way to understand and explain the world around us. 
 
The British Social Attitudes survey in 2013 recorded 51% of the population as having no religion (69% of 
young people aged 18-24). In 2015 a High Court Judgement ruled that an RE curriculum must accord 
equal respect to religious and non-religious beliefs, and the RE Council of England and Wales 
recommends that Humanism be taught in schools as an example of a ‘non-religious worldview’. To 
ensure religious education is inclusive and relevant to the lives of all young people, and to help foster 
social cohesion and respect for others, I believe young people should have the opportunity to explore 
the full range of principal religious and non-religious beliefs and values in the UK. Those children without 
religion deserve the chance to explore ways to discover truth and meaning in their lives, and how to 
judge what is right and wrong. 
 
[Are there any features relevant to the particular school? E.g... 

 Humanism or non-religious world views feature on the locally agreed syllabus and I would be 
happy to support you with delivering this in any way I can. 

 As an inclusive school / school in a multicultural area, I hope you can see the benefits of...] 
 
The BHA has a network of over a hundred trained school speakers, of which I am one. I have delivered a 
number of successful sessions locally, including... [add information about an recent sessions including 
names of teachers and schools and any positive feedback.] 
 
I am happy to support teachers in whatever way would works best for them. For example: 

 A talk about Humanism, sharing my personal experiences, and taking part in a Q&A in an 
assembly or in the classroom 

 Taking part in a multi-belief panel dialogue exploring different viewpoints 
 Contributing to a specialist day (i.e. ‘off timetable’ day) in school for a whole-year group 

 
For further information about the BHA’s school speakers programme please visit: 
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/school-speakers/. If you would like to request a visit, please fill in 
the ‘Request a School Speaker’ form on the website and include my name on your request. The website 
also has an extensive range of teaching resources about Humanism to support teachers. 
 
I would be happy to talk on the phone or come in and meet you. I recognise how busy you probably are, 
so please let me know the best way to communicate with you. 
 

https://humanism.org.uk/
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/school-speakers/
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I look forward to hearing from you. 
Yours sincerely, 
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Appendix 6: Template email to schools from parents 
 
To: [Headteacher] 
Subject: Including humanist and non-religious perspectives in RE 
 
I am the parent of x in year y. 
 
[Include something positive about your child’s education so far (if you can think of something). 
E.g. I have been delighted with... / x enjoys...] 
 
I am writing to you as a humanist to request that a humanist perspective is included within religious 
education at my [son’s/daughter’s] school. Humanism is a non-religious worldview. Humanists seek to 
live ethical lives based on reason and empathy and believe human beings can be good without the need 
for a god or sacred texts to guide them. They find meaning and beauty in the one life we know we have 
and look to science as the best way to understand and explain the world around us. 
 
The British Social Attitudes survey in 2013 recorded 51% of the population as having no religion (69% of 
young people aged 18-24). In 2015 a High Court Judgement ruled that an RE curriculum must accord 
equal respect to religious and non-religious beliefs, and the RE Council of England and Wales 
recommends that Humanism be taught in schools as an example of a ‘non-religious worldview’. 
 
[Mention the fact that Humanism or non-religious worldviews feature on the locally agreed syllabus if 
they do.] 
 
To ensure religious education is inclusive and relevant to the lives of all young people, and to help foster 
social cohesion and respect for others, I believe young people should have the opportunity to explore 
the full range of principal religious and non-religious beliefs and values in the UK. Those children without 
religion deserve the chance to explore ways to discover truth and meaning in their lives, and how to 
judge what is right and wrong. I think it is important that children are made aware that it is possible to 
lead a good and worthwhile life without the need for religion. 
 
I am aware that the British Humanist Association offers schools a free visit from a trained school speaker 
who is able to support teachers with teaching children and young people about Humanism. It would 
make me very happy to know that the school had taken advantage of this offer. You can request a visit 
from a school speaker at http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/school-speakers/. The website also has 
an extensive range of teaching resources about Humanism to support teachers. 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 

  

https://humanism.org.uk/
http://understandinghumanism.org.uk/school-speakers/
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Appendix 7: Observations: shadowing and peer review 
 
New school speakers will need to be observed before receiving full accreditation. They may also wish to 
observe a more experienced school speaker before visiting a school themselves. The BHA encourages 
ongoing support between speakers via mentoring, peer review, and sharing resources. This helps to 
ensure we keep our commitment to schools to provide engaging opportunities for children and young 
people to learn about Humanism and for the continuous improvement of our practice. 
 
Observing another speaker can help you gain new ideas to use in school, while being observed can allow 
you to gain valuable feedback from others and help you identify areas where you might consider further 
developing your skills (through CPD, for example). 
 
