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About the NSS
The National Secular Society is a not-for-profit, non-governmental civil society organisation founded in 1866, funded by its members and by donations. We advocate for separation of religion and state and promote secularism as the best means of creating a society in which people of all religions and none can live together fairly and cohesively. We seek a diverse society where all are free to practise their faith, change it, or to have no faith at all. We uphold the universality of individual human rights, which should never be overridden on the grounds of religion, tradition, or culture.
The NSS campaigns for an education system which equally respects the rights and freedoms of pupils, families and teachers of all backgrounds and beliefs. We do not think state schools should be organised around religious identities or used to promote religious worldviews. We campaign to end exemptions from equality law which allow faith schools to discriminate against prospective pupils whose families do not share the religion of the school. As this submission details, this leads to other forms of discrimination, including against pupils with SEND and pupils with the most disadvantaged backgrounds.
Introduction
This submission will primarily focus on legal exemptions which allow schools with a designated religious character (faith schools) to select pupils on the basis of religion in in their admissions. We will set out the evidence that religiously-selective admissions disadvantage pupils eligible for free school meals, those with SEND, and those in the care system. Religiously-selective admissions therefore should be recognised as contributing to disadvantage gaps, and harming the attainment of disadvantaged pupils.
In ‘Every Child Achieving and Thriving’ (ECAT), the Government rightly states that the education and experiences that we provide to the children of today will shape the society of tomorrow, and that it is “more important than ever that our nurseries, schools, trusts and colleges prepare the next generation to shape our world together”. In this submission, we will demonstrate how religious privilege in our education system, particularly in relation to admissions, is dividing, alienating, and excluding children and families. With cohesion in our society under increasing strain, our schools system is one of the most powerful tools we have in promoting inclusion, respect, and tolerance. Instead of separating children on the basis of their parents’ religion, we strongly believe in educating them together. 
Raising attainment
As part of its ambition to raise attainment, throughout ECAT, the Government consistently emphasises the need to address the difficulties faced by disadvantaged children. It notes that children’s outcomes are “still too often determined by background or circumstances”, resulting in a “failure to close the attainment gaps”. The Government rightly states that when children are “not included in the system – their voices ignored and needs unmet – it leads to disengagement, isolation, and lasting educational inequality”.
There is a substantial and growing body of evidence that schools with a designated religious character (faith schools) disadvantage children from poorer backgrounds, children with SEND, and children in the care system. In particular, faith schools which practise religiously selective admissions exacerbate and perpetuate the difficulties faced by these children. 
Figures on which schools apply faith-based discrimination in their admissions are difficult to obtain, because the Government does not collect or publish this information. However, 2017 research has estimated 16% of mainstream state school places are subject to religious selection – 1.2 million in total[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Fair Admissions Campaign – Research into religiously selective admissions criteria – Available at: https://fairadmissions.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/2017-08-29-FINAL-Religious-Selection-Research-Survey.pdf] 

Socio-economic discrimination
In ‘Every Child Achieving and Thriving’, the Government rightly highlights how disadvantages “overlap and compound” for children. This includes outcomes for pupils with both SEND and eligible for free school meals (FSM) falling “far below” those of their peers who do not face these challenges. The need for measures to tackle these low outcomes is particularly pressing given that pupils with SEN are more likely to be eligible for FSM; in the academic year 2024/25, 43.8% of pupils with an Education, Health and Care  Plan and 39.3% of pupils with SEN support were eligible for FSM in 2025, compared to 22.2% of all pupils in schools without SEN[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Department for Education – Special educational needs in England 2024/25 – Available at: https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england/2024-25] 

It has consistently been shown that faith schools discriminate against children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Across multiple studies, the difference between the proportion of pupils eligible for FSM at a school, and those in the school's catchment area (FSM gap), has been found to be higher at faith schools compared to nonreligious schools: 
2026 – Research from Teach First found that whilst faith schools are overrepresented among schools where disadvantaged pupils excel – they admit fewer pupils eligible for FSM[footnoteRef:4]. Of the 33 faith secondary schools which had an average attainment for persistently disadvantaged pupils which was higher than the national average for non-disadvantaged pupils in English and maths GCSE in 2024, in just five was the proportion of persistently disadvantaged pupils equal to or higher than the local authority average. [4:  Teach First – Class Dismissed – Available at: https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/Class-dismissed-closing-the-gap-for-persistently-disadvantaged-pupils.pdf] 

