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Don't blame the schools 

(Marshall: October 2000) 

 

This was a recent headline for the monthly Catholic newspaper distributed in South 
Australia. My immediate reaction was - why not? Father Philip Marshall , a respected 
academic priest in the Adelaide archdiocese (for whom I have great admiration) was 
responding to a letter questioning(yet again) the lack of "good faith formation" practices in 
our Catholic schools. 

In the early days of settlement in South Australia, education was seen as the 
means for preserving Catholic religious identity in a mainly Protestant environment (Trainor, 
1991:58). There was no doubt that the Catholic schools were to provide educational 
opportunities, a task for which the churches had long been responsible in Europe, to break 
the cycle of poverty among Catholics and to set up conditions that would allow the Catholics 
in the new colony to take on positions of power and authority. But the underlying reasoning 
was that the Catholic church leaders at the time recognised that the future of the Catholic 
church lay in the children of the colony. A schooling system was introduced where every 
kind of instruction imparted to [the students] should be interpenetrated by Catholic doctrine, 
by Catholic feeling and practice (Geoghegan, 1860:13). The emphasis was on bringing 
about a climate of Catholic unity in belief and practice. Then Religious Education was a 
consensus of understanding about the purpose...the school was the place for nurturing 
faith...a place for catechesis and for socialising the young into the Church (Keane & Keane, 
1997:3). 

As Brookfield indicates curricula do not just happen. They exist because particular people in 
a particular place at a particular time believed that someone else should know about 
something...they have arisen out of conflicts of interest in which the wishes of 
certainindividuals and groups have prevailed (Brookfield 1995: 40). In Catholic schooling the 
first pastors and bishops in South Australia were clear in defining the curriculum and 
continuously checking that it was being rigorously followed. 

Religious education, with a particular emphasis on the Catholic tradition continues to be the 
one subject that is compulsory in Catholic Secondary schools in South Australia for all 
students from year 8 through to years 12 & 13. Since the early seventies individual schools 
and teachers have had much more autonomy about the delivery of the curriculum in 
Religious Education the elements are still clearly defined by statements contained in 
documents produced by the Catholic Education Offices. Documents such as The doctrinal 
scope and sequence and the SACSA Religious Education Framework outline the standards 
of knowledge, skills and content for the different levels of schooling. The schools and 
teachers will then design their school curriculum around these outlines and suggested 



activities. If you speak to the teachers it is clear that the consensus of purpose has broken 
down in recent years 

Why do I question why someone would suggest that the schools' "aren't to blame"? Schools 
have a huge influence on the future attitude, knowledge and approach the students will have 
toward religion. I do not negate the even more powerful influence of parents or the 
impression their local church community might make but we must accept that for many 
students, I might even suggest the majority of students in Catholic Secondary schools, the 
school is their only contact with church and offers them the only comfortable opportunity to 
engage in critical reflection and discussion about religion and their church. Schools are to 
blame if they do not take seriously the challenge of Religious Education. 

I presented a paper last year at a local Catholic school forum. I posed the question to the 
audience - about 45 people, 25 RE teachers or recent past RE teachers, 5 academics, 5 
parents and 5 senior personnel from the Catholic Education Office - what words come to 
mind that relate to your experience of RE or to the experience of those around you in 
schools? I found it particularly interesting that the practicing teachers, those currently or very 
recently involved in classroom work gave me the following terms: 

Decisions; despair; discipline; directions; disasters; distractions; difficult; irrelevant to 
students; hard to get good teachers. On other occasions teachers have told me and indeed 
the literature supports this, that RE is too time consuming and low on the academic scale of 
subject importance. (English, 1999:38; Graham, 1997:27) The members of the audience 
from the administrative hierarchy, those from the Catholic Education Office, put forward the 
words: 

Delightful; dreams; fascinating - no negatives; and even the term "disgusting" was used to 
suggest that there might be some negative views on the subject. 

Journals that focus on Religious Education regularly include articles that suggest that 
teachers in schools have difficulty in teaching the subject and often write programs designed 
to keep the administration. They are uncertain about what they are required to do. (Di 
Giaccomo 1985; Engelbretson, 1997; Graham, 1997) The purpose of RE is not clear. Is the 
aim 

to educate children into "the truth"; to catechise? (The aim of the early church 
in Australia) 

to educate children in religious literacy - understanding subject specific 
language, using the terminology, understanding rituals, roles etc;? 

to educate children about Christianity - evangelise? 

to educate children in religion - its place in the world, its place their lives, its 
place in the lives of other people and other cultures. 

