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Enshrined in the 1944 Education Act, and in every Education Act since then, is the requirement that 

every school must provide an act of Collective Worship each day in which every pupil under 16 

years of age must participate. That Act of Collective Worship should be mainly Christian in 

character unless a determination by the local SACRE has provided otherwise. ((1)Subject to section 

71, each pupil in attendance at a community, foundation or voluntary school shall on each school 

day take part in an act of collective worship. - School Standards Framework 1998, section 70). The 

only exception to this requirement is when the parent(s) of a pupil under 16 has requested in 

writing that their child be withdrawn from the school’s act of collective worship, and the school 

must comply with any such request. The provision for post-16 pupils in schools to withdraw 

themselves from Collective Worship was made by The Education and Inspections Bill 2006 and this 

legislation was brought into force in Wales in February 2009. At that time WASACRE, in association 

with DCELLS, provided advice to secondary schools on how best to manage this provision. A paper 

Guidance to schools in relation to the changes in legislation for Post-16 Collective Worship was 

circulated at the time of the change. 

It should be noted that the term “assembly” is never used within the wording of the Education 

Acts, instead the term used is “collective worship” which is seen as part of a school’s balanced and 

broadly based curriculum. 

In June 2012 WASACRE produced and circulated a further paper on Collective Worship, Guidance on 

Collective Worship. This paper spelt out the benefits of collective worship and provided guidance 

on what the law really says about collective worship in maintained schools without a religious 

character as well as in maintained schools with a religious character. The paper also set out what 

the law does not say about collective worship in an attempt to clear up any misconceptions about 

collective worship requirements. 

 

Parents’ right of withdrawal of pupils from Collective Worship 

Nothing in the Education Act 1993 affects parents’ rights, as established in the 1944 Act and re-

enacted in the 1988 Act, to withdraw their children from collective worship if they wish. 

 

 if the parent asks that a pupil should be wholly or partly excused from attending any religious 

worship in school, then the school must comply. This includes alternative worship provided by a 

school as a result of a determination by a SACRE; (Education Reform Act 1988s.9 (1)) 

 

where the parent of any pupil who is a boarder at a maintained school requests that the pupils be 

permitted to attend worship in accordance with the tenants of a particular religious denomination 

on Sundays or other holy days, or to receive religious education in accordance with such tenants 

outside school hours, the school’s governing body shall make arrangements to allow the pupil 

reasonable opportunities to do so. These arrangements may be provided for on school premises, 
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but are not to entail expenditure by the LEA or, in the case of a grant-maintained school, its 

governing body; (Education Reform Act 1988 s.9 (3)) 

The Welsh Office Circular Religious Education and Collective Worship (Circular 10/94) spells out the 

implications of the parents’ right of withdrawal: 

Education Reform Act 1988 s.9 (7) s.9 (8) 

 A school continues to be responsible for the supervision of any child withdrawn by its parent from 

collective worship.  

 The parental right to withdraw a child from attending collective worship should be freely 

exercisable and a school must give effect to any such request. Parents are not obliged to state their 

reasons for seeking withdrawal. 

 The right of withdrawal from collective worship would normally be exercised through the physical 

withdrawal of the pupil from the place where the act of worship is taking place. Indeed the school 

could insist that this is the way the right is to be implemented. If however both the school and the 

parent agree that the pupil should be allowed to remain physically present during the collective 

worship but not take part in it, nothing in the law prevents this.  

 Experience suggests that, to avoid misunderstanding, a head teacher will find it helpful to establish 

with any parent wanting to exercise the right of withdrawal: 

•the elements of worship in which the parent would object to the child taking part; 

•the practical implications of withdrawal; and 

•whether the parent will require any advanced notice of such RE and worship, and, if so,  

how much.  

 

 

Although not a requirement in law it is considered to be best practice that the attention of parents 

is drawn to their right of withdrawal of their child from collective worship as provided for in the 

Education Acts. WASACRE recommends that this information is contained in the school’s 

prospectus, and further recommends that local SACREs take upon themselves a responsibility for 

advising schools in their local authority on this matter where it comes to their attention that such 

information is not in a school’s prospectus or readily and clearly available by another means, e.g. 

the school web site. 