2025 – Analysis by Comprehensive Future, the National Secular Society, and TRAK found that out of the top 200 least inclusive state-funded secondary schools in England, 38% are faith schools[footnoteRef:5]. Because faith schools make up approximately 18% of secondary schools, this represents a significant overrepresentation of faith schools among the nation's least inclusive schools. It also makes faith schools the second biggest group in the top 200 after grammar schools (59%). [5:  National Secular Society – Revealed: Faith schools among “least inclusive” in England – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/12/revealed-faith-schools-among-least-inclusive-in-england] 

2024 – Sutton Trust research found that areas with more faith schools, particularly Catholic schools, are more socio-economically segregated[footnoteRef:6]. This affected pupil outcomes – local authorities with high levels of segregation were found to have larger attainment gaps between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged pupils, and areas with the highest segregation had gaps in the rate of passes in English and maths 27% higher than areas with low segregation.  [6:  The Sutton Trust – Social Selection on the Map – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/our-research/social-selection-on-the-map/] 

2024 – Additional Sutton Trust research concluded that faith schools "are consistently more socially selective than non-religious schools"[footnoteRef:7]. It found that the proportion of pupils eligible for FSM at faith schools is 20.6%, compared with 22.4% in nonreligious schools, with a -4.3 FSM gap for faith schools, and a -0.3 FSM gap for nonreligious schools. The research also found particularly pronounced FSM gaps at Catholic schools (-6.0) and non-Christian faith schools (-7.4). [7:  The Sutton Trust – Selective Comprehensives 2024 – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/our-research/selective-comprehensives-2024/] 

2020 – A report found faith schools are “frequently among the most socially selective schools”, and enrol pupils who are “both more socio-economically advantaged and have higher ability than pupils in the neighbourhood around the school”[footnoteRef:8]. The report found this social selection to be partly due to the “complex faith criteria” employed in school admissions policies.  [8:  The Sutton Trust – School Places: A Fair Choice? – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/School-Places.pdf] 

2020 – A report similarly found faith schools to be “over-represented in the group of selective schools”[footnoteRef:9]. Notably, the report surveyed teachers regarding barriers to greater social mixing at high performing schools, with 30% identifying religious based admissions criteria as such a barrier. [9:  The Sutton Trust – Fairer School Admissions - The Sutton Trust -  https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Fairer-School-Admissions-Polling.pdf] 

2019 - Utilising research from 2017[footnoteRef:10], a report found faith schools to be “among the most socially selective of schools” in England, with a 6 percentage point gap between the FSM rate in the catchment areas of top performing faith schools and their actual intake[footnoteRef:11]. This gap was more than three times that of top performing non-faith schools. Faith schools make up 33% of top performing secondary schools, despite making up just 20% of secondary schools as a whole. [10:  The Sutton Trust – Selective Comprehensives 2017 – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Selective-Comprehensives-2017.pdf]  [11:  The Sutton Trust – Selective Comprehensives 2019 – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/SelectiveComprehensives-GreatBritain-1.pdf] 

2017 – Analysis by the Fair Admissions Campaign of comprehensive secondary schools found that non-faith schools admit 11% more pupils eligible for FSM than the proportion of such pupils in their local area[footnoteRef:12]. In contrast, Church of England schools admit 10% fewer, Roman Catholic schools 24% fewer, Jewish secondaries 61% fewer and Muslim secondaries 25% fewer. On average, faith schools whose admissions criteria allowed for religious selection for all places admit 27% fewer pupils from this category than would be expected if such schools were a true reflection of their local area.  [12:  Fair Admissions Campaign – Research into religiously selective admissions criteria – Available at: https://fairadmissions.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/2017-08-29-FINAL-Religious-Selection-Research-Survey.pdf] 