Or something entirely different?. 

It is still the case that in many schools, especially secondary schools that teachers who have 
little or no interest in the subject are required to teach Religious Education if they want to 
retain or obtain a position in a Catholic school. This situation means that teachers face the 
task of teaching Religious Education with doubt, confusion and guilt. Teachers of RE take 
refuge in the isolation of the classroom. Often, being inexperienced, either because they are 
just out of University or because they have never taught the subject, or concerned about 



their own faith journey, they are reluctant to communicate their private puzzles, doubts or 
difficulties. Where you might find Maths teachers huddled together at breaks teasing out or 
sharing a problem, or English teachers chatting about the appropriateness of a recent novel 
or movie, religion remains a taboo subject around the table. Discussions that involve religion 
are always centred around the next classroom activity - the word puzzle, the dramatic role 
play, egg painting, crib making, the colour sheet. According to Hargreaves guilt is a 
central emotional preoccupation of teachers (Hargreaves 1994: 142). When it comes to the 
teachers of Religious Education this guilt may be doubled. Not only may they feel that they 
are not doing enough but they may feel that because of their own life experiences, their own 
beliefs and practices, what they consider their own failings they are inadequate or even 
bigots to be standing in front of a class teaching Religious Education (Graham 1997). 

A number of teachers of RE in Catholic Secondary schools are not of the Catholic faith 
tradition; some are not of the Christian tradition. Many are genuinely uncomfortable with 
teaching a subject about which they have little or no prior academic knowledge. There have 
been and continue to be significant and major changes in the church following Vatican II. 
The days of rote learning of the Catechism when anyone with enough goodwill [could] teach 
religion (Di Giacome,1984:22) have long gone. It is often not even the academic component 
that causes concern but the underlying implication of passing on the faith tradition (SACSA 
RE draft framework). Practitioners who are reflective of their task will question the purpose 
of the task; the theories that individuals bring to it and the limitations that control the output. 
(English 2000) 

Schools and teachers resistant to educational change retard the success of programs. We 
need to allow and encourage our Religious Education teachers to voice their concerns, to 
indicate what changes need to happen; we must encourage our Religious Education 
teachers to "come out" and ensure that their perceptions and perspectives will be taken into 
account. To deny teachers a voice in Religious Education is to stifle any form of 
development or progress and Religious Education must continue to develop and progress 
because the main concern of the early Church in Australia still remains - the future of the 
Catholic Church in Australia is in the hands of our children. The future Church may not look 
anything like the old Church. The pre-Vatican II Church and the Church of today are not 
alike in rituals and appearance, I have heard people even say that it is not the same Church. 
So too must the Church continue to change if it is to be relevant to our children and grand-
children, and it will be our children and grand-children bringing about the changes. 

If teachers do not have confidence and indeed trust in themselves and what they are doing it 
is difficult, if not impossible, to provide students with the opportunities to speak out, to 
develop critical thinking practices and feel "OK" about debating, discussing and even 
contradicting current and past Church practice and beliefs. Without these skills students will 
be unable to ever reach a position of informed commitment or develop the skills that will 
enable them to become the 'bishops' and 'priests' of tomorrow or to engage in a lifelong 
study of religion, whether formal or informal. If we acknowledge Fowler's stages of faith 
development we also acknowledge that religion and religious education is indeed lifelong. 

We need "critically reflective [Religious Education] teachers - teachers who make their own 
thinking public and therefore subject to discussion" (Ostermann 1990: 139). If teachers are 
prepared to do this; if the school, the Catholic Education Office personnel and the Church 
are prepared to actively encourage, expect and support this attitude, Religious Education 
classes will be challenging, interesting and stimulating for students and their teachers. 

Religious Education too often still sees "the learner as a passive vessel...where the student 
is a passive receiver of wisdom, which flows in one direction from the 'expert' teacher 
(Lohrey 1995: 46). In Religious Education, predominantly due to the practices of the Catholic 



school Religious Education programs up until the late 1960s, teachers see themselves as 
being put into that role and students often also expect Religious Education to be approached 
in this way. In the early Church this "magisterial model" of teaching and learning may have 
been acceptable but today these practices inhibit what Lohrey calls "high road transfer", the 
situation where teachers and students learn lifelong skills that can continue throughout life 
and can be applied to all subject areas. Religious Education can be considered in many 
instances as 'low road' learning where meaning making abilities are retarded (Lohrey 1995: 
48). Teachers may use this form of teaching and learning as a shield to avoid having to look 
under the surface veneer of student responses and becoming entangled in controversial 
discussions or enter into those areas of knowledge that they believe might be beyond their 
scope. 

