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Abstract
Faith schools in England are often regarded as ill-suited to cultivating the abilities,
attitudes, and dispositions required for living together harmoniously in an ethnically
and religiously diverse society. These concerns might be formulated in terms of the
thesis that faith schools in England are considerably sub-optimal for the cultivation of
civic virtues compared to the feasible non-faith alternatives. Focusing on one
particular civic virtue, namely, tolerance, this article aims to assess this sub-optimality
thesis. It identifies a range of factors that might be thought to affect whether a faith
school provides an environment that is conducive to the cultivation of tolerance, and
then considers the available evidence, both direct and indirect, that bears upon what
effect these factors actually have. It argues that the evidence that is available gives
insufficient support to the sub-optimality thesis, but it does provide a powerful case
for regulating faith schools in various ways.
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identity
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Introduction
Faith schools in England are often regarded as ill-suited to cultivating the abilities,
attitudes, and dispositions required for living together harmoniously in an ethnically
and religiously diverse society.1 One of the main worries is that by using education as
a vehicle for fostering religious belief, and by in effect segregating students by
religion, these schools are breeding grounds for prejudice, mistrust and intolerance,
and hinder the development of the abilities and dispositions required to be good
citizens.
The worry I’ve described isn’t always articulated clearly, but it seems to be
rooted in mutually-reinforcing concerns. First, that instilling religious belief is (at the
very least) likely to involve a failure to cultivate the capacity to think both critically
and impartially, a capacity that is needed for deliberating well about matters of public
policy, and the lack of which is conducive to intolerance. Second, that educating
separately students from different religious backgrounds is likely to lead to the growth
of prejudice, mistrust, and disrespect, and as a result foster intolerance. Without too
much distortion, we might formulate these concerns in terms of the hypothesis that
faith schools in England are considerably sub-optimal for the cultivation of civic
virtues (such as mutual respect, tolerance, and the capacity and disposition to reason
impartially about matters of public concern) compared to the actual, or at least the
feasible, non-faith alternatives. Let me call this the sub-optimality thesis. This article
aims to assess it and speaks to two different audiences: political theorists who would
like a better sense of the evidential basis for the claim that faith schools are ill-suited
to cultivating civic virtues, and sociologists and social psychologists who would like a
better sense of the concerns that political theorists have about faith schools and the
relevance of theories in their own disciplines for assessing those concerns.
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If faith schools in England are deficient in the way that the sub-optimality
thesis claims, then this could be due to any of a number of underlying factors. Indeed
some existing faith schools may be better than others at cultivating civic virtues. For
example, their effectiveness at doing so might be influenced by the extent to which
they enrol children from different religious backgrounds, and whether they have a
religious studies curriculum that introduces their students to other faiths and secular
worldviews in a respectful manner. In what follows I shall identify a range of factors
that might be thought to affect whether a faith school – in England or elsewhere –
provides an environment that is conducive to the cultivation of civic virtues. I shall
then consider the available evidence, both direct and indirect, that bears upon what
effect these factors actually have, before assessing the sub-optimality thesis. In doing
so I shall focus on one particular civic virtue that seems particularly germane, namely,
toleration. This is one of the virtues that seems most likely to be negatively affected
by being educated in a faith school and yet it is crucial for citizens to acquire it if they
are to live together harmoniously in an ethnically and religiously diverse society. I
shall argue that the evidence that is available with respect to the factors that are
identified provides insufficient support for the relevant sub-optimality thesis, but it
does provide a strong case for regulating faith schools in various ways so long as they
are part of the educational system.

1. Clarifying the sub-optimality thesis
The sub-optimality thesis under consideration claims that in England faith schools are
considerably sub-optimal for cultivating tolerance when compared to the actual or
feasible non-faith alternatives. This section is devoted to clarifying it. (Those who are
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happy to work with an unrefined version of it may prefer to move straight to the next
section.)

(a) Faith schools
I shall use the expressions ‘faith school’ and ‘school with a religious character’ to
mean the same thing, despite some differences in their ordinary uses and wider
resonances. And by each I shall mean a school that has a commitment to a particular
religion that shapes one or more of its practices. (According to this definition, being
run by, or funded by, a religious organisation is neither necessary nor sufficient for it
to count as a faith school. Nor indeed is being designated as a faith school by a
government authority either necessary or sufficient.)
A school’s practices may be shaped by a religion in one or more ways. First, it
may have a religious ethos, that is, religious beliefs and values may inform its rules
and disciplinary procedures, how its staff are expected to behave towards students,
how its students are expected to behave towards their teachers and each other, what
subjects or issues are taught as part of its curriculum, and what extra-curricular
activities it organises. Second, it may aim to nurture in its students the faith to which
it is committed, through school assemblies, its curriculum, and its ethos. Third, when
it is over-subscribed it may give priority in its admissions to children who come from
families that share its faith. Fourth, it may in its employment policy give priority to
teachers (and indeed support staff) who share that faith.