The Government has stated it will pay “particular attention to schools where SEND, FSM or demographic trends appear significantly out of sync with their local context”. It should, therefore, examine closely the discriminatory effects of faith schools on children with SEND and those eligible for FSM.
SEND
In 2023, research published by the London School of Economics and Political Science found faith primary schools admit fewer children with SEND than local authority community primaries[footnoteRef:13]. By analysing reception year admissions to mainstream state schools from 2010-2020 in England, the research established that in 2020, on average: [13:  Oxford Review of Education - Serving their communities? The under-admission of children with disabilities and ‘special educational needs’ to ‘faith’ primary schools in England – Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03054985.2023.2249818] 

Catholic schools admitted to reception 24% fewer children with SEND recorded in pre-school than local authority community schools.
CofE schools that administer their own admissions (academies and voluntary aided schools) admitted 15% fewer children with SEND recorded in pre-school. For voluntary controlled (VC) CofE schools this figure was 8%.
Children with an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) were also less likely to be admitted to faith schools. In 2020, on average:
Catholic schools admitted 15% fewer children with an EHCP than local authority community schools.
VA CofE schools and CofE academies admitted 11% fewer children with an EHCP than local authority community schools. At VC CofE schools, this was 6%.
Summarising the findings, the report concluded that at the national average level, faith based primary schools “serve as hubs of relative ‘advantage’, disproportionately serving children from more affluent families, and children less likely to have SEND”[footnoteRef:14]. Notably, this research controlled for other school-level factors and the area in which schools were based. As such, the differential treatment of children with SEND can be attributed to the religious character of the school with a high degree of confidence. [14:  LSE – Faith primary schools admitting fewer children with special educational needs – Available at: https://www.lse.ac.uk/news/latest-news-from-lse/j-october-2023/faith-primary-schools-admitting-fewer-children-with-special-educational-needs] 

Looked after children
As noted by ECAT, challenges overlap and are often exacerbated for children facing multiple disadvantages compared to their peers, including children looked after by local authorities.
To support the particular education and welfare needs of children in care, local authorities should prioritise schools which Ofsted has rated “Good” or “Outstanding”[footnoteRef:15]. Furthermore, the Schools Admissions Code requires all state schools to give the highest priority to looked after and previously looked after children[footnoteRef:16]. [15:  Department for Education - Promoting the Education of Looked-after and Previously Looked-after Children, 2018, p. 12. Available at : https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/promoting-the-education-of-looked-after-children. Accessed 20 February 2026.]  [16:  School Admissions Code. Department for Education, 11 March 2022, p. 10, para. 1.7. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-admissions-code--2. Accessed 20 February 2026.] 

However, there is an exemption for faith schools. Faith schools are permitted to prioritise all children who meet the school’s faith-based criteria above children in care who do not meet these criteria[footnoteRef:17]. This means a looked after child who is not baptised Catholic could lose their place to a child who is not looked after, but who is baptised.  [17:  School Admissions Code. Department for Education, 11 March 2022, p. 16, para 1.37. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-admissions-code--2. Accessed 20 February 2026.] 

No faith school is compelled by law to prioritise children whose families share the school’s faith over looked-after children (LAC) or previously looked-after children (PLAC) from other backgrounds, but in practice, many do. A 2021 study[footnoteRef:18] by Humanists UK found 41% of faith-based secondary schools in England routinely prioritise children on religious grounds ahead of children in care.  [18:  Foley, Eden, Tallulah Gordon, Jay Harman, and Ruth Wareham. Careless or Uncaring? How Faith Schools Turn Away Children Who Are or Were in Care. Humanists UK, 2021. https://humanists.uk/wp-content/uploads/Humanists_FaithSchools_V2_web.pdf. Accessed 20 February 2026.] 