What does teaching RE mean today? Currently it means - 

A lack of defined purpose within the school and because there may be 
differences of purposes between schools a confusion of aims. 

The Maths, PE or German teacher teaching Religious Education because 
they are expected to do so to keep their positions. No interest or experience 
necessary, just a willingness to do so. (or so the job advertisements ask). 

Frustration for the keen Religious Education teacher because their planned 
lesson is regularly dropped because it is needed for some administrative 
purpose. 

Working in isolation in case there is doubt about the authenticity of the 
instruction being given. 

Not bringing up Religious Education classroom difficulties at the lunch table 
because you can guarantee that no one else has the problems you are 
having. Well they won't admit to any problems so you become the inferior 
teacher. 

Being very careful discussing controversial issues with other teachers or your 
students. 

Not putting extra time into attending workshops and courses because you 
don't want to be seen as an Religious Education specialist. There is low 
status in that position. 

Not commenting on practices or expressing critically reflective thoughts 
publicly. 

Possibly looking inept in front of the students because not being a Catholic 
the teacher cannot prepare the class for the coming liturgical event. 

Putting students into Religious Education classes based on homerooms. For 
senior students this means that classes are large and Religious Education is 
the only subject where allowance in groupings is not made for varying 
abilities, interests and talents. 

Grappling with confusing, vague church documents or restrictive frameworks. 



According to the SACSA draft framework it will mean 

to plan and incorporate a pedagogy which will incorporate a range of 
appropriate qualities, skills, dispositions and knowledge necessary for the 
various stages of student development. 

The list can continue 

Teaching Religious Education today means that if I am prepared to ignore or overcome the 
previous restrictions on my performance I will be able to 

Enjoy the challenge 

Engage and stimulate the students 

Move forward on my own faith journey 

Awaken curiosity and encourage intellectual rigour 

Adopt a truly professional approach to the task by interacting openly with 
other teachers; thinking and working critically with praise rather than 
scepticism or ridicule. 

Create conditions that promote a lifelong learning experience in Religion for 
both myself and my students. 

Love every minute of teaching Religious Education. 

And dare I suggest ensure the future of the Church. 

We cannot remove the blame from the schools as Fr. Marshall suggests because it is 
imperative that schools look at their programs and take into account 

1. The diverse make up or the classes. At least 35% , often more, of students in 
Catholic Secondary schools are not of the Catholic faith tradition. Many of those that 
are, rarely, if ever attend a church. In South Australia a number of classes have up to 
20% of students who are committed to faith traditions that are not Christian. This 
needs consideration and recognition when designing curriculum and setting goals. 
What place has pluralism in our curriculum 

2. Teachers need to be genuinely involved with Religious Education programs. They 
must want to be in that classroom. 

3. Teachers need to have up to date knowledge of the subject area and current 
teaching methods in the area. A Catholic childhood does not automatically provide 
teachers with the depth of knowledge to feel comfortable teaching others. 

4. Teachers should be encouraged as they would be in any true learning organisation, 
to attend workshops and seminars. To change from a negative to a positive view of 
giving up time to improve Religious Education skills we may even need to consider 
rewards or incentives - financial (re-imbursement of fees and costs; an allowance if 
teachers complete certificates, diplomas or post-graduate studies); recognition within 
the school for achievements in the area. 

5. Provide an atmosphere that supports and welcomes discussion on religious issues. 
6. Be clear about the purpose of Religious Education within the school. Let parents 

know what teachers are doing; why this tactic or method or topic is included rather 



than another; and where Religious Education fits into the program of 'getting the best' 
out of students. 

7. Make sure students and other teachers know we are serious about Religious 
Education. Complain about losing lessons, other subject teachers do, especially in 
the senior years. Save the word puzzles and colour sheets for the relief days. Use 
projects, activities, assignments that actively engage the students in skills 
development and learning. 

8. Be confident that "learning in Religious Education [can] encourage students to think 
critically and creatively to contribute to ideas and solutions about personal, social, 
economic and spiritual matters. 

9. Let's be open and honest about the problems so that we can find the solutions and 
all students will actively look forward to coming into the Religious Education 
classroom. 

It is imperative that we recognise and name the problems and concerns in teaching 
Religious Education so that we can move on to a better and more optimistic future where no 
teacher or student will ever be heard to say 

RE is not a real subject anyway 

(Stollenwerk, 1999:2) 
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