Alternative worship for pupils who have been withdrawn 

Nothing in the legislation prevents any maintained school from allowing, at parents’ request where 

they have withdrawn pupils from statutory provision, religious worship to take place according to a 

particular faith or denomination. Governing bodies and head teachers should seek to respond 

positively to such requests from parents: (1) unless the effect would be that denominational 

worship replaced the statutory non-denominational collective worship; (2) provided that such 

arrangements can be made at no additional cost to the school; and (3) provided that the 

alternative provision would be consistent with the overall purposes of the school curriculum set out 

in section 1 of the 1988 Act. (Education Reform Act 1988 s.9 (7) s.9 (8)) 

 

Withdrawal from Collective Worship other than at the parents’ request. 

It has come to the attention of local SACREs, and through them to WASACRE, that a number of 

schools are using the time of Collective Worship to withdraw pupils to receive extra tuition in 

various subjects. With increasing pressure on the time tables in schools it is understandable that 

many schools will see this time as an ideal opportunity to provide pupils with support lessons. 

Although it may seem to be an ideal time to provide such worthwhile lessons, schools must be 

aware that this practice is in fact illegal. It is the right of every child under the age of 16 to attend 

the school’s daily act of Collective Worship, and they are required to do so unless the child is 

withdrawn at the specific request of parents/guardians. Under the provisions of the Education Acts 

there can be no other reason for withdrawing a pupil from the required daily act of Collective 

Worship. 
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Under the Estyn Inspection framework Inspectors are not required to comment on the provision of 

nor the quality of Collective Worship. However where it comes to the attention of Inspectors that 

the school being inspected is withdrawing pupils from Collective Worship, other than at the request 

of parents, then the Inspector will be required to consider whether the school is meeting statutory 

requirements. If it is thought that the school is not meeting such requirements this can be noted in 

the text of the report and may result in a judgement no higher than adequate for the relevant 

quality indicator (p 10 Guidance for the Inspection of Primary Schools / Secondary Schools. 

Updated 2016) and Supplementary Guidance: collective worship in non-denominational schools 

(Autumn 2017). Such judgments would be considered as part of IA 4.2.  

This supplementary guidance has been further updated in April 2018. This restates that Estyn 

requires inspection teams to consider the provision for pupils’ spiritual development and daily acts 

of Collective Worship. Inspection teams must consider these aspects on each inspection and each 

report is likely to contain some comment of these aspects of pupils’ development. However it is not 

expected that inspectors will report on such aspects in a formulaic way. It is up to each inspection 

team to weigh up the significance of any strengths and weaknesses in each inspection area. Whilst 

there is no expectation of formulaic reporting on whether a school meets the statutory duty to 

provide a daily act of collective worship there would be an expectation of a comment in the report 

if a school were to be found in breach of its statutory duty. The update continues However, a 

failure to meet the statutory duty might not affect the judgement for IA4. This is something for 

the team to consider. The team will need to weigh up a number of factors in each specific case, 

such as the numbers of pupils’ that it affects, and the team will have to decide whether this is 

significant or not and whether it should affect the overall judgement for IA4. Irrespective of 

whether or not inspectors decide to report on collective worship, they must always report on the 

spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of pupils. 

Your local SACRE, together with WASACRE, whilst understanding the reasons why pupils are 

sometimes withdrawn from Collective Worship, other than at the request of parents, wish to bring 

to your attention the implications of such a practice in the hope that withdrawals of this nature are 

at least minimalised, but preferably are stopped altogether and that extra support lessons are 

provided at a time other than at the time of Collective Worship. 

Current legislation can be found in the School Standards Framework 1998, section 70 and in the 

Welsh Office circular Religious Education and Collective Worship (Circular 10/94). 

 

Collective Worship for Post-16 pupils 

In 2009 a change in the law allowed post-16 pupils in maintained schools to decide for themselves 

whether they wished to participate in collective worship or not. The change in the law allowed 

schools to acknowledge the growing independence of the post-16 learners. At that time WASACRE 

prepared and distributed “Guidance to schools in relation to the changes in legislation for Post-16 

Collective Worship”. That document sought to encourage schools to enable post-16 pupils to 

appreciate what collective worship is meant to be and encourage them to make decisions that are 

informed and robust, not merely emotive and superficial. 

 

The school must provide daily acts of collective worship for all pupils in the school, including post-

16 pupils. However, post-16 pupils may request to be excused from collective worship and schools 

should ensure that pupils are aware of this. It is important to recognise that having the right to 

withdraw does not mean that pupils need to withdraw from collective worship – it merely means 

that they may do so if they feel they have a reason for so doing. Schools must not assume that 

sixth-form pupils wish to be excused from collective worship and therefore must have an active 

request from pupils to opt out. There is no requirement for such a request to be in writing, but 

schools should keep an up-to-date record of such requests from pupils. (Estyn 2017) 
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The important thing to note in regards to this change in relation to post-16 arrangements is that 

the statutory requirement for schools to provide a daily act of collective worship remains 

unchanged. The provision for pupils to be withdrawn from collective worship at the request of 

parents is safeguarded, as it has been since the 1944 Education Act. The new aspect of this change 

in legislation is that post-16 pupils may themselves request that they withdraw from collective 

worship. Finally, it should be noted that this change in legislation applies only to collective 

worship. The statutory requirement for all pupils in settings managed under schools regulations to 

receive Religious Education remains unchanged. 