In 2023, the Office of the Schools Adjudicator (OSA) annual report noted that a number of local authorities had informed them that faith schools in their area "effectively disadvantage" LAC whose families are not of the school's faith, as a result of faith-based oversubscription criteria and the local pattern of schooling[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  Office of the Schools Adjudicator – Annual Report 2023 – Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66054105e8c4420011220428/OSA_Annual_Report_2023.pdf] 

In the report, one local authority is quoted describing faith schools as the "main difficulty we face" to ensuring admissions serve the needs of LAC and PLAC. The authority attributed this to faith schools prioritising LAC/PLAC from the same religious background as the school ahead of those who were not, despite guidance that "best practice is to place all LAC/PLAC in the top criterion regardless of faith". The authority told the OSA this meant LAC/PLAC who do not share the schools' faith background are "unable to access these schools", creating "further uncertainty for these vulnerable young people when all their peers have confirmed school places".
Similarly, in its 2024 annual report, the OSA described the "localised" but "persistent" problem of faith schools not giving equal priority to all children in care based on religious affiliation[footnoteRef:20]. Notably, the OSA was informed by one local authority that a child in care was unable to attend the school identified as most appropriate for them due to faith based admissions criteria. The local authority said the child "did not secure the first choice school of carer and social worker as corporate parent" due to admissions criteria that placed children in care at a lower priority than those not in care but whose families belong to the religion of the school. An appeal against the decision was "unsuccessful". The OSA said that "at least one" local authority has called for a revision of the school admissions code regarding the ability of faith schools to prioritise children of specific religious backgrounds ahead of LAC / PLAC.  [20:  Office of the Schools Adjudicator – Annual Report 2024 – Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/osa-annual-report] 

Many children in care have experienced abuse, neglect, violence or other forms of trauma, which can leave them can with complex emotional and mental health needs, which makes them more likely to experience SEND[footnoteRef:21]. [21:  NSPCC Learning. ‘Children in Care (Looked after Children)’. https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/children-and-families-at-risk/children-in-care. Accessed 20 February 2026.] 

Effects on children
ECAT identifies white working class children as having “amongst the lowest attainment” at GCSE, with FSM eligible children from some other ethnic groups also having “particularly low outcomes”. Whilst these issues have multiple causes, the Government should consider the role played by faith schools in social selection. As identified by the Sutton Trust, children from disadvantaged families attend schools with a “much lower proportion of children achieving the benchmark of at least 5 A* to C grades”, with the gap in the academic quality of school attended between pupils from the most and least affluent backgrounds averaging a “very substantial” 6.9 percentage points[footnoteRef:22]. At the same time, faith schools discriminate against disadvantaged families. It is therefore unsurprising that faith schools are "over-represented" in the top 500 schools under all attainment methods. Although they represent only 19% of all comprehensives, in 2024 faith schools constituted 29% of the top 500 schools on Progress 8 scores, and 34% on Attainment 8 scores[footnoteRef:23].  [22:  The Sutton Trust – School Places: A Fair Choice? – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/School-Places.pdf]  [23:  The Sutton Trust – Selective Comprehensives 2024 – Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/our-research/selective-comprehensives-2024/] 