All school speakers should aim to be observed at least once a year. 
 

Preparing an observation 
 

The school speaker and their chosen observer should agree in advance a mutually convenient time and 
place for the observation.  
 
The school speaker should inform the observer about the details of the school’s request and give the 
observer an opportunity to see any presentation or resources before the school visit, if the observer 
wishes. Last minute changes to plans should of course be expected. They should also discuss the focus 
on a particular area of practice, for example, use of voice, resources, interaction with students. 
Alternatively, school speakers may of course request a more general observation. 
 
The observer should arrive in good time for the observation and appropriately dressed. 
 

Undertaking the Observation 
 

The observer should use the form provided. The questions on the form are intended as starting points 
for discussion in each area. The observation form can help the observer identify strengths and areas for 
improvement. 
 
Having completed the observation, the observer should discuss their observations with the school 
speaker. All criticism should be constructive. 
 
Both school speaker and observer should sign and date the form. Then the observed school speaker 
should return only the cover sheet to the Head of Education; they should keep the rest of the form for 
their own reference. 
 
If the observer identifies a major concern, then the observer, with the school speaker’s knowledge, 
should make the Head of Education aware that there is an issue needing attention. The Head of 
Education will, in discussion with the school speaker, decide on the appropriate course of action. This 
could involve further training, re-observation, or following the complaints procedure. 
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Giving feedback: a simple procedure 
 

1. Ask the person being observed how they thought the session went. 
 
Many school speakers will feel that the observer is there to give them information, but the best person 
to give feedback is the school speaker himself or herself. This is why you usually begin by asking the 
school speaker how they feel it went. They are likely to be critical. The observer’s role may be to provide 
some balance to too much negativity. 
 

2.  Ask the person being observed what they think they did well. 
 

3. Ask what didn’t go so well.  
 
These two questions will help the person focus on specifics.  
 

4. Pick up on anything that has been missed. 
 
Some simple guidelines to giving effective feedback. 
 

1. Be clear about what you want to say in advance 
2. Own the feedback 
3. Start with the positive 
4. Be specific, not general 
5. Give one piece of feedback at a time 
6. Focus on the behaviour rather than the person 
7. Refer to behaviour that can be changed 
8. Describe rather than evaluate 

 
Describing observed behaviour: examples (both positive and critical) 
 

1. Tell them what they did 
2. Tell them what the effects were 
3. Tell them what you would like them to do 

 
E.g. ‘You were very static. Some of the students at the back of the class switched off. I would like to you 
to move around the classroom more to engage all the students’ attention.’ 
 
Say ‘When you ..............I thought / felt / noticed...’ 
E.g. ‘When you asked the students to share their ideas with their partners, I notices they were much 
more enthusiastic to share how they felt.’ 
 
Rules for giving feedback 
 

1. Be balanced – don’t just be negative, try to find things that the person can build on. For 
example, if their voice was difficult to hear, either refer to the bit you could hear and ask them 
what they did and then ask if they could try to do that more often. 

2. Give the person being observed ideas for improvement. This can energise them and make them 
eager to try something out next time. 

3. The school speaker should accept the feedback, reject it, or go away and think about it – NOT 
rationalise it away. 
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Peer Review Observation Form: 1 
 
 

School Speaker 
 
 

Observer 
 
 
 

Date of observation 
 
 

School 
 

Agreed focus for this observation 
 
 
 
 

Agreed comments and any action plan for further development of skills or CPD: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

School Speaker 
 
 Print name: 
 
Signature: 
 
 

Observer 
 
Print name: 
 
Signature: 

 
Please return this page only to BHA, 39 Moreland Street, London EC1V 8BB or to 
education@humanism.org.uk.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:education@humanism.org.uk
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Peer Review Observation Form: 2 
 
You may not wish to address all the questions below in an observation, but they should provide a useful 
set of features you may wish to focus on. 
 

Was the session well planned and prepared? 
 
 
 
 
 

Did the speaker arrive on time and keep good time throughout the session? 
 
 

Did the speaker demonstrate a sound understanding of Humanism? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Did the speaker mention the BHA? 
 

How was the speaker’s classroom presence? (Voice, confidence, warmth, appearance) 
 
 
 

Did the speaker make good use of any activities or teaching techniques? (Questioning, partner or 
group work, games) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Did the speaker make good use of any resources or stimuli to engage the students? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Were the students engaged? 
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Did the speaker make clear that their views were their own personal views? 
 
 
 

Did the speaker follow the code of practice and show appropriate respect to the student’s views? 
 