 

For ease of reference the two papers previously produced by WASACRE and referred to in this paper 

are appended. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

School acts of collective worship are educationally meaningful when they provide opportunities 

to engage with the needs of all learners, whatever their faith or belief background. Good 

collective worship promotes spiritual development, contributes to personal development, benefits 

the whole school community, links the school community and the wider local community, and 

enhances awareness of global citizenship.     

 

Some factors underpinning effective collective worship include: 

• developing a coherent school policy and approach to collective worship, with active 

engagement from senior management; 

• creating collective ‘ownership’ of the school’s programme of collective worship on the 

part of staff, learners and governors; 

• ensuring that there are clear expectations among staff concerning their contributions to 

collective worship;  

• offering opportunities for learners to actively engage in collective worship; 

• making collective worship an integral part of the school day by reflecting in planning its 

relevance to and connections with all aspects of school life; 

• providing continuing professional development opportunities for staff which will allow 

critical reflection on and enhancement of collective worship provision in the school. 

 

In order to develop educationally meaningful and effective collective worship, it is important to 

appreciate the benefits of collective worship and to be familiar with the legal requirements 

relating to collective worship.  

 

APPRECIATING THE BENEFITS OF COLLECTIVE WORSHIP 

 

It would be useful for schools to discuss how collective worship promotes spiritual development, 

contributes to personal development, benefits the whole school community, links the school 

community and the wider local community, and enhances awareness of global citizenship.  

 

(a) Collective worship promotes spiritual development 

Schools have a duty to promote the spiritual development of learners.1 Effective collective 

worship enables a school to contribute to this statutory requirement. It is important to 

understand that spiritual development or spirituality is not the same as being religious, but it 

is about the process of developing learners’ appreciation of the spiritual dimensions of life 

and the wider issues of meaning, purpose and fulfilment. Staff and learners should appreciate 
that acts of collective worship: 

• provide a special time separate from ordinary school activities; 

 
1 Education Reform Act 1988, Part 1 (2)(a)(b)); Education Reform Act 2002, Section 99 (1)(a)(b)) 
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• support learner-centred experiences, and enable learners to develop a sense of their 

position within the universal picture; 

• develop learners’ ability to reflect on their own feelings, values and attitudes; 

• develop learners’ awareness of the inner life and the spiritual dimension of each person; 

• explore and encourage responses to fundamental questions about the meaning of life, 

change and death. 
 

(b) Collective worship contributes to personal development 

      Schools have a duty to promote the personal development of learners.2 Effective     

      collective worship enables a school to contribute to this statutory requirement. Staff and  

      learners should appreciate that acts of collective worship: 

• contribute to health and wholeness, and emotional intelligence; 

• encourage reflection on inner feelings and beliefs; 

• develop beliefs and values, both personal and communal; 

• encourage an understanding of the beliefs and values of others; 

• increase self esteem and purpose in life; 

• nurture the human ability to make moral choices for good or evil, through thinking about 

‘moral codes, relationships, responsibility, respect for diversity, temptation, the power of 

self, sacrifice and love’.3 

 

(c) Collective worship benefits the whole school community 

Effective collective worship provides benefits for the whole school community. Staff and 

learners should appreciate that acts of collective worship: 

• encourage shared values, meaning and purpose;  

• contribute to the experience of belonging to a community; 

• provide opportunities to celebrate the school’s achievements and the contribution of 

individuals to those achievements; 

• develop understanding and appreciation of the beliefs and values of others within the 

school community; 

• provide opportunities to reflect on and to share in the ‘happy’ and ‘sad’ events and 

experiences which effect the school community; 

• contribute to a school ethos which supports the educational attainment of all learners, 

regardless of background, through developing self esteem and a sense of purpose in life.   