The socially-selective effect of faith schools is a significant contributor to this overrepresentation. Because faith schools discriminate against pupils with the greatest need by admitting fewer pupils with SEND and more pupils from affluent backgrounds, they have fewer pupils with additional needs, and face less obstacles to improving and maintaining their school performance. This less challenging environment and improved performance attracts more experienced teachers, and teachers remain working at the school for longer. This stability and experience boosts school performance in turn, perpetuating a cycle of beneficial effects. Although it does not identify the aspect of social selection which contributes to these effects, ECAT note the disruption of teacher turnover at schools with greater levels of disadvantaged pupils. It notes that:
“teacher and leader turnover is highest in schools with the highest proportion of disadvantaged pupils, where children could most benefit from stability”.
“the gaps in access to high-quality teaching do not fall equally. Schools with higher proportions of disadvantaged children have a greater proportion of unqualified teachers, teachers with 5 years or less experience and higher teacher turnover rates”.
“schools with the highest proportion of children from disadvantaged backgrounds have the highest leaving rates of headteachers”.
ECAT also states that “brilliant schools have too often felt they are working against the system to include the achievement and experience of children that the system has sidelined – including white working-class children, children in entrenched disadvantage, children progressing but capable of more, children who receive support from children’s social care and children with SEND”. This exactly describes the situation of nonreligious community schools which, as a result of faith school discrimination, find themselves supporting greater numbers of pupils with SEND and from disadvantaged backgrounds. This creates additional challenges for teachers and therefore for all pupils at the school. As a result, efforts to maintain and improve school performance are made more difficult. As identified by the Government, this contributes to increased rates of staff turnover, exacerbating and perpetuating a cycle of harmful effects.
School admissions
The Government’s commitment to consult on changes to the school admissions code to “promote fairness for all families, particularly the most disadvantaged and children with additional needs” is welcome. As identified in the section on reducing disadvantage gaps, promoting fairness for all families to the greatest extent possible must involve ending legal exemptions which allow faith schools to discriminate on the basis of faith in their admissions. As such, abolishing religiously-selective admissions should be included as part of the consultation on changes to the school admissions code.
As identified, religiously-selective admissions disadvantage looked-after and previously looked-after children. The consultation on changes to the school admissions code should address specific requirements that all schools prioritise LAC/PLAC irrespective of religious belief.
The review of the school admissions code should also seek to prevent the use of school admissions policies to coerce and control religious communities[footnoteRef:24]. In 2023, we published research demonstrating that state-funded faith schools were using their admissions policies to impose extreme religious ideology on families, including by controlling how families dress, what they can view on TV or the internet, what they eat at home or in restaurants, and when they have sex[footnoteRef:25]. These practices resemble rules imposed by high-control religious groups on their members, as identified by 'cult' watchdog The Family Survival Trust. It is deeply concerning that this kind of coercive control, which would be potentially illegal if it took place in the context of an inter-personal relationship, is being facilitated by the state education system. [24:  National Secular Society – Faith schools coercing families with ‘cultish’ practices, NSS finds – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2023/02/faith-schools-coercing-families-with-cultish-practices-nss-finds]  [25:  National Secular Society – How state school admissions policies enable coercive control in religious communities – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/nss-report-how-state-school-admissions-policies-enable-coercive-control-in-religious-communities.pdf] 

As demonstrated by a decision of the Office of the Schools Adjudicator in 2024, the current school admissions code is insufficient to prevent these kind of admissions policies[footnoteRef:26]. The Government should ensure that any review to the school admissions code includes changes that prevent these kind of coercive and controlling practices.  [26:  OSA decision – Menorah Foundation School, Menorah Primary School for Boys, Avigdor Hirsch Torah Temimah School and Menorah Primary School for Girls: 28 November 2024 – Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/menorah-foundation-school-menorah-primary-school-for-boys-avigdor-hirsch-torah-temimah-school-and-menorah-primary-school-for-girls-28-november-2024] 

Enrichment, belonging and behaviour
Worship in schools
The United Kingdom is the only western democracy which legally imposes worship in publicly funded schools, with the law in England providing that children at all maintained schools "shall on each school day take part in an act of collective worship". Even in schools with no religious designation, the worship must be "wholly or mainly of a Christian character".
Mandated acts of worship are entirely inappropriate in the context of a modern UK school and curriculum because they undermine children and families’ right to freedom of religion or belief. They are divisive, serve no legitimate educational purpose, and put schools at risk of inappropriate evangelism from external groups. Abolishing collective worship laws would therefore promote belonging and inclusion in schools.
Respect for human rights should be foundational to all efforts to promote social cohesion. Children have the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion under both Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Article 14(1)[footnoteRef:27] of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Compelling children to pray at school is not compatible with these rights, and it disregards the right of families to bring up their children according to their religion or belief. The UNCRC has repeatedly called on the UK and devolved governments to "repeal legal provisions for compulsory attendance at collective worship in publicly funded schools and ensure that children can independently exercise the right to withdraw"[footnoteRef:28]. [27:  UN – Convention on the Rights of the Child – Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child]  [28:  National Secular Society – UN children’s rights committee calls on  UK to abolish compulsory worship in schools – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2016/06/un-childrens-rights-committee-calls-on-uk-to-abolish-compulsory-worship-in-schools] 