 
 
 
 

Did the speaker establish a safe space for talking about sensitive issues? 
 
 
 

Did the speaker use appropriate language? 
 
 
 

How did the speaker handle and challenging statements or tricky questions? 
 
 
 
 
 

Did the speaker praise the students? 
 
 
 

Was the teacher happy? 
 
 
 

Any other general observations: 
 
 
 
 
 

Causes for concern: 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation for development: 
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Appendix 8: Humanism: a summary 
 

VALUES 
 
Humanists believe that morality is 
based on human nature, human society 
and human experience; it has not come 
from god. 
 
Humanists believe that moral values 
stem from the human need for 
happiness and the fact that we must 
live co-operatively together. 
 
There is no evidence for life after death, 
and so humanists place a special value 
on this life and on making the best of it.  
They do not expect justice in another 
life, and so work for justice in this one. 
 
Humanists try to follow the Golden 
Rule: treat other people as you would 
like them to treat you and avoid 
harming others. 
 
Humanists value all human beings, 
celebrating both our common humanity 
and shared values, and the diversity of 
human culture. 
 
Prejudices based on race, gender, 
nation or belief should not be allowed 
to separate us. 
 
Humanists believe that humans alone 
are responsible for sustaining and 
improving our quality of life on Earth. 

BELIEFS 
 
Humanism is based on reason, not faith. 
 
The humanist view of the universe does 
not depend on belief in god or Gods.  
 
Humanists are agnostic  
(agnostic = without knowledge) because 
they think that we cannot know 
whether Gods exists or not.  Because 
there is no evidence for the existence of 
God or for an after-life, humanists live 
their lives as atheists (atheist = without 
god), and find other reasons for living 
good lives. 
 
Humanists do not have sacred texts, 
traditions, dogma, prophets, or any 
source of authority other than human 
experience.  
 
Humanists look for evidence before 
they believe things and like to think for 
themselves.  
 
Humanists believe that knowledge best 
advances through openness and co-
operation, through experimentation 
and observation, and through free 
enquiry and discussion. 
 
Humanists accept that science provides 
the best available explanations for the 
existence of the universe and life on 
earth.  Humanists do not believe that 
the universe or earth was created. 

ACTIVITIES AND CEREMONIES 
 
There are no compulsory prescribed 
rituals for humanists. There are 
humanist ceremonies for weddings, 
baby naming and funerals, for those 
who wish to mark these in a personal, 
appropriate and non-religious way. 
 
Humanists do not pray or worship.  
 
Because there is no dogma, ritual, or 
tradition in Humanism, humanists are 
free of the obligation to use particular 
objects or artefacts, or to practise 
abstinence/self-denial. 
 
 International Humanism has a symbol, 
“The Happy Human”. 
 
Humanists put their values into practice 
by actively supporting human rights 
campaigns and a range of charities. 
 
“My country is the world and my 
religion is to do good.” - Thomas Paine, 
18

th
 century 

 
“Happiness is the only good…the time 
to be happy is now, and the way to be 
happy is to make others so.” - Robert 
Ingersoll, 19

th
 century American 

humanist 
 

DEVELOPMENT 
 
Humanism has its roots over 2,500 
years ago, when thinkers in Greece, 
China and India formulated the idea 
than humankind alone is responsible for 
its own welfare and development.  
 
In the European Renaissance and 
Enlightenment, these ideas were 
revived and developed. 
 
The growth of knowledge about 
science, geology and evolution in the 
18

th
 and 19

th
 centuries showed that 

there was no need for religion to 
explain the processes of nature. 
 
In the 19

th
 and 20

th
 centuries, humanists 

have campaigned for the rights of non-
religious people, and developed 
organisations and ceremonies which 
provide for their values and beliefs. 

SOME INFLUENCES 
 
Many people have influenced the ideas 
and development of Humanism and had 
a humanist approach to life.  They 
include: 
 
In the Ancient World 
Aristotle, Mencius, Democritus, 
Epicurus,  
Protagorus, Socrates.  
 
The Enlightenment 
Descartes, Diderot, David Hume, 
Thomas Paine, Voltaire, Mary 
Wollstonecraft. 
 
The 19

th
 century 

Jeremy Bentham, Marie and Pierre 
Curie, Charles Darwin, George Eliot, 
Sigmund Freud, Thomas Hardy, T H  
Huxley,  Robert G Ingersoll, John Stuart 
Mill, P B Shelley.  
 
The 20

th
 century 

A J Ayer, Richard Dawkins, E M Forster, 
Julian Huxley, Bertrand Russell, Polly 
Toynbee, Stephen Fry 
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