(b) Tolerance as a civic virtue
‘Tolerance’ means different things to different people and its proper use is a matter of
philosophical dispute.2 We can distinguish two rather different ways in which the
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term is ordinarily used. In what I shall call ‘the open-minded sense’, it is used to refer
to those who co-exist in an open-minded way with others who lead very different
lives, where being open-minded means not being inclined to disapprove of the manner
in which others lead their lives except when there is good reason to do so.3 Michael
Walzer gestures towards this open-minded sense of toleration when he describes as
tolerant those who ‘make room for men and women whose beliefs they don’t adopt,
whose practices they decline to imitate; they co-exist with an otherness that, however
much they approve of its presence in the world, is still something different from what
they know, something alien and strange’.4 Those who are tolerant in this open-minded
sense may be value pluralists, that is, they may suppose that there is an irreducible
plurality of values that can be manifested in different ways of life. As a result of
endorsing such a view they may be receptive to the idea that another way of living
realises genuine values that their own lives do not.
Although it seems to me that this use of the term has reasonably wide
currency, it is not the one that has attracted the most philosophical attention. Political
theorists have focused instead on a narrower sense according to which a tolerant
person has the disposition to refrain from preventing others acting in a manner in
which he or she disapproves, even though she has the power to do so. Tolerance in
what I shall call ‘the forbearance sense’ has been the subject of much philosophical
discussion, and a number of paradoxes related to it have been identified.5 Without
wishing to get mired in these important but rather involved debates, let me draw
attention to two relatively uncontroversial aspects of toleration in this sense. First, at
the heart of it is the idea that a person acts tolerantly when she permits behaviour of
which she disapproves.6 Second, the boundaries of toleration in the forbearance sense
are determined in part by moral considerations. There are some actions that are
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intolerable, in the sense that it would be morally wrong to tolerate them, and a person
who possesses the virtue of toleration, and therefore understands its limits, would not
tolerate them. For example, those who intervene to prevent a parent from beating his
children cruelly are not displaying intolerance or acting intolerantly.
I shall give the minimum content to these two notions of what it is to be a
tolerant person that is required in order to have a meaningful discussion of the issue of
whether existing faith schools provide a sub-optimal environment for cultivating the
dispositions required to be one. I shall not try to track their precise contours. I shall
simply stipulate that in the open-minded sense, a person is tolerant if and only if she
co-exists with others in an open-minded way, that is, without being disposed to
disapprove of ways of life that are different from her own, including the ways of life
that are led by those who subscribe to different religions, except when there is good
reason to do so based on the available evidence.7 In contrast, a person is tolerant in the
forbearance sense if and only if she is disposed to refrain from preventing people from
doing what they want when she disapproves of their actions but they are within their
moral rights to behave in this way, whereas she is intolerant if and only if she is
disposed to intervene to prevent them from doing what they want because she
disapproves of their actions even though they are within their moral rights to act in
this way. Clearly, this moralises the second notion in way that makes the precise
parameters of toleration contestable since what it is to act within one’s rights is
sometimes a matter of reasonable dispute. Strictly speaking, the first notion is not
moralised, but a person can be tolerant in this open-minded sense only if she is
capable of discerning whether there is good reason to disapprove of a way of life, and
again it may be a matter of reasonable dispute whether there is such a reason in a
given case.

8
If civic virtues are understood as dispositions that help to create and sustain a
just society, then there are grounds for regarding tolerance in both senses as civic
virtues. If a citizen is intolerant in the forbearance sense, then she will be disposed to
act unjustly, for she will be disposed to prevent others from acting in ways in which
they have the right to act. The situation with tolerance in the open-minded sense is
rather different since those who are intolerant in this sense need not be disposed to act
unjustly. They may disapprove of other ways of life without good reason, but
nevertheless respect the rights of others by refraining from trying to force them to lead
(what they suppose to be) a better life. But, in practice, being tolerant in the openminded sense nevertheless facilitates just institutions. For the non-ideal societies in
which we live are likely to be more just when their members are open-minded since
there are likely to be fewer cases where they are inclined to act intolerantly in the
forbearance sense.8 But tolerance in the open-minded sense does not make tolerance
in the forbearance sense redundant. Even though being tolerant in the open-minded
sense reduces the number of occasions on which tolerance in the forbearance sense is
morally required, there is still conceptual and normative space for the latter to occupy.
There may sometimes be good reason to disapprove of a practice or way of life, that
is, not to be tolerant towards it in the open-minded sense, even though it would be
unjust to intervene in it coercively, and hence toleration in the forbearance sense is
morally required.