Schools should be inclusive and welcoming to all pupils and families, no matter what their religion or belief. Imposing 'broadly Christian' worship on children from nonreligious and non-Christian backgrounds is alienating and can undermine their sense of belonging and of being valued at their school. It also undermines schools’ efforts to encourage respect for diversity, with the primacy of Christianity in the law serving to assert its dominance over other religious and nonreligious beliefs. 
Whilst a legal right of withdrawal does exist for parents, this arrangement is unsatisfactory because it can alienate pupils from their peers. The NSS has heard from multiple parents that schools sometimes try to block or discourage families from withdrawing pupils. Withdrawing children from collective worship is often impractical because pupils must be found alternative activities and may miss important parts of assemblies. There should be no reason for parents to feel the need to withdraw children from any part of the school day on the grounds of their religious or non-religious beliefs.
Collective worship is unpopular among school leaders. A TeacherTapp poll of senior leaders at primary and secondary schools in England last year found 70% "disagree" or "strongly disagree" with collective worship laws[footnoteRef:29]. Just 12% of senior leaders support the current law. A separate TeacherTapp poll of over 7,600 school teachers recorded 66% saying their school does not hold collective worship – a further indication of the unpopularity of mandatory worship. Just 26% of the public think school assemblies should feature religious worship[footnoteRef:30]. [29:  National Secular Society – Most school leaders disagree with law on worship, poll finds – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2024/05/most-school-leaders-disagree-with-law-on-worship-poll-finds]  [30:  National Secular Society – British public opposes religious influence in education, poll finds – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2018/06/british-public-opposes-religious-influence-in-education-poll-finds1] 

Research from this years also showed children at both community schools and faith schools are critical of the dominance of Christianity in education, including in collective worship, arguing current practices relating to religion in schools "fail to mirror growing non/religious diversity"[footnoteRef:31]. [31:  Strhan, Anna – Affective engagements with religion and citizenship in English primary schools – Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01425692.2025.2462954] 

Relationships and sex education
Another measure which would help improve inclusion and belonging in our schools is no longer allowing faith schools to teach relationships and sex education (RSE) in accordance with the tenets of their faith. 
In 2018, we published research which found that more than three-quarters of state-funded secondary faith schools in England are failing to teach RSE impartially[footnoteRef:32]. This included many faith schools explicitly teaching that same-sex relationships are wrong and criticising sex outside of marriage. Some condemned contraceptives and abortion and taught taboos around menstruation. We even found several schools with policies describing homosexual acts as wrong or homosexuality is "disordered".  [32:  National Secular Society – Unsafe sex education – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/unsafe-sex-report-april-2018.pdf] 

The promotion of stigmatising ideas about same-sex relationships and LGBT people undermines pupils’ sense of belonging in schools. This is supported by several pieces of research published in 2024 by the Department for Education, which found that that some faith schools have refused to teach about same sex marriage, and "really homophobic" external visitors have been used to deliver lessons[footnoteRef:33],[footnoteRef:34],[footnoteRef:35]. The reports illustrate the effects of this teaching on pupils: [33:  DfE - Evaluation of the government’s 2016 to 2019 anti-homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying programme in schools – Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/evaluation-of-the-governments-2016-to-2019-anti-homophobic-biphobic-and-transphobic-bullying-programme-in-schools]  [34:  DfE - Relationships, sex and health education: 2020 curriculum implementation – Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-sex-and-health-education-2020-curriculum-implementation]  [35:  DfE - Teaching relationships education to prevent sexual abuse – Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/teaching-relationships-education-to-prevent-sexual-abuse?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic] 