 

(d) Collective worship links the school community and the wider local community 

Schools are expected to consider how they support and promote community cohesion, and it 

should be recognised that collective worship offers a valuable contribution at both school 

level and wider community level. Effective collective worship makes links between the 

school community and the wider local community. Staff and learners should appreciate that 

acts of collective worship: 

• draw on a range of carefully selected and appropriate representatives within the local 

community to contribute to collective worship; 

• contribute to the experience of belonging to a wider local community; 

• provide opportunities to celebrate the local community’s achievements and the 

contribution of groups and individuals to those achievements; 

• develop understanding and appreciation of the beliefs and values of others within the 

local community; 

 
2 Education Reform Act 1988, Part 1 (2)(a)(b)); Education Reform Act 2002, Section 99 (1)(a)(b)) 
3 National Exemplar Framework for religious education for 3 to 19-year-olds in Wales 2008, p. 10 
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• support shared understanding of how individual learners and a school may contribute 

positively to the wider community; 

• provide opportunities to reflect on and to share in the ‘happy’ and ‘sad’ events and 

experiences which effect the local community. 

 

(e) Collective worship enhances awareness of global citizenship 

Effective collective worship enhances awareness of global citizenship. Staff and learners should 

appreciate that acts of collective worship: 

• draw on a range of carefully selected material to promote global awareness; 

• contribute to the experience of belonging to a global community; 

• provide opportunities to celebrate global events and human achievements; 

• develop an understanding of global diversity and inequality; 

• offer opportunities to reflect on and share in global crises and human suffering. 

 

The whole school has much to gain from educationally meaningful and effective acts of 
collective worship, and members of the school (and local community) have much to offer through 

presentations and contributions to acts of collective worship. In practice, schools should consider 

how these benefits may be incorporated into their programme for collective worship and be 

collectively ‘owned’ by the whole school community. 

 

COLLECTIVE WORSHIP AND THE LAW 

 

The law distinguishes between ‘schools with a religious character’ and other schools which do 

not have a religious character (School Standards and Framework Act 1998). ‘Schools with a 

religious character’ are those linked with one or more Christian denominations or a major world 
faith by virtue of their foundation or by a specific legally binding decision to become such a 

school. The DfES maintains a list of such schools in Wales. 

 

(a) What the law really says about worship in state-maintained schools WITHOUT a 

religious character 

• There is a statutory requirement for schools to provide a daily act of collective worship 

for all learners; 

• This requirement is for every learner to have opportunity to participate in an act of 

collective worship every day; 

• There is provision for learners to be withdrawn from acts of collective worship, at the 

request of parents; 

• There is also provision for teachers to withdraw from conducting acts of collective 

worship; 

• The majority of acts of collective worship in a school term and year should be ‘wholly, 

mainly of a broadly Christian character’, and in maintained schools, not solely of any one 

denomination; 

• The majority of acts of collective worship should have elements in them which relate to 

traditions of Christian belief; 

• Worship in a school context should be ‘collective’ rather than ‘corporate’;4 

• Acts of collective worship should not be passively received – a response is required; 

• For maintained schools, acts of collective worship must take place on the school 

premises; 

 
4 ‘Collective worship’ implies bringing together people of differing views and understandings, while ‘corporate 

worship’ implies bringing together those who share in a single view or understanding. 
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• Schools have the right to a ‘Determination’ – that is, to be released from the requirements 

for acts of worship to be wholly, mainly of a broadly Christian character, if the school 

composition might require this (applications are to be made to the local SACRE); 

• Acts of worship are distinct from an ‘assembly’ – which, in law, is actually any gathering 

of the school apart from collective worship; 

• Since January 2009, post-16 learners may request withdrawal from collective worship for 

themselves.5 

 

(b) What the law really says about state-maintained schools WITH a religious character 

• There is a statutory requirement for schools to provide a daily act of collective worship 

for all learners; 

• This requirement is for every learner to have opportunity to participate in an act of 

collective worship every day; 

• There is provision for learners to be withdrawn from acts of collective worship, at the 

request of parents; 

• There is also provision for teachers to withdraw from conducting acts of collective 

worship, however, there are some limitations to this right in Voluntary Aided schools; 

• The acts of worship will reflect the religious character of the school; 

• The acts of worship are likely to include material drawn from the worshipping practice 

and traditions of the specific faith or denomination with which the school is associated;  

• Worship should be ‘collective’ not ‘corporate’; 

• Acts of worship should not be passively received – a response is required; 

• Schools may use a local place of worship for some of its acts of worship where this is 

appropriate; 

• Schools do not have the right to a determination; 

• Acts of worship are distinct from an ‘assembly’ – which, in law, is actually any gathering 

of the school apart from collective worship; 

• Since January 2009, post 16 learners may request withdrawal from collective worship for 

themselves.6 

 

(c) What the law does not say 

There is often confusion about collective worship, and it is important to know that the law 

does not require: 

• the whole school to be together for collective worship 

[The requirement is for any gathering of learners the school chooses, other than 

groupings based on religious affiliation] 

• acts of collective worship to be at the start of school in the morning 

[The timing of collective worship in the school day is for each school to determine] 

• a stated length of time for acts of collective worship 

[The length of acts of collective worship is a school matter, but should not reduce the 

expected hours of the curriculum day]. 