(c) Feasibility issues
Is the sub-optimality thesis meant to apply only to existing faiths schools in England
or is it intended to apply to any kind of faith school that might feasibly be instituted
there, irrespective of whether or not a school of that particular kind is currently in
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existence? I shall assume the latter since that is a more interesting hypothesis. It is
very likely that existing faith schools are considerably sub-optimal for cultivating the
virtues of tolerance compared to some other feasible school, whether that feasible
alternative is another kind of faith school, a common school (that is, a school that has
no religious character and is not committed to any specific conception of how to live),
or some other kind of school without a religious character. (Indeed, it is very likely
that existing schools without a religious character, including common schools, are
considerably sub-optimal with regard to the cultivation of these virtues.) The
interesting question for existing faith schools is whether they might feasibly be
reformed in such a way that they retained at least some of their religious character
whilst at the same time improving their capacity to cultivate these virtues so that they
were as good as (or perhaps even better than) the actual or feasible non-faith
alternatives. So when it is interpreted in the way I am proposing, the sub-optimality
thesis could not be established simply by showing that existing faith schools in
England provide a worse environment than existing schools without a religious
character for cultivating the virtues of tolerance. (Indeed, it couldn’t be disproved by
showing that existing faith schools there provide a better environment for cultivating
these virtues than existing schools without a religious character.)
We need to be clear about what it means to say that a school, or type of
school, is feasible. I shall assume that a school, or type of school, is feasible if it is
probable that it could be brought into existence were a collective agent, such as the
state, or a group acting through public institutions, to try to do so. Imagine a school
that is diverse in its composition along lines of religion, class, ethnicity, gender and
ability, in which friendships are forged across these lines, and the students treat each
other with respect regardless of faith, class, ethnicity, gender, and ability. It doesn’t
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follow from the fact that we can coherently imagine such a school that it is feasible in
England at the present time. Even if there was the political will to bring it into
existence, various prejudices in the wider society might mean that it is highly
improbable that it could be created.
Note also that a school might be feasible in my sense even if it is unlikely to
be brought into existence in the foreseeable future. Suppose, for example, that the
state could bring a type of school into existence if the will existed in the political
community to do so, but the resolve required is unlikely to arise. As a result, even if
the sub-optimality thesis is true, there may be a reason for retaining faith schools, and
continuing to fund them, if the feasible non-faith alternatives that would do better in
terms of cultivating tolerance are unlikely to be brought into existence.

(d) “Considerably” sub-optimal
I am going to leave somewhat indeterminate the issue of what it means for a school to
be considerably sub-optimal for cultivating tolerance. Note, however, that an
educational environment can be considerably sub-optimal in this respect without
necessarily being inadequate in relation to it, and that when an environment is
considerably sub-optimal in this respect compared to another, then that means there is
a weighty moral reason for favouring the alternative. In other words, I am moralising
the notion of being ‘considerably sub-optimal’: an educational environment is
considerably sub-optimal for cultivating the virtues of tolerance only if its effects on
their cultivation provides a weighty moral reason for favouring an alternative
environment that could feasibly be created.

(e) Scope of the thesis
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The sub-optimality thesis concerns faith schools in England. If it is true of faith
schools in England, then it may also be true of such schools in other countries. But it
does not necessarily follow that it can be generalised. Faith schools in England might
have distinctive features that are resistant to change that make them sub-optimal for
the cultivation of the virtues of tolerance. Or it could be that there are features of the
context within which faith schools operate in England that are hard to change, such as
the existence of a degree of residential segregation between different ethnic and
religious groups, that makes it true in general of faith schools in England but not of
such schools in other countries. I leave these as open questions.

*********
Having clarified the sub-optimality thesis, it seems likely that there will be a range of
factors that affect the extent to which a school with a religious character, whether
actual or merely feasible, provides an environment conducive to the cultivation of the
virtues of tolerance.9 Consider the following list:
1) the quality of the formal civic education, if any, that it provides;
2) whether it introduces its students to other religions as part of its curriculum
and, if so, the manner in which it does so;
3) whether it develops its students’ capacities for critical reflection;
4) how diverse the school is in terms of the religious backgrounds of its students
or in terms of other socially significant dimensions along which they may differ,
such as their class or ethnicity;
5) the context in which the school operates, for example, whether its students
live in an area that is diverse in terms of faith, and whether that area is diverse
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in relation to other socially significant dimensions along which people may
differ, such as class or ethnicity;
6) whether it is “outward-looking”, that is, forges links with other schools,
organisations, and groups that lack a religious character or possess a different
religious character, or whether it is “inward-looking” and does not do so.
This is not intended as a complete list, but I shall use it as a starting point for
reflection. There are a large number of sub-hypotheses that might be generated by
reference to it and that can be assessed in the light of the available evidence. In the
remainder of the article I shall focus on the potential effect of the following factors in
cultivating the virtues of tolerance: the provision of civic education as part of the
curriculum (section 2); the way in which the school cultivates its students’ religious
identity and values, including the beliefs and attitudes it fosters towards other
religions, the strength and nature of the religious commitments it nurtures, and
whether it cultivates a capacity for critical reflection (section 3); the composition of
the school (section 4).

