Workshop: Engaging with faith communities in your area
 – what to do and how they add value
On the 7th February 2011 Religious Literacy Leadership in Higher Education hosted the conference Having Faith – Adding Value. At the conference participants were invited to attend one of four workshops, each one looking at one area in Higher Education Institutions that could benefit from developing a clear strategy in relation to religious belief. One of these workshops looked at what HEIs can do to develop positive relationships with faith groups in their local area.
The participants were asked to add their own responses to the questions, “What can HEIs do to engage faith communities in their local area?” What are the challenges?” and “How might this add value in your HEI?” The answers given were wide-ranging, and are summarised in note form below.
What can HEIs do to engage with faith groups in their local area?

· Hefce could endorse the importance of this issue, and possibly provide funding for a team who would provide leadership to the sector along with an evidence base and tools and resources to enhance faith literacy.

· Our HEI is more diverse than the “local community” – perhaps we can act as an example to the wider community?

· Look at what would appeal to the young people in terms of working together (film, DVD, website, press)?

· Befriend people rather than engage “faith”. It’s easier to work with someone and understand where they are coming from when they are well known.

· Link up the university, NHS hospital and prison chaplains with the community at local level.
· Be prepared for the long haul. This could be a process that bears fruit over years rather than just a few months. Celebrate successes along the way, even the very small ones.

· Don’t assume faith groups are the only people who have an interest in “faith”.

· Identify needs and look at how you can contribute to meeting some of those needs. Some quick tangible results could help establish credibility.

· Perhaps chaplains, support, counsellors etc. could become one unified group and could organise engagement?

· Be creative. Look at what experts you have in your university and how they can make a contribution to community engagement – for example, one of our music lecturers did a diversity day at our local school.
· Do fun things together, for example, music, sport or competitions.

· Ask the local communities to identify their needs. Listen to what they say. Ask about ways their needs might be met. Work in partnership on equal terms to begin to meet needs. Engage with local community partnerships (where they exist formally) before developing partnerships.
· Signpost agencies and services.

· Collaborate on key issues in the local community.

· Connect students with faith institutions and community centres.

· Break down barriers which are there because of preconceptions.

· Promote education, particularly HE as a route for faith minorities and try to find role models to encourage this.

What are the challenges?

· Challenges universities not to make assumptions about what the “community” wants.
· Any engagement has to be real, not just with the “usual suspects”, i.e., local prominent faith and community leaders.
· Engaging with faith communities will be difficult, messy and raise fundamental issues about what it means to be a human being.

· We want to serve out whole HEI community, but with many faith groups we cannot ascertain which people to engage with.
· Where does the change in fees come into play here? It will definitely prevent many ethnic minority faith communities accessing university!

· Chaplaincies have a Christian basis and are often funded by churches. They can therefore be exclusive. Should they be under a wider umbrella and called by different names perhaps?

· There are some multi-faith chaplaincies, but many of these do not have any structure to support other faiths.

How might this add value in your HEI?
· Shows students/staff that something they value is also valued by the university, or at least we acknowledge that it is important to them.

· Helps students be confident in their identity. They are better prepared to step out into society.

· Enhances negotiating and diplomacy skills.

· Learning experience for you.

· Shows the commonality between faiths.

· Shows we are all humans at the end of the day.

· The business case is there as it will inspire a more diverse constituency to enter university.

· It’s more about how disastrous is to disengage from the immediate community and how much value that can subtract from the potential of having a wide and inclusive approach.
· Begin to build up and understanding of the world and where students come from, as well as the factors that make up their religion, for example, is it their religion of their parents’? 
· Make sure that the student body reflects wider society, not just an elite.

· Shows religion contributes to solutions, not just create problems.

· Breaks down the barriers and unknown fears about each other.

· Potentially reaches ‘hard to reach’ members of the local community.

· Students can enhance their CVs, with a wider network of different people and ages and experience of working together.
· In attracting local students, it also helps if there are local students from a similar faith background already on campus.