According to a teacher at one school, some year 11 pupils had "refused" to attend lessons about the LGBT community.
One pupil said it is "good for people to understand that there are different views" but that bringing in someone "who is just going to say, 'oh you're going to hell'" and "spout homophobic things" made them feel "horrible".
A secondary pupil said LGBT topics had only been mentioned in religious education. They said that instead of "acknowledging that you're learning about homosexuality", the lessons were about how "Catholics don't like homosexuality".
Some pupils said that not learning about same sex relationships meant they were "denied access to important information about how to adopt safer sex practices".
The reports demonstrate how faith based RSE is detrimental to the education and wellbeing of pupils. In ECAT, the Government expresses its vision that “every school and every classroom should be a safe, calm and supportive place, where every child feels they belong”. In order for this vision to be credible, allowances for faith schools relating to RSE must be abolished.
Moving to a trust-led school system
We are concerned that requiring all state-funded schools to join or form school trusts will leave nonreligious schools more vulnerable to takeovers and interference by religious institutions and interest groups. 
In 2020, we published research highlighting how academisation and the development of mixed multi-academy trusts has enabled religious groups to increase their influence in thousands of schools in England, including those with no religious character[footnoteRef:36]. In the years following, numerous cases have further justified those concerns; with attempts by multi-academy trusts to either merge or convert secular schools into faith schools[footnoteRef:37],[footnoteRef:38],[footnoteRef:39]. Without sufficient safeguards, plans to expand the role of school trusts risks further extending this influence and undermining secular schooling. [36:  National Secular Society – Power grab: Academisation and the threat to secular education – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/academisation]  [37:  National Secular Society – Plans to merge nonreligious school into faith school cancelled – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/11/plans-to-merge-nonreligious-school-into-faith-school-cancelled]  [38:  National Secular Society – NSS urges trust to halt faith school takeover of secular school – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2025/07/nss-urges-trust-to-halt-faith-school-takeover-of-secular-school]  [39:  National Secular Society – NSS opposes plan to convert secular school into faith school – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2024/07/nss-opposes-plan-to-convert-secular-school-into-faith-school] 

It is therefore concerning that ECAT describes the “most effective trusts” as civic institutions that partner with a range of bodies including “faith groups”. ECAT does not specify the nature of these faith group partnerships, but we are aware of multiple cases of academy trusts which facilitate the work of evangelical religious groups that seek to utilise schools to promote religion.
One such school is Jubilee High School in Addlestone, Guildford, which hosts a "Hub Leader" for the Church of England's "Youth Catalyst Project"[footnoteRef:40]. The Hub Leader's responsibilities include leading classes and "worship events" where children can "encounter God", despite the school having no religious character. Jubilee High actively promotes the Youth Catalyst Project to parents. Between the start of the school year in September and May 1st, over half of the general whole school letters sent to families have promoted Youth Catalyst activities or other activities at St Paul's Church, which is partnered with the school via the project. One of the directors at Bourne Education Trust, which Jubilee High School belongs to, is Tony Oakden, a consultant for the Anglican diocese of Guildford. Oakden was also chair of governors at Jubilee High School from 2014 to 2017 and provided information about Jubilee High School in St Paul's 2021 annual report. The possibility that the partnership between Bourne Education Trust, the diocese of Guilford, and St Paul’s church came about through Oaken’s role in both the diocese and the trust is deeply concerning.  [40:  National Secular Society – Head: school evangelism project has “no educational objectives” – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2026/05/head-school-evangelism-project-has-no-educational-objectives] 

The Church of England oversees a significant number of academy trusts, many of which include nonreligious schools. In 2025, the CofE spent £35 million on school evangelism projects – part of significant ongoing efforts to grow its congregations using the state education system[footnoteRef:41]. The CofE has explicitly stated its intention to use nonreligious schools as part of these efforts[footnoteRef:42]. Currently, nonreligious schools enjoy no meaningful protections for their character. As the Government’s proposals could potentially lead to more nonreligious schools joining trusts controlled by the Church of England, this would put these schools at demonstrable risk of evangelism by the Church. [41:  National Secular Society – Church of England spends £35 million on school evangelism in 2025 – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2026/06/church-of-england-spends-35-million-on-school-evangelism-in-2025]  [42:  National Secular Society – CofE launches new school evangelism network – Available at: https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2024/07/cofe-launches-new-school-evangelism-network] 
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