2. Civic education and its potential effect on tolerance
Can a curriculum-based civic education have an effective impact on the cultivation of
civic virtues such as tolerance? There is some reason to think that it can.10 First, there
is evidence gathered from an experiment conducted in Minnesota involving 300 ninth
grade students, which aimed to cultivate tolerance through a four week period of
instruction. Although it did not have uniformly positive results, on average students’
tolerance scores went up by two points on a 30-point scale.11 Second, in a study of the
impact of a professional training programme in the US for developing teachers’ skills
at civic education, it was found that through implementing the methods involved the
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civic responsibility of ninth and tenth grade students was enhanced, including their
disposition to tolerate.12 These results may not generalise to schools in England, but
they at least show that under some circumstances a civic education of the right kind
can have a positive effect on tolerance. Although the available empirical evidence is
far from conclusive, there is reason to think that it is a bad idea to leave the cultivation
of tolerance solely to families and civil society. Some families may bring up their
children to be intolerant in both senses, and there is no guarantee that involvement in
civil society will counteract that tendency, especially if it is centred around religious
groups that are themselves inclined towards intolerance.
What is the best way of teaching the value of toleration (and its limits) through
the curriculum? It is plausible to think that the best approach involves actively
engaging with a set of arguments and exemplars of tolerant behaviour that can be
readily understood by students given their level of educational development. At
secondary school level at least, this process would aim to heighten students’
awareness of the reasons for being tolerant towards those who practise other religions
(or indeed reject religion) and improve their understanding of what this involves. The
arguments need not be presented directly or formally. For example, they might be
elicited from students themselves by the skilful use of case studies and by challenging
students to reflect upon difficult cases where the limits of toleration are at stake.13
Since there is scope for reasonable disagreement, students who actively engage with
these arguments may not converge on a particular interpretation of the value and
limits of toleration even if the civic education to which they are exposed is successful
at inculcating a general appreciation of its value and limits. Let me offer the following
untested hypothesis: other things being equal, schools with a religious character that
provide a civic education that teaches the value of toleration by actively engaging
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with the arguments in favour of behaving tolerantly will be more effective at
cultivating the virtues of tolerance than schools with or without a religious character
that do not.
I do not mean to suggest that the role of a school in cultivating the virtues of
tolerance is necessarily limited to its formal curriculum and the way in which it
engages students with arguments that defend the importance of these virtues. In
section 4, I shall consider ways in which schools that are diverse in terms of their
religious composition may fare better at cultivating the virtues of tolerance than
schools that lack such diversity because of the opportunities that the former provide
for encounters between students from different religious groups, both inside and
outside the classroom. Furthermore, socialisation that takes place beyond the
curriculum, informed by the ethos of the school, that is, the beliefs and values that
govern or influence interactions within it, not all of which are under the control of the
school, may also have an important role to play in fostering these virtues.14
Of course some schools with a particular religious character may be wedded to
religious doctrines that make them less good at teaching the value of toleration with
respect to certain kinds of behaviour or certain groups of people.15 Partly as a result,
some faith schools may be worse at cultivating the virtues of tolerance compared to
other feasible schools (whether faith or non-faith) in relation to a particular kind of
behaviour or in relation to a particular group of people in a particular domain. For
example, some faith schools whose curriculum is shaped by a particular tradition
within a religion may be as good as other schools at cultivating tolerance except when
it comes to tolerating those who follow a different tradition within the same religion.
Or some schools whose curriculum is shaped by a particular religion may be as good
as other schools without a religious character at cultivating tolerance except when it
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comes to tolerating those who profess to follow that religion but fail to live up to its
standards or who turn their backs on it. Or some schools whose curriculum is shaped
by a particular religion may be as good as schools without a religious character at
cultivating tolerance in relation to a wide range of practices and forms of behaviour,
but there may be a specific form of behaviour towards which they are less good at
cultivating tolerance, for example, homosexual behaviour. This raises the general
issue of how what is taught within a school, and the manner in which it is taught, may
affect the extent to which schools with a religious character are effective at cultivating
the virtues of tolerance to their fullest extent.

3. Cultivating religious identities, beliefs and values and its effect on tolerance
Through its curriculum and ethos, a school with a religious character may aim to
shape its students’ beliefs and values so that they come to share its religious
commitments. Let me put to one side the issue of whether it is morally permissible for
them to aim to do so and focus instead on the question of in what ways their attempt
to do so might affect the cultivation of tolerance. There are two obvious possibilities,
one has to do with how in the process it presents other religions or believers in other
religions (or indeed how it presents atheistic worldviews or atheists), the other has to
do with the strength and nature of the commitment to its religion that it nurtures and
whether it cultivates a capacity for critical reflection.