 

POTENTIAL ACTIONS 

 

Schools which are serious about providing educationally meaningful and effective collective 

worship will: 

• establish clear principles, policies and programmes to underpin acts of collective 

worship; 

 
5 WASACRE in association with DCELLS sent guidance on this change in legislation to all schools in 2009. 
6 WASACRE in association with DCELLS sent guidance on this change in legislation to all schools in 2009. 
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• create  a collective sense of ‘ownership’ of collective worship; 

• identify funding to provide training for staff or establish a professional learning 

community perhaps through a local consortium. 

 

Case studies exemplifying good practice and additional useful resources are being made 

available on the WASACRE website: www.wasacre.org.uk 
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Guidance to schools in relation 

to the changes in legislation for 
Post- 16 Collective Worship 

 

 

Aims of the guidance 

These short guidelines have been designed to help schools to 

deal with the new legislation in a way that acknowledges the growing independence of the 

post-16 learners, enables them to appreciate what collective worship is meant to be, and 

encourages them to make decisions that are informed and robust, and not merety emotive 

and superficial. 

What the law really says 

The important things to note in regard to this change are: . The statutory requirement for 

schools to provide a daily act of collective worship for all pupils remains unchanged; . The 

provision for pupils being withdrawn from collective worship, at the request of parents, has 

always been in place since 1944; . The new aspect is that post -16 pupils may 

requestwithdrawal from collective worship for themselves ; The statutory requirements for all 

pupils, including those in Post-16 settings(*), to receive Religious Education remains 

unchanged. 

Respecting the autonomy of learners 

It is also important to recognise that having the right to withdraw does not mean that pupils 

need to withdraw from collective worship - it merely means that they may do so if they feel 

they have reasons for so doing. Therefore, rather than just coldly announce that students 

now have the right to withdraw, there should be some careful discussion. 

Appreciating the benefit of collective worship 

It would be useful for schools to discuss with students the contribution collective worship 

makes to their own spiritual and personal development, and that in acts of collective worship, 

pupils are given the opportunity to. . Celebrate what matters in life, and people's 

contributions and 

SUCCESSES 

(*) The statutory requiremenf rs only for Post-l6 settings managed under schoo/s regulations 

Contribute to an activity that underline the importance of the ethos of a school and its 

communitY cohesion; Be part of an atmosphere in which students are free to explore and 

express a spiritual dimension to life in a positive ald reflective manner; Meditate, reflect and 

experience prayer and worship; Look beyond the trivial or mundane, lift themselves and 

aspire, and to have a sense of vision and of hope; Recognise that life does have hard times 

and difficulties; RalsJttreir awareness of issues in the wider community and globally'; Explore 

and share experiences of awe, wonder and the mysteries of life'. 
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Promoting spiritual development 

Schools have a duty to promote the spiritual development of its pupils. Lt would be 

worthwhile enabling students to understand that spiritual development or spirituality iJnot the 

same as being religious, but is about the process of developing their own thinking and 

understanding of life and the wider issues of meaning, purpose and fulfilment. 

Students should also be helped to appreciate that acts of collective worship 

Provide a special time separate from ordinary school activities; Are student centred and 

enable them to develop a sense of their position within the universal picture; Develop the 

ability to reflect on their own feelings, values and attitudes; r Develop an awareness of the 

inner life and the spiritual dimension to each person; . Exploie and encourage response to 

ultimate questions about the meaning of life, change and death. 

Benefits to the whole school of sixth form involvement 

Given all the above, and given the age of students in post -16 settings, they have much to 

gain from thoughtful and worthwhile acts of collective worship; they also have much to give 

through presentations and in contributing to acts of collective worship. lt would therefore be a 

great loss if these opportunities were all given away lightly and without thought  

Summary 

 Schools should: 
 Be clear on the legal requirements  
 Focus on enabling the autonomy of learners through reasoned discussions that will 

enable them to: 

• Consider the benefits of collective worship 

• Understand the context in terms of spiritual development 

• Appreciate fully the issues and consequences 
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