(A) Cultivating negative beliefs and attitudes towards other religions and religious
believers or towards atheism and atheists
Suppose that in the school’s religious studies curriculum, or in school assemblies,
other religions and atheist worldviews are presented in a strongly negative light, and
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their adherents are presented as ignorant, backward, or corrupt. If this form of
education rubs off on its students, it would tend to undermine the cultivation of
toleration in the open-minded sense: students would become disposed to disapprove
of other religions and atheist worldviews without possessing good reason, in a way
that is incompatible with toleration in this sense. Indeed as a result it is hard to see
how this kind of portrayal of other religions and their adherents within a school’s
religious studies curriculum could be reconciled with a civic education that aimed to
cultivate tolerance in the open-minded sense. It might nevertheless be squared with
cultivating toleration in the forbearance sense. The negative presentation of other
religions might be accompanied by the message that it is nevertheless wrong or
inappropriate to force others to abandon their corrupt or misconceived doctrines.
Indeed, students might even be taught as a religious doctrine that there is no value in
forcing other people to abide by the one true religion, and that each person must make
his or her own choice to follow its teachings if their conformity to them is to have any
value.16
More generally, there are a number of ways in which those who adhere to a
religion may regard other faiths. Children might in principle be taught to accept any
one of them. Religious Studies scholars have distinguished between exclusivist,
inclusivist, and pluralist attitudes towards other religions.17 Adapting the distinction a
little for my purposes, exclusivism is the view that there is one true religion and that
other religions are simply mistaken in so far as they depart from that religion.
Inclusivism is the view that all religions or, at least, all of the world’s major religions,
have some value, but one religion is superior, because it contains more truth or the
whole truth, whereas other religions contain less truth or only the partial truth.
Pluralism is the view that different religions, or the major religions, are equally
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correct because in some sense they recognise the same fundamental truth or truths,
albeit from different perspectives. To dramatise the differences: an exclusivist might
believe that there is just one path to God, that his religion has found it, and that other
religions are leading their followers astray; an inclusivist might believe that there is
more than one path to God, but that one path is better than another, perhaps because it
is more direct or in following it one meets fewer unnecessary obstacles; a pluralist
might believe that there is more than one path to God and they may provide equally
good routes to Him or Her. From the point of view of cultivating tolerance, does it
matter which, if any, of these views is taught as correct in the classroom?
Let me simply assume that lives led in accordance with the doctrines of the
major religions merit tolerance in the open-minded sense: these lives are worth living
and need not be seriously sub-optimal, so there is not good reason to disapprove of
them. On this assumption, teaching inclusivism or pluralism as true would seem to
cohere well with the cultivation of tolerance towards other religions in the openminded sense. Teaching exclusivism as true instead need not be incompatible with
doing so, for it could in principle be combined with a sincere and successful attempt
to nurture open-mindedness, for example, through exploring the values that other
religions and humanist worldviews realise even though they are regarded as being
founded on a misconception. But unless exclusivism is taught in a way that draws
attention to their strengths as well as their (perceived) weaknesses, then it will not
involve cultivating the relevant kind of open-mindedness. Indeed an exclusivist belief
may form part of an overall identity that puts pressure on a person’s capacity to
tolerate in the open-minded sense. This seems to be an implication of social
categorisation theory when it is combined with social identity theory and developed to
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take due account of the ways in which individuals may manage their membership of
multiple groups.18
Social categorisation theory starts from the observation that people place
themselves into social categories. The evidence suggests that when they do so, they
tend to see those who belong to the same category as more similar to each other than
they really are, and they tend to see those who belong to a different category as more
different from them than they actually are.19 In this way categorisation not only
creates the foundation for social identities, that is, for identification with groups, but
also for biases. According to social identity theory, biases may be generated by the
need that is felt by members of a social group to assess it positively in order to bolster
their self-esteem, that is, their positive evaluation of themselves.20 A person’s selfesteem may be sustained not only by biases in favour of her own group, but also by
biases against other groups, which may be triggered by aggravating factors, such as
the perception of a threat or negative feelings towards these other groups. One way in
which this might happen is through adopting an exclusivist belief about other
religions. For example, a person may identify with Catholics as a group and regard
that group as valuable on the grounds that Catholics live in accordance with the
correct religious doctrines, unlike Protestants, or Muslims, or atheists, who she sees as
holding deeply mistaken views. In this way other religions become a potential threat
to her view that her religion, and her religion alone, is the correct one, especially if
these other religious and non-religious perspectives are powerful voices within the
society to which she belongs. Her need to maintain a positive evaluation of her group
in order to sustain her self-esteem may therefore result in the formation of prejudices
about other religious or non-religious groups and their members, and these prejudices
may make her intolerant in the open-minded sense.
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A further way in which a religious identity of a particular kind may lead to
intolerance in the open-minded sense is suggested by work in social identity theory on
complex identities. In general people belong to a number of different groups, but can
think about their membership of these groups, and manage their relationship to these
groups, in different ways.21 Suppose that a person comes to think of herself as
primarily a member of a particular religious group and subordinates all other potential
group identities to that one in such a way that others who are not members of this
religious group are regarded as out-group members irrespective of what other group
memberships they share with her. In other words, she develops a highly exclusive or
dominant group identity, which Sonia Roccas and Marilynn Brewer categorize as a
social identity with a low degree of complexity.22 They report evidence that suggests
that lower social identity complexity correlates with a higher degree of intolerance, at
least in its open-minded sense, whereas higher social identity complexity correlates
with a higher degree of tolerance in that sense, and these results have been confirmed
by others.23
When an individual’s low social identity complexity takes the form of a single
dominant group identity, then she does not regard herself as sharing any identities
with out-group members. This precludes various mechanisms from operating through
‘cross-categorization’ to make her more tolerant in the open-minded sense. When two
people belong to different groups (for example, one is a Catholic whereas the other is
an atheist), their identification with some other shared group (supporters of the same
football team or workers at the same factory) may reduce the distance they perceive
between each other. Their identification with a shared group will also mean that it is
less likely that they make negative judgements about each other on the basis of the
group memberships that divide them, since it will be hard for an individual to judge a
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person positively as a member of the same group and negatively as a member of a
different group. The need for consistency or cognitive balance will create a pressure
against doing so.24 These mechanisms cannot operate when people have a single
dominant group identity. Furthermore, when they have such an identity, they
experience threats to the positive evaluation of their group and of themselves in a way
that cannot be escaped by shifting to another aspect of their identity.25
This generates the following hypothesis: other things being equal, faith
schools that (i) cultivate an exclusivist belief about other religions in such a way that
members of other religious and non-religious groups come to be perceived as a threat
to the positive evaluation of one’s own group, and/or (ii) help to nurture a dominant
religious identity such that those who do not share this identity are regarded as
members of a single out-group, will be less effective at cultivating tolerance in the
open-minded sense towards these other religious and non-religious groups compared
to schools (with or without a religious character) that do not.

(B) The strength and nature of the religious commitment cultivated and the
development of a capacity for critical reflection
Suppose a school with a religious character aims to form in its students an
unshakeable commitment to a particular set of religious doctrines by instructing them
in the importance of blind faith and by not cultivating in them capacities for critical
reflection. The school teaches them that it is through the exercise of these capacities
that the devil does his work, and it denies them access to the intellectual and material
resources that would motivate them to question what they are taught, for example,
they are not introduced to the theory of evolution and there is no book in the school
library that mentions it. For good measure let us also suppose that the school aims to

21
inculcate religious doctrines in a way that would make it very costly for the students
to abandon them should it be the case that after their schooling they are left able to do
so, for example, it aims to make sure that they would be wracked by feelings of guilt,
or by fear of the consequences of abandoning their faith as a result of being taught
that the hottest part of hell is reserved for those who do so. Let me define an approach
that involves instructing children in this way, and that achieves some degree of
success in closing their minds, as indoctrination.26
Let me put to one side the issue of whether indoctrination is morally wrong
and focus instead on the question of whether preventing or discouraging students from
developing a capacity for critical reflection is likely to make them intolerant. There is
a well-established correlation between levels of education and levels of tolerance, and
some evidence to suggest it is education’s effect on cognitive sophistication that is in
part responsible for raising levels of tolerance.27 Lack of ability to engage in critical
reflection seems to be both necessary and sufficient for lack of cognitive
sophistication. It is not obvious, however, what the mechanisms are that link cognitive
sophistication with tolerance and the lack of it with intolerance. Lawrence Bobo and
Frederick Licari suggest that those with greater cognitive sophistication are more
likely to engage in ‘sober second thought’ when contemplating restricting the rights of
those they find disagreeable.28 That may explain why greater cognitive sophistication
is correlated with greater tolerance in the forbearance sense – the subject of their
investigation – but it does not provide us with any reason for thinking that it will be
correlated with greater tolerance in the open-minded sense.
We might speculate that those who lack cognitive sophistication because they
do not possess a developed capacity for critical reflection are less likely to be
disposed to try to find value in other ways of life, since they do not have the ability to
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reflect on those ways of life in an imaginative way and are less likely to possess a
developed capacity to put themselves in the shoes of others in the way that is needed
to acquire a rich understanding of how others see the world. As a result they will be
less likely to be tolerant in the open-minded sense because they will be less able to
discern when there is good reason to disapprove of a way of life. In contrast, those
with a capacity for critical reflection will be better equipped to identify value in other
ways of life, and hence they will be more likely to be tolerant in the open-minded
sense. They will also be better able to appreciate the reasons for toleration (and its
limits) in the forbearance sense. The possession of such an appreciation is partially
constitutive of the virtue of toleration in this sense. This generates a further
hypothesis, this time based on indirect evidence: other things being equal, schools
with a religious character that do not help to cultivate in their students a capacity for
critical reflection will be less effective at cultivating tolerance in both of its senses
than schools that do so (both those with, and those without, a religious character).

4. School composition and its effect on tolerance
When a school with a religious character (or indeed a school without one)
concentrates together students from the same faith background, this may reduce their
opportunities to come into contact with those from a different faith background or a
background not involving faith. This could affect its cultivation of tolerance in at least
two ways, indirect evidence for which is provided by two different general
hypotheses.

(1) The contact hypothesis and its significance for the cultivation of tolerance in faith
schools
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According to the contact hypothesis – first formulated by Gordon Allport in the 1950s
but now well-confirmed – when people from different socially significant groups
encounter each other on a re-occurring basis in a way that enables them to get to know
each other, engage together in cooperative activities that are supported by institutional
authorities, and have equal status in these activities, then this tends to reduce
prejudice.29 There is evidence that the beneficial effects of contact are most
pronounced when it occurs within the context of friendship.30
If the contact hypothesis is correct, it would seem to have implications for the
capacity of schools with a religious character to cultivate tolerance when they
concentrate together those of the same faith to the exclusion of those of a different
faith or no faith.31 (It would also seem to have implications for the capacity of schools
without a religious character to cultivate tolerance when they are religiously
homogeneous.) But what exactly is the connection between being less prejudiced and
being more tolerant? If a person is less prejudiced about a group’s members and their
practices, then it is plausible to think that he or she will be less inclined to be
dismissive of their way of life without good reason. In this way, a reduction in
prejudice seems highly likely to lead to greater tolerance in the open-minded sense.
What implications, then, does the contact hypothesis have for the effectiveness of
schools in cultivating tolerance in the open-minded sense? Does it imply that schools
(with or without a religious character) that are mixed in terms of the faith of the
children that attend them will be more effective at cultivating tolerance in this sense
than faith schools whose students are drawn from a single faith or have no faith? This
is not a straightforward entailment of the contact hypothesis, for several reasons.
Even though faith schools that lack religious diversity may provide a
considerably sub-optimal environment for cultivating tolerance in the open-minded
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sense compared to an ideal religiously diverse school, under non-ideal circumstances
when existing religiously diverse schools fail to realise some or all of Allport’s
conditions, the environment provided by faith schools that lack religious diversity
may be no worse (and may even be better) for cultivating this virtue than the existing
alternatives – and indeed the other feasible alternatives.32 But that does depend in part
on whether contact that occurs in the absence of Allport’s ideal conditions
nevertheless has significant beneficial effects in reducing prejudice. There is evidence
to suggest that provided some of these conditions are realised to some degree, there is
still a beneficial effect in terms of the reduction of prejudice, and that the conditions
Allport specifies are facilitating rather than necessary to produce that effect.33
Even when schools that are religiously diverse provide better opportunities for
those from different faith backgrounds to get to know each other under relatively ideal
conditions, contact of a sustained kind will not inevitably happen in them.34 There
may be informal segregation within such schools, given that children (like adults) are
often drawn to spending more time with those with greater similarity to them in
various respects.35 Furthermore, the research that Caitlin Donnelly and Joanne Hughes
have done on mixed faith schools in Northern Ireland and Israel shows that the ethos
of these schools matters when it comes to securing the benefits promised by the
contact hypothesis. It is not enough simply to ensure that children from different
faiths are enrolled in roughly equal numbers and are educated side by side. Schools
need to adopt as one of their strategic purposes the improvement of relations between
different faith groups, and to foster dialogue that has this aim, which may be easier to
achieve in some cultural contexts compared to others.36
It does not even follow that schools that are more religiously diverse, that
provide opportunities for those from different religious groups to interact under
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conditions that are relatively ideal, and that are structured in a way that encourages
children to take advantage of those opportunities, will necessarily fare a lot better at
cultivating the virtue of tolerance in the open-minded sense than schools that
concentrate together those of the same religion. First, schools that concentrate
together those of the same religion may forge links with other schools that have a
different composition, thereby providing a range of opportunities for their students to
encounter those of another faith (or no faith) in a manner that realises Allport’s
conditions. For example, these schools might be involved in twinning arrangements,
develop joint sports, arts, and cultural programmes, or organise joint curriculum
activities and learning programmes.37 Second, there is evidence that to some extent
the beneficial effects of contact of the right kind can be created indirectly, in the
absence of direct contact, for example, by having friends who are also friends with
members of other groups.38 Third, there is some evidence that some of the same
benefits can be created, to some degree, simply by imagining inter-group interactions
rather than engaging in them.39 Considered together, these points suggest that the lack
of religious diversity within a faith school could to some extent be compensated for,
so that the school does not fare much worse in terms of cultivating the virtue of
tolerance in the open-minded sense compared to schools that are more religiously
diverse and that encourage interaction between different groups under relatively ideal
conditions.
Taking due account of these points, we might formulate the following nuanced
hypothesis: other things being equal, schools with or without a religious character that
are mixed in terms of the faith of the children that attend them, that provide
opportunities for children of different faiths or no faith to encounter each other in a
sustained way under conditions of equality, and that encourage them to take
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advantage of those opportunities, are likely to be more effective at cultivating the
virtue of tolerance in the open-minded sense than schools with or without a religious
character whose students are drawn from a single faith background or have no faith
background.

(2) The Aristotelian account of the acquisition of virtues and its significance for the
cultivation of tolerance in faith schools
The contact hypothesis suggests it would be a mistake to think that the potential role
of schools in cultivating civic virtues such as tolerance is limited to the formal
curriculum, or indeed that instruction through that curriculum is the most important
way in which these virtues are acquired. This thought is reinforced by Aristotelian
moral psychology. From an Aristotelian perspective, it is implausible to suppose that
toleration in either of its senses can be effectively acquired merely through the
presentation of reasons or arguments for why toleration is of value and where its
limits should be drawn, whether through lessons in History, Religious Studies, or
Citizenship. According to Aristotelian theory, virtues are developed at least in part
through habituation; over time acting as if one is virtuous dissolves the inclination to
act contrary to what virtue requires. Reduced contact with diverse others may make it
harder to acquire the virtues of tolerance because there will be less opportunity to act
as if one is tolerant in contexts in which one is inclined to act intolerantly. Schools
that are diverse in terms of faith provide greater opportunities to resist the urge to rush
to judgement in a way that would be inconsistent with the virtue of tolerance in the
open-minded sense, and to resist the urge to intervene in a manner that would be
inconsistent with the virtue of tolerance in the forbearance sense.
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According to Aristotelians, what motivates people to act as if they were
tolerant? Broadly speaking, rewards, punishments, and the giving of reasons are all
thought to have a role to play, but Aristotelians tell different stories about precisely
how they should be combined in order to cultivate the virtues effectively. Some
Aristotelians argue that sanctions and rewards must come first and that the furnishing
of reasons must and should come later, whereas others argue that in an effective moral
education these always go hand in hand. 40 In the end it seems that this is not
something that can be resolved in an a priori fashion through philosophical reflection
alone. Unfortunately empirical evidence here is lacking. In principle all three –
rewards, sanctions, and the giving of reasons – can be provided in a school context
where the cultivation of tolerance is at stake, by disciplining those who fail to act
tolerantly, by praising and rewarding those who strive to act tolerantly, and by
presenting arguments for why toleration is valuable.
If Aristotelian theory in any of its more detailed elaborations is correct, then
we would expect the following hypothesis to be confirmed: other things being equal,
schools with or without a religious character in which children of different faiths
encounter each other, that provide an adequate formal civic education, that reward
children for acting tolerantly in those encounters, and that sanction them for acting
intolerantly, will be more effective at cultivating the virtues of tolerance than schools
with or without a religious character whose students are drawn from a single faith
background or have no faith background and do not experience such encounters at
school, even if they provide an adequate formal civic education.

5. The normative significance of the sub-optimality thesis
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I have examined a number of ways in which the composition of faith schools, their
curricula, or their teaching practices, might adversely affect the cultivation of
tolerance. None of the factors that I have argued might have an adverse impact on its
cultivation are integral to faith schooling, however. Indeed the available evidence is
compatible with the view that provided faith schools give their students an adequate
civic education, present other religions and their adherents in a respectful and fairminded manner, cultivate in their students a capacity for critical reflection, and
achieve some diversity in their admissions so that their students are not uniformly of
the same faith, then these schools will fare as well in cultivating the virtues of
tolerance as the feasible non-faith alternatives. If this view is correct, then faith
schools in England will be sub-optimal for cultivating tolerance only if they are
unable in practice to provide an education and environment that meets these
conditions. I see no reason to think that they cannot do so. In the absence of evidence
to the contrary, concerns about the cultivation of toleration in faith schools in England
provide us with no reason to abolish faith schools, or deprive them of public funding,
as opposed to regulate them in various ways to make them more effective at doing so.
It needs to be emphasized, however, that neither the truth nor the falsity of the
sub-optimality thesis would have any automatic implications for whether faith schools
should be abolished, deprived of public funding, or merely regulated. Before we could
make judgements of that kind, we would need to take into account holistic effects and
the full range of goods at stake.
First, even if the sub-optimality thesis is false, it might nevertheless be the
case that faith schools, even when regulated in whatever ways are feasible, would
have a significant adverse effect on the capacity of the educational system to cultivate
the virtues of tolerance. The degree of diversity contained in schools without a
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religious character may be seriously reduced by the presence of faith schools within
the educational system since the latter may act as siphons for children from faith
backgrounds.41 Indeed that might be thought to provide a reason to abolish publiclyfunded faith schools or prevent new ones from being created, rather than merely
regulate them. The claim that the presence of publicly-funded faith schools within the
educational system seriously reduces its capacity to cultivate tolerance would be very
hard to assess empirically, however. For example, in order to assess it we would need
to know what choices parents would make in the absence of publicly-funded faith
schools (for example, would they choose to send their children to private faith schools
or educate them at home?), and what beneficial effects on toleration might be
achieved by placing a cap, or a lower cap, on what proportion of places an oversubscribed faith school is permitted to allocate by giving priority to children from the
same faith background, and by twinning arrangements between schools with different
religious compositions.
Second, even if the sub-optimality thesis is true, there may nevertheless be
good reasons to permit faith schools and provide them with public funds, especially at
primary school level. This is not the place to present a comprehensive normative
framework for determining whether, or under what conditions, faith schools should be
permitted and receive public funding, but any adequate framework of this kind will
need to acknowledge that there are a range of goods and interests at stake that need to
be given weight.42 Even if faith schools are considerably sub-optimal in terms of
cultivating tolerance, they may provide various other important benefits to their
students and to the wider society, and as a result there may be good reasons to
preserve them and indeed support the creation of new ones.43 For example, it may be
that schools with a religious character provide a particularly good learning
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environment, especially for children from families who share the faith of the school.44
Perhaps schools are a confusing place for younger children when the formal education
they receive in them differs markedly from the informal education they receive at
home. If, for example, they are constantly given religious reasons at home for how
they should behave but at school they are given non-religious reasons, then this may
be perplexing for them and a source of distress.45
In countries such as England the danger of a distressing schism between home
and school may be greater for children coming from religious families since the
background culture is largely secular and most students at schools without a religious
character will come from families that are non-religious. Furthermore, the problem
might be exacerbated when a negative view of religion, or of a particular religion such
as Islam, prevails in the wider culture. This can make it harder for those from
religious families, or from families that adhere to that particular religion, to flourish in
the potentially hostile and stigmatising environment provided by common schools,
even when these schools present religion, or the particular religion that is regarded
negatively in the wider culture, in a positive light within their formal curriculum.46

6. Conclusion
The available evidence provides insufficient support for the sub-optimality thesis
examined, namely, the thesis that existing or feasible schools with a religious
character in England are considerably sub-optimal for cultivating the virtues of
tolerance among their students compared to the actual and feasible non-faith
alternatives. But the identification of a range of factors that are likely to influence the
effectiveness of faith schools in cultivating the virtues of tolerance provides a strong
case for the regulation of faith schools, both state-funded and privately-funded, so
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long as they continue to be part of the educational system in England. These schools
should be required to provide a civic education that is well-designed to help cultivate
in children an appreciation of the importance of these virtues; they should be required
to cultivate in children a capacity for critical reflection, and to present other religions
and their adherents in a respectful and fair-minded way even if they aim to nurture in
children a particular faith; even if they are permitted to give some priority in
admissions to children from families that share the faith of the school, they should
also be required to be welcoming to children from other faith backgrounds, and be
required to ensure that they achieve some degree of diversity in so far as the
applications they receive permit them to do so.47
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